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Zesrin i3 py st beloved aunt 00 my mother's side. Her name. origirales
From Farsi and means 'golden. | don'tknow wha't exactly my grandparents
had inmind by naming her ~their fifth child, fourty daughter—ag such, but
2ercin vhymes well with e names of my lher aunties —Nesrin, Bemn, and
Nesmin —and with my mother's name, Nevin, In chooging Hais name., my
grandpofents rusthave reflected on the hardships they endured dunng
World Wor ll, thus wanting fo wish goed fortune for their dauphier. Zerrin
fivst § ficst yeac of economic Supportthe young Turkish
Repuslic received from the US as pa tf of ibs notorious Marska fl flgn. bn
retrospect, | wander why wy srandparents were s> dedermined fo pive Jheir
8its Fa i ngmes, whereas thar beys wete fo be called Kesim and Selim

= oot premmend Arabic pames. | do aet know il they priontited one

cence in the Hejag region of Saudi Ambra aya renaway

—embarking on thiS challenging Journey ag an act of rewellion
S paterts upgust ofder, The naming decisions ¢ way grand pa rents

% have had something 4 do with what they wished fr e guns and
Hiney generally eXpecked from ‘men'to be kerim, 'generous;’ and selim,
ding o thig reasoning, Auntie Zerrin is my only frue ‘uncle!

5. [is roing and cold, and Zerrin ic holding o cigarette in
hand. The cmoke fs bacely visible, though fhe image is ot
overexpesed Indeed, the smoke must have been daveling within lrer [ungs
qt the time thon

ologne. When | showed up at her deor, she
welcomed me ubh her rous hespitality ~ even if she hed te then quicky|

fthtn fo her sewing moching , funning the needle continuously through the
garments ek her clients. Her dqlor shop is lecally renowned; she is fameus
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Pocdelivering e clients’ orders on time . Here, she is piclured dunng her
Smoke break in front of her tailor shop in Pafleath —a small village inthe
region of Cologne/Bonn. At the moment of ex postere, she had been in
husiness for mofe thantwenty years; on ¢ day-to-day baas, she retailored
ne clothing of her eustomers, mootly local Germans, When you entered the
shop —besdesihe many calendar pages exwilbibing fouristic stes from
Turkey~ onc wovld netice he framed pn'cing lishs on the walls showi ng how
pouch i} Would cest for my quik o refit he Clothes of her customers 4o thar
unique degires. | alougs thougit that the cusfomers seefedly encw whal my
auntknel all too well: heir dedices would always betray physies oves kime,
lequing them esirenged brom iuu‘r‘xoea old" maten'al conditions, Be fore the
Cliends, i some reflection, could adimif o 4his fact —which occurred only
farely ~ they Sufrendered fo their esitangement, and fhen quickly sought
compolt from my qant. Wien fhey knocked on my aunt's doof, She would net
fuin the magic, never diselos ing Hnat she —in fact - do ey not have thogkills
$0 undo Hime. Without mu chfalk she wouldtun the 'old,” with her magic
wand iuto q familiar hew.) Witk each atieraiion thus came @ new way of
Seeing. Rather dhan my qunt, it was the political conditions thet demanded
Suth submission . The many governments thef ruled in the Federal Republic
of Germany in the 15705 and ‘80— whether Social Democrats or Christian
Democrats —mastered an ability fo maintam the Siatus quo by bra nding fhe
outdated’ as something 'refreshing.’ The erq of the German economic beom
ting otner than repredsive as the collechve aspirations and thythms
§ Were fendefed 4 hopeless dysbopian genre As long asthe
ef hmenis plomotel economic Shixlity witn Ile chan e, stegnation
erated. From the packages of the preduchs thqt myqunt
me ay gifts, axd the pages Wgh sonee | tertye oks,
ermany as hishly sefurated, & much So thaf the
Couniry reminded me o oo of a degert during s uncet. [n this degert
of saturated St was erernal—reminiscenf of Zerin's
Clents. The sereration’ domin atd the real needs +2
seciely, fhem forred wiers by plomoting
congervatiom anew. [n pointing & the oadis, they therehy allowed the
capitalist conditlons of despeir fo femain infact. It Was in 1996 when | firs
Whne sred ps silent ww, the histeticity of dais politicel game, as | was

Spending two weeks beside my aunt, practicing German. Zeminhadto send

me an official invtation since | needed afouristuisa o be able to irave o
dne land ofThighly safurqted' freedems. | helped her during those +wo weeky
by receiving Customess and their requests, im gressing them with my
German skills. What a lovely Wtle Turkish boy, 4hey thought; | was making
much effortfospeak with &celont grammar.Yetal® understood , while
converying in my Hochde ytseh, this grammar of maintenan ce andhe.
Congervative wish fo g0 againstheir desire for the new. Their thirst for
drastic change Seemed in extinguisha ble but femained faboo.

3.

This ungpoken fule became even more evidant when py mother Sent me o
Germany fo spend the nextsummer with my aunt, The prore s copamundy
and #elf mysterous mapnefs grew on me, the more Py accentimproved —
Qlse due fo my aunt's increasing numbes of customess. The daughter of the
Halian family thaf fived just across from the Shop—in a former farmhouse—
became my pen pal. [rem ember exchanging len gty leHers witl Triziana
gt could easily pass as love lekers. [nthese Prequent teenage eychanes,
we were, however, not anydifferent prom my aunfs clients. Afnough we
Knew very well that we wWanted Jemdm\g else, We could Aot u((mt fgo
against confor migm, com pelling us fo trick our desires. We continued fis
game unt] our campaign for the familior yed Aew' became a luxury. | hink
my qund, unable to mde her sadness as we heard of Lady Di's passing on
the German radio, indirectly motivated and em powered me to [ater end our
distant ‘affaic.’ I's naf that my aunt was & believer inthe royel order, fut che.
could ackuowledge and celebrare a civic Diana who stood by her wil and
went against Conformism fn pursuit of collective happiness. It was then thot,
For the irst time, | 3rasped whatthe labor of my aunt constiluted as a 'yuest
worker' i1 the Capitalist society of Gexrmany. Swe had silently invested all her
emotional and mental energy, over decades, fo inspire hef cashomeds fo
become attuned o fneir inner frequency. Suck a frequency of ife might
liberate trom Suffering and proveke eman cipation, no mattes how blinding
Hhe saturation, That was fhe only Jool 2errin could se fo enable. poltical
Change asshewas a ‘guest worker and hey have never been granted the
rr\ymh vete in Gefmany. ? &
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In fhat photograph, 1now see a smoking Zemn with her back to Tiziana's
house . She always smoked gracefully and continues fo do go. With the
Marlboros she bought from Hhe vendoy next fo the entrance of her chop,

She smoked her swits qway, Inthe summers of 4996 and ', [ alge cecretly
smoked, not o impress Tiziana, but fo im presg the bog ¢ Manging at the
playground. And when [ retulned fo Cologne in the winter of 2008, |
Caprured py aunt in front of #uis vendor with my Nikon camera. She looks
atme Istening, knowing perfectly weil what the customers also kinowalltoo
well, But she seems fo have entrusted me behind the camera w a futare
Hransfefence about why twngs did not work with Tiziana, and ensures me
that she wou't yet break the spell of secrecy abouf whaf had come between us.

When | called Zervin last month 4o condu ¢t en intesview on herlife
evpericnces as a ‘Guest worker'in Germany, | started witha question on
conyent. would fhe wish fo remaiin anony mous? Shedding my doubts, she,
Quickly assured pme byﬂy.’wg? ‘pon't be atraid. Enquiries nkg these [ find
pleasant! When we deepened our conversation on her relation ships with
customers, the sighed for @ second. In one beath, she named many
encounters about which She wos fond, but [ could grasp @ hesitancy in fhel
Sigh," a moment of cesistance in pot wanting o recall unpleasant memontes
Later, she told me thot Heidi Hum's pofents were among her [eyal clients;
qnd, nakrally, some excite ment was intcoduced ik our convessation, a
Sensation she then cam@u"., weaved info her subrequent objective
Ooservations. She has compasion f her German clients for et unjusk
achions, even pof fnesr racist fesentments, Whick she believes bllowed from
the traumatic past of the country. Hers are poignant and accurate
Observations on the secietal dynamics in Germany. T
ey elations qlmost mimic a sam'cgvca’m» S, a quality —|figure—she
has acquired spd attered during her meculous and ccmrayi [aborinthe
Service sector. She Arained hersell inbins rigol to attentively listen to otherd'
Needs and desires, o repairthe collective. She remembers the Turkish
Airbnes Plight 1at brought her 4o Germany 19 1; the chic dresses of the
stewardes ses and thelr beauty, which she sl find s worth Hattertng, They

°me, these

were serving coffee and cigaretfes, she adds, and |~a heavy emoker—
make agoolt joke expressing my envy, which she then leaves uncommented .

5.

She recalls her fitstvearin Cologne, extermely islated. She set fook in
Germany, not through qlaber agency, as many d1d back then, but upen
marrying my uncle Musa — qnother ‘guest worker.’ She had 2ero German
skils. Their plan twas fo stay in Germany only wnbl my uncle had gathered
encugh savings fo finatce their masital life in Istanbal. Yet lite never Haws
according 1o a plan, she ceflects. When she could no (onger stand their one-
room apartment in Kénigsforst, she voiced hef will fo be more engaged in
life ~and go she obtained a work contract. Her firstjob wos on the asse mbly
line atthe Ford factory. She wng among a group of migrant women who
Were sewing together car seat covers. | asked if the had made friends afier
hee very first weak of salts i tre faciory, and her answér refembled the.
‘Staiccase’ scene from Fassbinder's Angst essen Seele quf [Fear Eats the
Soal}=in which olcer German Cleaning women gossiped about the new
migcant staff member. Like the quiet, young waman in that tene, Zemin
moStly listened prudently o her colleagues whle smeking in the bathroom
—as going fo the folet was the only possible excuse o smoke . [n closely
obgerving tue dynamicy ofthe g roup during those smoking breaks; and the
emotiona! intensitics that usually tellowed from hard labor, she decided fhat
she would benefd more Hrom deep listening than Prom Ve balty engaping. P
These biief conversations were —according bo Zerrin —aliways bound to
misintespretaion and physical exhauston, and would bave affecied her W
commitment fothe collechVe if she hqd become more. verbally Invefved==
AHnough e [actory was extremely loud, [t mesmentzes me now fiat she
assigned more validiy o her heonng fhan her seeing o navigate her sense
of justice. She trused her eats, ot only o undersiand. a lenpuage thof Les,
1ot yer hars, but also to acquire yemedies for te hatsh conditons that fis |
apitalist selfing was demanding. [n an environment whese o radical d
change was excused, and only 2 few mishakes were forgiven, [istening @lso
became a ikal strategy to reliain ffom dramay, fherday protecting her
working conditions and emotional sofely. However, it took hervry lbong o
establivh long-lashing friendships and whien she did, lonth parties enjoyed
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recipreciy. She sl teminisces about how she fled her resignation at the
factory, and, while walking out; e was Stopped by her only friend of the.
Hime, Who wanted to join Ner. No matier how hard she tried, my aunt
recollects, it was impssible o convince her friend netto quit. § steady job
onhe assembly line spthe Ford factory did notmatter wibaut a good fiend
Suddenly, | realite why she completely ignored my previous commenton
Smoking! her smoking-time was an earnest methodology for undursianding
the nuances of living.

['m alse certain thet smoking must have always paused fime for 2ecrin,
Catving out an intrval that was especiallywell deserved after a sweaty shift.
s much asit qllowed her mind fo rest, it also accommodated her need to
finally assess and reflect on he effects of her instantlabor. One could aryue
thatshe was ke a cemera duning her shiffs, gradually expesing her rolls of
Pim asthe assembly line proceeded. And whie smoking, she was finally
developing her fims. The act of gmoking slows down our pace of inhgling
and exhaling, detaching us fom capitalipt fime. What broke durming her st
could be reassembled i the smoking intervals There again, she could
retrieve her mewonies, dreams, and refleckions flom the assembly (ine,
r{a&lﬁaﬂ\bh'ny Hhem thiotgh auphﬁmfnﬁ/anddevg(eymy%zm, ""J""‘"Mﬁ
into @ single row of hages that many call allife experience. | believe o
migfant's soul lives fwice: ence in the moment asthings happen, and once
again as incidents are told of reported fo fose who live QMMY . By doing
so, we grieve the past. Apd i1 those moments of ebb, alterfie flow, one
always fecollects and reorganizes lived expedience. My qunt smoked for
that, her daily strategy o resistance, refusal, and pleasure — ut also of
grieving her motherland whike in Germany. A deep regret reveals tsef as
Near my aunt’s vsice on fhe phone now. | was admitted it the Acadermy of
Media Arls Cologne but decided noto accept treir ollef. | could have
learned so much asan arist Bom her insighiful liskening prackice, her
{smoke Ginema,' 2| bad /e to neto live beside her. Bub
fhinking in retraspect, | must admitthat my aunt played a crucial role ia my
future reasoning o find 0 solid ground in Gemany, and this soothes me
now. | wonder how different my ife could have been (! | had listened o ha{,

XX XXX XX

mere. attentively in e summer of 2008, That summer macks the end of my
pre-migration fime as [moved fo Germany in the fall 6f 2098 .

6.

My friend Belgin holds @ pink fan in her hand; itis a very hotday in July
72908 .| am once again in Cologne, thisfime in the company of Belgin and
Cihan— 1uo Pellow activisks Hom oulqueer organization Lambdaistanbul.
We were invited by tre City of Cologne to atfend Pride Week evenis as
Istanbul has been a sistercityto Cologne since the late 1490s. The three of
us were suppased 40 represent our communddy and the obstacles faced by
LGBTIQ afizens of Turkey on fne long road fo enancivation. We stro lled
1he city, attendiag many bureauciafic meetings and boring political activities.
M such gatherings, [ could also sadly attest to the many prejudices and
ignorances, related fo Turkey, that were projected onto us by our German
Colleagues .| remenbectnat it was surprisiag fo me that ouf convessation
partnersdaimed-fo know more about usthan (e knew oufielves

— qddressing us as 'you' in plural, which led me to question what qcteally
constituted this Yyou'fo which they referred. Their ou' was @ stranger fo
me. [n Some corredpondences with ou” Gesman cownterparts, it algo
became Clear how figd their concephon of Gewder' was, and how [ittle frey
Knew aboutlsianbul, despite their righteousness in assesting how we were
meantfo be. Compared to the resilience of myaunt, who always stened 4o
outspoken reseniments and hostlity by preserving her coolness —| must
confless—| could not always Confain my tempes againstHnis Colonial
backdfop. Luckily, when we had breaks from this ongoing instifuiienal
cascade of burcaucracy, we walked along the ghore of the Rhine and
piclicked on the spot. Focd was the main sponser of Prde Week  and they
organized aloftery in honor of the events, awarding a car o a lucky Pride
afiendee.l remember questioning if and how emancipation could be reduced
o sech an exducive expression. In refrospect, all that spectacte seems o
have left s litle oo m forianer cefiection, rot allowing prde atteadeesto
dwdll on #he episteme of their emotions. Tveryone was seemingly more
inerested in celebrating an ‘outstanding' coming-out-of-fne-closet, and
hence of despair and self-pitg, ratherthan interrogating what had lecked us
up there in the fist place .| am because [am vigible' was a popularmantra,
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Tnus setting tne tone of the evenis. [ was as it this colonial theatricality had
Commissioned us, queers from lstanbul, to show up atthe parade and
fadiate ‘our’ gay message into the universe ,'WE HAVE ALSO COME
OUT'—hereby relegating ugagain tothe hidtoricity of'also.!

Oud, lovd, and proud, we were just tourists, This was Belgin's first time
abread, but for me, Cologne was bamiliar. | was proud to guide Belgin
through the city. The Rhine fook ug ko fhe Cologne Cathedral, aud

| remember speaking with Belgin abouthe black-and-warte photographs

I had once seen of the immende destruction tothe city after the
bombardments of the allied air forces. We spontaneously decided to fake a
Hrain from fhe central stotion fo PaPfrath, [t wosmy (dea to pay a surpnie
visith my aunt Zertin, always ford of surprises and never discloging the
dates of her holidaye to Turkey prior o her arrival. When we. showed up at
her 4ailor's shop, My aunt welcomed us With fears in her eyes. She tendedly
invited usto|unch. ‘Generous’ and 'flowless.’ We objected fo her kindness,
but she insisted, and we surrenderzd. During (unch, Belgin Spoke of the
daily vislence fhat frang gender women encounter instanlauk My qunt
listened quietly as we all chain-smoked. Zerrin tren took us to her litie
garden at the back of her shop. A prominent chemy tree noul 9rowds there
Itom o seed that she once threw away duning one of her smeking breaks.
With e taste of chemy and the smell of coffee, We rested inthe Shadow of
faat almost-feur-meterall free . Lader, Be lgin hay ply pointed outthe plantain
inthe green meadow fhat lics in front ofthe tallor shop. And Linen she fold
s ot itis good for the Stomack, | was plased to hearitasmuch as my
aunt, bath of us hepeful fnat it could undo the hatms of smoking. It must
have been (ate afternoon when we (et o return to the city. Dn the uny back,
| realized that | had Just come out to myaynt; as e smoke-litkened fo us
the entire Hinte. Belgin Snapped hes fan open like the shutter of a camery

— [ skl dream about this today —tnus taking a photegmph ofthis revelation .
1 Lelt fike we were going back fo Cologne on e seals of fat Ford aar but
{ts seat covers Wore hondsewn by my aunt. Zerrin must have seen ihside all
her cugio mers' closeds — she who, against all conventiens, [ikes to Lear
pants rather fhan skirls. Mow [ see how many diffevent meanin s fhe erctie,

g §
can allude to Wwhen 1tis nof overwntten by the excegses of evclusive

exeression—asthot bequiul hotafternoon swings etemally between
Belgin's fan and my aperture.

7

| recently listened to arecording of Audre Lofde reading aloud her essay,
The Uses of Erotic: The Evotic ag Power-™* Addressing the womyn in e
audience, Lorde elaborates on the erotic asa form of power in fhis beautiful
public speeck. In hev essay, she uses & visual mefaphor to embedy her
concept of the erolic: margarine.Indeed, | was so inspired loy her littie
metaphor that [ researched fhne history of fhs mass product. Duriag World
Warll, when millc products were no (onger affordaile, a war on patents
broke out. The milk and dairy producers did not want tis industrial, mass -
produced vegerable fat o compete with buberand, potentially, feplace iton
the market. Lorde beautfully @labomtes onher Mda(her,‘

[During World Warll, we bought sealed plastic packets of white, uncolored
Margarine , With atiny, inense peller of yellow coloring perched [kea topaz
justingde the clear skin o the bag. We would leave the margarine ouf fof a
while fo $obten and then we would pinch the lile pellet fo break it inside the
bag, felcasing the rich yellowness into the soft pale mass of marparine.
Then taking 1t carefully between our fingers, we would knead i gently badc
and forth, everand ever, untl the color had spread trou ghout the whole
pound bag s margarine, thoroughly coloring i¥. | find the erobc such @ kernel
within myga{.!

Lotde ' patents' e erokic as an ulkimate. powes lof womkn hat heightens,
sensifives, and sirengthens the human expenience. Ustening to hes, (am
Convinced thot yay aunt Zesmia pas doing none ofner than that. She was algo
Hying fo release that kemel from its intenge and consirained pelict. (n her
Smoking breaks, Zerrin may have E\’n‘kmffq(cd Now she could (e} fhat
energy How through hert And fhen, [ater, She blew that encryy inb e
commigsions ugon feturming fo hel sewing machine. By turning moth-eaten
robes into'olden’ nightgowns, she was not only altening the ook of the
garments, buf also altempting to Convince their owners of @ different woy of
living fogether. With each new commission and client She feceived at her
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Shop counter; she carefully blew tnat energy upon them —releasing if,
hoping that it would heighten, Sensitize and strengthen the life expeniences
of her cusiomers, if not her own.

Having listencd 4o 2errin, it feels right fo assume that £ urope didn't recover
from the immenge destruckon of the warfhanks to the Marshall Plan.
[nstead, it recovered because there wereworking womyn Lk Zervin and
Hheivinvisible erohic power, #ais wos more effective fnan the US credits
poured onfo E urope . Theirmigratory lapor flowed into eveny cotner of Iife,
empowering each encountey, and indeed blowiag energy info the deep
wounds of @ who [ societyto collectively deal with the irauma of the wor,
Zestin s Just one.of the milliong wito have helped the social to heal loy
quiety attuning fo ifs searring. And in this lend of saturated sorfow and
despair —where speech is silver, yet slence is golden —there nises an erotic
power.|Pou don't believe me Just ask my aunt's cusfomen, Thes will
Surely tell you the Story of her Farsi name, and how bfight Zerrh's yellow
has always shone against all fnat saturation.

*My grattude goesto Todd Sekuler and Merve E(veren for faci care in
belping fo preserve my writerly veice, and ensuning it hit the right foney in
£nglich.

#¥Lorde, Audre. 1984, ‘The Uses of Crotic: The £ rokic as Power’. Driginally
presented atthe Foutih Beikshre Conference onthe History of Women,
Mount HolyokeCollege, 26 August 1978, [ofer published asa chapter in
Sister O uigider:€59ays and Speeenes. Crossing Press, Beikeley, CA.
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