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ABSTRACT
American Dream and German Nightmare? Identity, Gender, and Memory in the
Autobiographic Work of Esmeralda Santiago and Emine Sevgi Ozdamar. (August 2007)

Anja Margarethe Schwalen, M.A., Ruhr Universitit Bochum, Germany

Chair of Advisory Committee: Dr. Larson Powell

This thesis compares the autobiographic work of Esmeralda Santiago and Emine
Sevgi Ozdamar focusing on the aspects of ethnic identity, gender, as well as history and
memory. The argument is that both authors' work not only reflects the cultural origins of
each writer and her trauma of loss, but also each host country's social realities and
conflicts. In spite of alienation and loss of home and language, both protagonists create
"touching tales," a phrase coined by Leslie Adelson that refers to the entanglement
between cultures, stressing more the common ground between them than the differences.
Santiago's work stresses the dividedness of American society along racial and ethnic
lines, but also the opportunity for the immigrant to reinvent herself and overcome racial
and social boundaries. Ozdamar on the other hand reflects on the dividedness and
traumatization of Germany through World War 11, the Holocaust, the East-West division,
and the terrorism of the 1970s. She compares it to the political and social division within
Turkey as results of the Armenian genocide and military coups. While Santiago views
American culture with distance, Ozdamar displays an enthusiastic reception of leftist
writers like Bertolt Brecht and German literature in general. Both autobiographical
subjects find a way to reconcile their own inner divisions through theater work, which

combines universal and multicultural elements.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Immigrant or ethnic literature has been part of U.S. literature since the late
nineteenth century. Usually it combined the immigrant experience with a coming of age
narration of the subject's assimilation into American culture. During the past thirty years
the interest in this type of literature has increased significantly, alongside with a
fascination in women's and life writings from the part of literary criticism as well as the
general reading public. Works by Latinas now form a large part of the canon of
ethnic/gender literature.! Germany, not being a classical country of immigration, has
lagged behind in this development, but since the early nineties attention has been drawn
to a number of German language writers, from different countries or cultures of origin,
especially from Turkey.

This study will compare the autobiographic works of two well known ethnic
women authors: Esmeralda Santiago (USA) and Emine Sevgi Ozdamar (Germany). Both
writers were born in the 1940s in Puerto Rico and Turkey and first came to the U.S. and
Germany as teenagers, having to acquire English/German as a second language in which
they later chose to write. Since both of them describe their personal journey and
development through adolescence and young womanhood, and their works cover a

similar historical time, a comparative analysis seems promising. The object of my

This thesis follows the style of Publications of the Modern Languages Association of
America.



study will be their autobiographic trilogies® with emphasis on the last volumes
respectively that deal with the protagonist's young adulthood: The Turkish Lover (2004)
by Santiago and Seltsame Sterne starren zur Erde (Strange Stars staring down onto
Earth) (2003) by Ozdamar. My purpose is to explore similarities and differences
regarding main topics chosen, self-construction, ethnic and gender identity as well as
reflections on history and politics. I will argue that the differences I find are not only due
to the individual uniqueness of each writer's biography and culture and her style of
writing, but that they reflect different attitudes towards the concepts of self, society, and
history in the respective host country. In simplifying terms one could say that after all,
Santiago represents the American immigrant success story, which some critics have
accused her of, but which also might have contributed to her success.” Ozdamar on the
other hand reflects on the inner divisions and generational conflicts of Germany of the
seventies, still resulting from the trauma of World War II and the Holocaust, paralleling it
to the Turkish trauma of military dictatorship and Armenian genocide. While North
America can become somewhat of a home for the immigrant who Americanizes or
assimilates, Ozdamar's protagonist keeps wandering through Europe like the picaroon of
the Baroque novel that has ever since been a character in European Literature.* Becoming
German is never a concern for Ozdamar's character, while being European or connecting
with Europe has great importance. Although the "Europeanness" of Turkey is contested
even today, I will show that her literary work is influenced by the ideas of European
Enlightenment and Socialism, but also of the postwar despair on how "writing after

Auschwitz" (Giinther Grass) would be possible.” Santiago for her part is North American,



although she might not always like it or be conscious of it, to paraphrase her Turkish
boyfriend.

That said, I am aware of the problematic of treating literary works as bodies of
evidence in the context of cultural studies or history, since there is the danger of
generalizing the findings.® Therefore, the second chapter of this study will discuss the
most crucial theoretical questions regarding memory, autobiography, and identity for my
analysis. After a brief comparative introduction of ethnic literature in the USA and
Germany and an overview over the work of Santiago and Ozdamar in chapter III, chapter
IV will start with a comparison of the main topics. Also in this chapter, the following
aspects of their works will then be discussed:

How is self-construction or self-invention carried out? Where is the narrated "I"
situated in relationship to other(s)?” What role do the categories of race, gender, and class
play for the protagonist and in her encounters with the cultural other? Memory of
personal and national history and traumas and coping with them are major themes in both
works. How do Santiago's and Ozdamar's texts reflect on divisions within the individual
and society of either country? Finally, how do both protagonists achieve a certain degree
of reconciliation of their inner contradictions and conflicts through artistic work in the

theater? Does this reconciliation again reflect on American/German mentalities?



CHAPTER 11
THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS

As early as the 1920s Walter Benjamin observed the process of democratization
in literature with a certain ambiguity, stating that with an increasing penetration of the
press into all areas of life, the distinction between reader and writer was increasingly
diminishing: "At any moment the reader is ready to turn into a writer" ({lluminations
232). The surge in life writings of all kinds during the past three decades certainly seems
to prove Benjamin right. When the Mexican-American writer Sandra Cisneros recently
gave a talk to a socially and racially mixed audience in Bryan, Texas, she suggested to
aspiring authors to start with one's own life, because this is what each of us knows best.®
This is an indicator of the general interest in autobiographical writing, which has also
influenced the field of ethnic literature, rendering most present literary productions by
present day minority writers more autobiographical.

Only a few scholars have done comparative work on literature by Latino and
Turkish immigrant authors. However Azade Seyhan has written extensively on the topic
and points out in her latest book Writing Outside the Nation that anthropology has started
to become increasingly interested in life narratives as "microcosms of larger political and
sociocultural issues" (67).° By questioning the exclusive claims and validity of "official"
historical or cultural narratives, literary, autobiographical, and bilingual texts fill the gaps
of understanding and provide alternative points of view. Although a writer does not
necessarily reflect the experience of average people, Seyhan claims that: "The works of

Castillo, Anzaldia, Kingston, Ozdamar, Monikov4, or Danticat may not be



‘representative of the thoughts or lives of the majority of women." But they are
representative of the destinies of women and men who have lost their footing in history,
their place in geography, and their families to persecution in any form" (158). The
anthropologist Michael M. J. Fischer, who has done extensive studies of autobiographies
from all over the world, affirms: "The individual is one locus for the intersection of wider
historical processes. The frame of a life history or an autobiography is one experiential
field for identifying the ways these intersections articulate" (92). He argues that
autobiography usually speaks with multiple voices and has a mosaic composition, thus
not just telling the protagonist's life from one perspective, but including mirroring,
dialogic storytelling, and cross-cultural critique. Both Santiago's and Ozdamar's texts do
this to different extents and in different ways, putting emphasis on the individual and
subjective experience with the larger historical contexts as a backdrop.

OFurthermore, postmodern theory increasingly has questioned the stability of the
concept of identity and gender, thus rejecting the "humanist/essentialized self" (Bergland
161). Sidonie Smith describes autobiographic telling as a performative act during which
identity is being produced (141-46). Philipp Lejeune declares in his revision of "The
Autobiographical Pact": "Telling the truth about the self, constituting the self as complete
subject — it is a fantasy. In spite of the fact that autobiography is impossible, this in no
way prevents it from existing" (131-132)."° In her book Gender Trouble Judith Butler
asserts that gender is a similarly unstable concept which is socially and discursively
constructed instead:

If one "is" a woman that is surely not all one is; the term fails to be exhaustive ...
because gender is not always constituted coherently or consistently in different

historical contexts, and because gender intersects with racial, class, ethnic, sexual,
and regional modalities of discursively constructed identities. As a result, it becomes



impossible to separate out "gender" from the political and cultural intersections in
which it is invariably produced and maintained (3).

Kader Konuk remarks in her study on Turkish women writers that critics or
readers often assume cultural authenticity (essentialism) in marginalized groups
alongside the idea of the possiblity of a authentic or true self with its "identical
core"(126-27)."" The assumption in this study is thus that identity is being produced
discursively in both Santiago and Ozdamar's work and that gender and ethnic origin are
important positionalities that cannot be separated from each other.'” However, I will
show how each author produces identity differently and positions the subject differently
as well, both in love relationships and female community.

The complexity of the field of life writings and the multiple terminologies make it
necessary to briefly address the issue of different genres of life narratives. In their
textbook Reading Autobiography Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson list and define fifty-
two genres of life narratives."> In the scholarly literature, many of these terms are used
interchangeably, reflecting the blurred boundaries between subgenera like autobiography,
memoir, Bildungsroman, etc. This fact stems from the insight that the confessional truth
claims of classical autobiography cannot be maintained, since "the subject of
autobiography is a self-representation and not the autobiographer her/himself" (Gilmore
68)."* In fact, many contemporary life narratives themselves mix those genres, as for
example Santiago and Ozdamar do, and some critics refer to them as "novels."" This
practice is prevalent in non-western, nonmetropolitan life writings which Karen Kaplan
ironically describes as "out-law genres."'® If one accepts these premises, any life
narrative implies invention of self and re-creation of memory and therefore "what really

nn

happened" remains elusive. Therefore I will use terms "protagonist,” "autobiographical



subject," and the first names of the authors when I talk about the "narrated T" in
Santiago's and Ozdamar's texts and their last names when referring to the authors as
"narrating ) R

In my opinion, the work of Santiago and Ozdamar reflects the growing
phenomenon of global migration and dislocation as well as cultural alienation, difference,
and conflict. Both authors can be considered postcolonial subjects, who coming from the
periphery of the metropolis (Europe, United States), challenge notions of stable cultural
and personal identity in their life writings. In an age of increasing global dislocation and
migration, much has been written on the topic of ethnic awareness and difference, with
emphasis on the conflict between the immigrant's culture and language and the culture of
the host country. Since the late seventies, the latter has received somewhat of a bad name
which goes beyond the anti imperialistic critique of the sixties and early seventies,
because it is accused of imposing itself in a patronizing colonial way on the immigrant.18
Postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha argues for the idea of a "third space" as the location
of immigrant culture, situating it between culture of origin and culture of the colonial
country.19 According to Bhabha, this cultural hybridity "makes it possible to begin
envisaging national, anti-nationalist histories of the 'people' (56). Leslie Adelson in her
study of Turkish-German literature worries that this approach might overlook
transformation of ethnic and national entities in the process of migration. Thus she
focuses on this transformation with her concept of "touching tales," which puts an
emphasis on dialogue, common ground, and historical and cultural entanglement between
Germans and Turks. Rejecting the idea of a "third space," she suggests that in spite of

conflict and animosities between ethnic groups and the ongoing debate about



assimilation, migrants and their literature have already transformed German culture and
have become a part of it.
First, it suggests that Germans and Turks in Germany share more culture (as an
ongoing imaginative project) than is often presumed when one speaks of two discrete
worlds encountering each other across a civilizational divide. Touching tales thus
takes conceptual leave from a model of incommensurable differences to stress a
broad range of common ground, which can be thicker or thinner at some junctures.
(20)2°
I believe that this is an important aspect in both Santiago's and Ozdamar's writing,
and that both their texts resist a simplistic dichotomy between Anglo/German culture on
the one hand and Puerto Rican/Turkish on the other hand. Instead they expose
discontinuities and fractures in both the uprooted immigrant and his culture of origin and
the host culture and its representatives. Beyond an awareness of gender and ethnicity of
the narrated subject, both texts mirror the cultural and political environment in which
they are written, the urban USA during the Vietnam era and the divided Berlin of the
seventies. The protagonists' cultural and historical backgrounds and personal stories
touch and intersect with those whom they encounter, transforming each other in the
process and creating a new story. Nevertheless I am conscious of the fact that the
documentary value of any individual piece of life writing is limited, since it does not
attempt to be historiographical account in the traditional sense of the word and even tries
to counter them.?' However, life writings are part of the democratization of literature and
add alternative perspectives to official historiography. Walter Benjamin would have been
pleased with this development; when theorizing about the future of literary production in

1934, he polemicized against any possible revival of the classic Bildungsroman which

consolidated the bourgeois subject.”



While pointing out parallels and differences in content, narrative structure,
identity-construction, and historical memory, my aim is to demonstrate that both works —
in the sense of "touching tales"-reflect different philosophical and political attitudes
generally attributed to the U.S. and Europe, therefore giving each work a distinctive
American or German touch. It would be ideological to discuss whether the works
discussed are more Puerto Rican than American or more Turkish than German. However
they may point to the fact that as countries of the periphery of North America/ Europe
both Puerto Rico and Turkey already share cultural values, ideas and history with the
country/continent of immigration. As Juan Flores remarks: "In no other national history
are twentieth-century American social values and priorities more visibly imprinted than
in Puerto Rico's" (1988, 39). And Ozdamar's protagonist states ironically in Die Briicke
vom Goldenen Horn:

Ein Mensch aus Europa. Was er sagte, war wie ein zementierter Satz. Ein Tiirke, der
in Europa studiert hatte, bekam an einem Tisch den ersten Platz, und alle schauten
auf seinen Mund, was er sagte. (249-50)

A person from Europe. Whatever he said was like a sentence written in stone. A

Turk who had been to study in Europe was seated at the head of the table and
everybody paid close attention to every word coming out of his mouth.
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CHAPTER 1III
OVERVIEW ON IMMIGRANT OR ETHNIC LITERATURE IN THE U.S. AND
GERMANY
Similarities and Differences

At first glance it seems that the United States is the classical country of
immigration, while Germany only admitted the first "guest workers" (Gastarbeiter) in the
1950s. However, the facts are more complex. Immigration historians such as Klaus Bade
have pointed out that Germany does have a history of migration since the late Middle
Ages, for example immigration from France and Poland, as well as emigration to
Romania, Russia, and later the Americas.”> While the United States has defined itself
much earlier as a country of immigration, offering citizenship to immigrants quickly and
granting automatic citizenship to children born in the U.S. (I.e. acknowledging ius solis),
Germany until a few years ago, still insisted on the ius sanguinis (law of blood or
descent) when deciding who could qualify as German, and naturalization continues to be
a long and tedious process.

The national narrative of the United States until the 1920s and 1930s upheld the
myth of Frederick Jackson Turner's Frontier thesis according to which the American
mentality had been formed under the challenges of settlement. Later, in the 1950s the so-
called "melting pot" theory (Oscar Handlin) tried to integrate the fact of post-frontier
immigration, claiming that all immigrant cultures would eventually be forged into a new
homogenous people.24 This ideology led to a systematic repression of the immigrants'
ethnic past, which is reflected in much of the earlier immigrant writings that usually take

on a more assimilationist tone (Singh 5). According to Kathrine Payant, most early
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immigrant writers were Jewish immigrants like Abraham Cahan, Henry Roth, Mary
Antin, and Anzia Yezierska, who stressed the aspect of assimilation and gratefulness to
America. However, she mentions that even in those early texts one finds that the
assimilatory pattern was problematic (xvi).?

With the black civil rights movement in the early sixties and the surge of African
American ethnic literature, other ethnic groups started asserting their rights as well.
Within a few years, awareness of ethnic identity resurfaced, and with it a new literature
reflecting this experience and the fact that many groups were excluded or disadvantaged
from participating in the so-called homogeneous American culture. The racism of the
national narrative thus became evident. After the change of immigration laws in 1965 that
abolished national quotas, a new wave of immigration from Latin American and Asian
countries set in, and with them a new production of literature that focused again on the
immigration experience (Payant xx).

In this political context Chicano and Latino literature established itself as a new
genre of ethnic literature.*® These days, citizens of Hispanic descent represent the largest
minority in the USA. The immigration history between Mexico, Puerto Rico and the
USA is special in so far as there has been ongoing migration since before the founding of
the USA, and in fact large parts of the USA once were Mexican territory. Moreover,
unlike Europeans and European immigrants, Mexicans and Puerto Ricans have
considered themselves as being colonized by the United States in many ways, and
Chicano/Latino literature reflects this awareness of this discrepant, disadvantageous
status (Flores 1988, 41). While the genre was initially dominated by male writers

(Rudolfo Anaya, José Antonio Villareal, et al.), women writers such as Sandra Cisneros
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and Gloria Anzaldda followed in the wake of the feminist movement.Their texts explore
the concept of difference not only in terms of ethnicity, but also femininity and sexual
orientation.”’ According to Juan Flores, Puerto Rican literature in New York began as
early as 1916 with Memoirs of Bernardo Vega, and experienced a second wave around
1950 featuring a more fictional and dramatic approach, for example René Marqués' La
carreta. However, this kind of literature talks more about the island and the outside view
on the community in New York. Only the third wave, the Nuyorican stage that emerged
in the late 1960s, stressed the bilingualism and Caribbean heritage of the Puerto Rican
community and lately has also produced women writers like Sandra Maria Esteves and
Nicholasa Mohr. Flores observes the tendency to testimonio style novels and
autobiographies (43).%

Germany, on the other hand, never pretended to melt immigrants into a common
"Germanness." Until a few years ago, it was very difficult to attain citizenship if one was
not born of German parents. The pressure of immigration, i.e. that about 10 percent of the
population were foreigners, has led to some changes, such as granting citizenship to
children of foreigners born in Germany and reducing the waiting period for naturalization
from 15 to 8 years.”” People of Turkish descent are the largest minority in Germany. In
1999, about 2 million lived in the Federal Republic, which is about one third of the total
foreign population. Most of them were recruited during the labor shortages of the 1960s
and were able to have relatives follow them to Germany. Because of the continual
coming and going of people between Turkey and Germany, similar to that between

Mexico and Puerto Rico and the U.S., one can also employ the word migrant. Since the



13

reunification and opening of the borders in the East, a large influx of migrants from
Eastern Europe and Asia has also occurred.

Literature by Turkish and other immigrants first entered the public eye in the late
seventies and early eighties when a heightened awareness of that matter was prevalent,
especially because of the 1981 military putsch in Turkey.3 % Much of that literature dealt
with the experience of culture shock and prejudices, but also presented a quest for
identity in an existence between cultures (Frederking 41). In contrast to Chicano
literature which usually was written in English, initially many of those authors wrote in
Turkish, if their schooling had been predominantly in Turkey. However, many of them
eventually chose German as their literary language. Reasons for this varied, as Frederking
explains, from wanting to address a broader audience, being censored in Turkey, to the
expanded linguistic possibilities of writing in German by using montage technique
mixing German and Turkish lexical or sentence structures (38-39).%' Saliha Scheinhardt™
and Aysel Ozakin are considered the first important German Turkish woman writers.
They published their first books in Germany in 1982 and 1983. Their focus was the social
situation of Turkish migrant workers as well as the difficulties of women situated
between tradition and modernity (Fischer/McGowan 12-13). Recently, in the wake of a
new debate about the compatibility of so-called European and Islamic values, a wave of
testimonio literature has been published.3 ? These works are usually written by women
from Islamic cultures, who have escaped often oppressive and violent families and reflect
on their experiences and survival. One of the earliest and best known is Serap Cileli's Wir

sind eure Tochter, nicht eure Ehre (We are your daughters, not your honor) from 2002.%*
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Esmeralda Santiago and Emine Sevgi Ozdamar:
Overview of Work and Critical Reception

Ozdamar was born in Malatya, Turkish-Kurdistan, in 1946 and at age 19 went to
Berlin, Germany on her own to work at a factory for two years. Introduced to the work of
Brecht, she decided to become an actress, and attended drama school in Istanbul from
1967 t01970. For a several years, she worked as an actress at different Turkish theatres. >
In 1976, she went to East Berlin in order to study with Brecht disciple Benno Besson,
soon became his assistant, and after a short time with him in Paris, went back to Germany
to work as an actress at the Schauspielhaus in Bochum (1979—1984).36 Furthermore, she
wrote a play, Karagoz in Alamania and acted in several German movies.”” Her writings
fit into neither of these groups of authors described above. Along with authors like Zafer
Senocak and Aras Oren, she rather represents what Leslie Adelson calls the "Turkish
turn" in contemporary German literature around 1990, which coincided with the fall of
the Berlin Wall and a time "when ethnic signifiers, memory cultures, and tectonic shifts
in transnational conflicts loomed disorientingly large, not only in Germany but on a
global stage in dramatic transition" (15). Ozdamar published Mutterzunge, her first book,
in 1990. The autobiographic novel Das Leben ist eine Karawanserei (Karawanserei)
came out in 1992, followed by Die Briicke vom Goldenen Horn (Briicke) (1998) and
Seltsame Sterne starren zur Erde (Sterne) (2003). The latter three volumes form the so-
called Istanbul-Berlin Trilogie.*® Ozdamar was awarded several prizes, among them the
prestigious Ingeborg-Bachman Preis in 2004.% Though touching on the themes
mentioned above, her writings also reflect her experience with Turkish and German

theater and the awareness of the complexity of cultural and linguistic experiences and
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shifting identities (Horrocks xxiii). In spite of her high acclaim by literary critics, her
work has not reached a mass audience like some of the testimonios mentioned above, and
some critics have taken offense at her bilingual style and her sometimes literal translation
from Turkish into German.*

Santiago was born in 1948 in Puerto Rico and came to New York at age 14 in
1961 with her mother and seven younger siblings, since her younger brother needed
medical treatment. The family moved in with her grandmother and her boyfriend and
Santiago's mother went to work as a seamstress. Santiago herself qualified for the High
School of Performing Arts in Manhattan and later won a scholarship to Harvard
University from where she graduated in 1976. Her first book, the memoir When I Was
Puerto Rican (Puerto Rican) (1993) was completed as a Master's Thesis from Sarah
Lawrence College. Almost a Woman (Woman) and The Turkish Lover (Lover) followed
in 1998 and 2004. Santiago's writings belong to what critics like Maria Acosta Cruz call
the "Latina boom" of the 1990s and which includes authors like Sandra Cisneros, Julia
Alvarez, and Cristina Garcia (2006, 172).41 Her memoirs have been very successful in
reaching a mainstream audience, and parts of them have been published in readers for
high school and university students, so that one can agree with Cruz's assessment, that
Santiago has become part of the canon of Latina literature. Not all critics agree on
Santiago's literary or emancipatory value; some think that she uses too many stereotypes
and wrongly claims to represent "Puerto-Ricanness" (Acosta Cruz 2002, 112; Tate 108),

while others laud her texts for instilling self-confidence in young Latinas (Averbeck 379).
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In spite of their different cultures of origin and professional backgrounds, the
authors' life stories have numerous parallels and treat similar topics, although in very

different ways, as will be shown in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 1V
COMPARISON OF THE TRILOGIES
Content and Topics: Overview

Both Santiago and Ozdamar chronologically cover the time from their childhood in
the country of origin through their personal and professional development in the country
of immigration. In When I Was Puerto Rican Santiago talks about her childhood in semi-
rural Macin, her growing up as the oldest sister, daily life and her family's economic and
personal struggles, and finally her arrival in New York. Almost a Woman treats her time
in New York between the age of thirteen and eighteen when she attends the High School
for Performing Arts in Manhattan and meets her much older Turkish boyfriend Ulvi, who
is one of the central figures of the third volume: The Turkish Lover. This last volume
comprises Esmeralda's relationship with Ulvi, her emancipation from him, and
culminates with her graduation from Harvard. All three volumes are labeled "memoir,"
pointing to the autobiographical nature of the story.

Ozdamar's case is a little more complicated: the first two volumes are subtitled
"Roman" (novel), but the main events, especially in Die Briicke vom Goldenen Horn, are
known to be autobiographical. Das Leben ist eine Karawanserei also is the account of the
protagonist's childhood, and follows roughly the author's biography: the childhood and
youth of a Turkish girl, her birth in Malatya, the constant moving of her family due to
unemployment, and their settling down in Ankara. It ends with the protagonist's
temporary working