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Turkish writers know Goethe, Schiller, Hölderlin, Benn, Trakl, Eich, Celan, Bachmann, Kafka, Camus. And German writers? Do they know Cansever, Uyar, Süreya? (Şenocak 1994, 31)

The writer and public intellectual Zafer Şenocak (b. 1961 in Ankara) is well aware of the imbalances in today’s globalized literary markets. Mass migration is, however, bringing about processes of cultural crosspollination that challenge traditional ideas of center and periphery. If, with David Damrosch, we regard world literature as encompassing “all literary works that circulate beyond their culture of origin, either in translation or in their original language” (2003, 199), it can be argued that Turkish literature is increasingly playing such a role in Germany, where Turks currently form the largest ethnic minority (Statistisches Bundesamt 2018). As one-sided as the cultural exchanges between Germany and Turkey may appear, Şenocak’s own publications demonstrate that there is movement in both directions.
 He has written essays on Turkish and Ottoman literature, such as “Einen anderen Duft als den der Rose: Über türkische Volks- und Diwandichtung” (Another Scent than that of the Rose: On Turkish Folk and Divan Poetry, 1993), and he has translated the poetry of Pir Sultan Abdal (Şenocak 1988) and Yunus Emre (Yunus Emre 1986) into German. Moreover, his own literary and essayistic writing (in both German and Turkish) is inspired by authors and thinkers from both cultural spheres.


An exploration of the enlightenment credentials of Islamic societies throughout history has been a central aspect of Şenocak’s writing from the beginning of his literary career in the 1980s. The varied developments in culture, religion, and society during the “Islamic Golden Age” (dated from the 8th to the 14th century) are particularly formative for his thinking. He views this period as a process of enlightenment in its own right, one that not only predated and contributed towards the so-called “European Enlightenment,” but that is also relevant again now, as it can provide a corrective to the wholly rationalist mindset that prevails in the West. In this regard, Yunus Emre’s brand of mysticism is a key inspiration for Şenocak. At a time when Islam is being viewed in an increasingly demonized, Orientalizing way, Şenocak’s work demonstrates that Yunus Emre’s writing has much to offer beyond the Turkish context and warrants being treated as world literature.

His translations of Yunus Emre’s poems in Das Kummerrad/Dertli Dolap (Wheel of Misery, 1986, republished in 2005) constitute, to use Lawrence Venuti’s terminology, both a “domesticating” gesture, in that he wants to make Yunus Emre German, and also a “foreignizing” one, since he deploys Yunus Emre to challenge Orientalist assumptions that exclude Turks and Muslims from modernity. This act of translation was also a journey of self-discovery for Şenocak, as it allowed him to reflect on his position as a Turkish–German with a Muslim background. Ethnic, racial, and religious divisions have become ever more entangled in debates around the Turkish minority in Germany, but rather than becoming trapped in the binaries of this discourse, Yunus Emre enables Şenocak to think through them. By translating Yunus Emre and bringing him into dialogue with German writers and philosophers, especially the Frankfurt School and the Romantics, within his own essays and poetry, Şenocak demonstrates the benefits of redressing the Eurocentric bias of world literature. He argues that an engagement with Turkey’s mystical heritage can bring about a shift toward a more reflective process of enlightenment, which can also revitalize Islamic thought and culture. An analysis that similarly uses a methodological framework indebted to the Frankfurt School can provide a comprehensive picture of Şenocak’s nuanced and at times seemingly contradictory positions within these debates, as he explores alternative forms of modernity with both Turkish and German roots. As Eduardo Mendieta states, for the thinkers of the Frankfurt School “religion can be both a source of reification and opium, but just the same of memory, hope, and yearning that may from within instigate new forms of Enlightenment and Cosmopolitanism” (2005, 11).

Translating Yunus Emre

Translation is central to the circulation of world literature. Yet, as Venuti indicates, translations are a complex negotiation between the foreign norms of the source culture and the domestic ones of the target culture, which are both heterogeneous entities themselves (2000, 468). Venuti views an approach that tends to foreignize as a more ethical method as the translator is visible and readers experiences a destabilizing encounter with the foreign, rather than having their own values affirmed. Hence, for Turkish literature to have a transformative effect on other cultures as world literature its translations must be more than “an ethnocentric reduction of the foreign text to target-language cultural values” (Venuti 1995, 20). The domesticating/foreignizing process “begins with the very choice of a text for translation” (Venuti 2000, 468), and the decision to translate Yunus Emre challenges both the market forces that govern publishing and also German readers’ assumptions about Turkey and Islam. 
Below is an example poem from Das Kummerrad/Dertli Dolap with the Turkish original and Şenocak’s translation into German, here with the addition of an English translation:

Mâna evine daldik vücudu seyran kıldık

İki cihan seyrini cümle vücudda bulduk

Bu çizginen görkleri tahtesserâ yerleri

Yetmişbin hicabları cümle vücudda bulduk

Yedi yer yedi göğü dağları denizleri

Uçmağ ile Tamu’yu cümle vücudda bulduk

Gece ile gündüzü gökde yedi yıldızi

Levhde yazılı sözü cümle vücudda bulduk

Tevrât ile İncili Furkan ile Zeburu

Bunlardaki beyânı cümle vücudda bulduk

Yunus’un sözleri hak cümlemiz dedik saddak

Kand’istersen anda Hak cümle vücudda bulduk

Hereinspaziert ins Sinngebäude wir schauen uns die Körper an

Denn Dies- und Jenseits sind in allen Körpern zu finden

Die Himmel voller Prunk die tiefgeschnittnen [sic] Erden

Die siebzigtausend Scheidewände in allen Körpern zu finden

Die siebenfache Erde die siebenfache Sphäre der Berg das Meer

Der Himmel die Hölle in allen Körpern zu finden

Der Tag wie auch die Nacht am Firmament die sieben Sterne

Was auf Gottes Tafel hingeschrieben in allen Körpern zu finden

Die Bibel und die Thora der Koran und der Psalter

Was dargelegt in ihnen in allen Körpern zu finden

Wahr sind Yunus Worte bezeugt wird was er spricht

Wo du hinschaust ist Gott in allen Körpern zu finden (Yunus Emre 1986, 40–1)
[We entered the house of realization, we witnessed the body,

for the two words are to be found in the body
The whirling skies, the many-layered earth,
the seventy-thousand veils, we found in the body.

Seven earths, seven spheres, the mountain and the sea, 

Heaven and earth, we found in the body

The night and the day, the planets,
the words inscribed on the Holy Tablets, we observed in the body.
Torah, Psalms, Gospel, Quran —
what these books have to say, we found in the body.

Everybody says these words of Yunus are true.

Truth is wherever you want it. We found it all within the body.]
(Yunus Emre 1989, 20; translation adapted by the author)

When reflecting on his translation strategy in his essay collection Das Fremde, das in jedem wohnt: Wie Unterschiede unsere Gesellschaft zusammenhalten (The Foreign that Resides in Everyone: How Differences Hold our Society Together, 2018), Şenocak states: “It is important for a translation that its language no longer appears as a foreign language” (2018, 65). This would suggest a domesticating translation, and there are certain aspects of his translation that suggest an adherence to the norms of the target culture. For instance, the word “Furkan” in the poem above is a reference to the 25th surah (“Al-Furqan,” meaning “The Criterion”), but this was rendered as “der Koran” in order to be meaningful to non-Muslims. Moreover, the word “hicabları” has been translated as “Scheidewände” (partition walls), rather than as “Scheier” (veils) or even as the Arabic loanword “hijab,” which can mean “partition wall,” “screen,” “curtain” or “veil.” In the wake of the Iranian Revolution, there was an increased tendency in Western Europe to view the Islamic veil as a tool of patriarchal oppression. Thus the decision to choose “partition walls” can be viewed as domesticating, suggesting that Şenocak would view a reference to the veil as diluting the modern image of Yunus Emre he wishes to project.

Perhaps the most striking change is on a structural level, as the Oriental ghazel form is dropped. Although the repetition has been maintained, rhyme has also been lost, replaced with the sibilance of “Sterne,” “Psalter,” and “spricht.” The effect is that the poem appears more modern and more Western to the contemporary German reader, which is reinforced by the lack of punctuation, which replicates the original as it appears in this edition. Nevertheless, when the age of the source text is considered, making it appear so modern can be viewed as a foreignizing tactic; it does not appear like a medieval German text and hence the translator is highly visible. The decision to include the source text, positioned to the left of the translation, equally makes it clear that we are dealing with a translation. Further complexity is evident when we consider that, according to Şenocak, for a German to read a Turkish text is not the overwhelming encounter with the foreign that stereotypes would suggest. Part of Şenocak’s aim is to demonstrate that Turkish culture, even from Yunus Emre’s era, can be just as modern as contemporary German culture. Therefore, the translation is, paradoxically, foreignizing in that it appears so close to domestic norms, as this defies reader expectations. This translation therefore blurs distinctions between the foreign and the domestic, but nevertheless leaves Şenocak open to criticism for effacing Yunus Emre’s foreignness to a certain degree.

The translation’s main foreignizing function is its challenge to Orientalist assumptions about Turkish culture, in that it employs “discursive strategies where the hierarchies that rank the values in the domestic culture are disarranged to set going processes of defamiliarization, canon reformation, ideological critique, and institutional change” (Venuti 2000, 469). This poem is emblematic of many others in the collection that convey a non-dualist spirituality, religious tolerance, and a love of humanity and nature. To use the postcolonial theorist Dipesh Chakrabarty’s term, these translations “provincialize Europe,” defying the inward-looking Western narratives of the so-called “Orient” as being in the “waiting room of history,” anticipating the inevitable progress that has already happened in European societies (2008, 9). As Şenocak mentions in his 1991 essay “‘Orient’ und ‘Okzident’: am Scheideweg?” (“‘Orient’ and ‘Occident’: At the Crossroads?” 2000): “The fruits of the Enlightenment were planted and cultivated jointly, in Andalusian Spain in Seljukian Anatolia, in the Córdoba of Averroës [Ibn Rushd] and in the Konya of the mystic Jalal al-Din Rumi” (2000, 16–7).


Şenocak further encourages the reader to interpret Yunus Emre as a progressive figure through the accompanying postface, “Yunus Emre: Unser Zeitgenosse” (Yunus Emre: Our Contemporary). Here, partly following trends in Turkish Republican scholarship that characterize Yunus Emre as a humanist,
 he refers to him as “the preacher of those values that the Islamic Enlightenment had cultivated: love, tolerance and peace” (Şenocak 1986, 89–95). Şenocak cites the cosmopolitan makeup of Anatolia as important for understanding Yunus Emre’s writing: “Yes these Turks already saw themselves as Muslim, but the culture they brought with them exhibited clear traces of pre-Islamic, shamanist modes of faith. […] This synthesis resulted in fertile soils for many eclectic, heretical, and very tolerant religious orientations, which quickly came under a mystical umbrella” (1986, 90). Yunus Emre is aligned with Bektashism (Türer 2005, 248) and Annemarie Schimmel outlines the pluricultural composition of this order:
In addition to the Shia trend, which is one of the peculiarities of the Bektashi order, Christian influences have been seen in the ritual (which would not be astonishing, in view of the strong Christian substratum in Anatolia). There are, in fact, certain similarities, like penitence or the sacramental meal of bread and wine, but one should not press these similarities too far. The communal meal is much older than the Christian sacrament. In modern, nationalistic Turkish research, a certain “shamanist” aspect of Bektashism has been emphasized; this would connect the order with old Turkish, Central Asian forms of mystical life. (1975, 340)

This Kemalist perspective that emphasizes the cultural legacy of pre-Islamic Anatolia in order to diminish the importance of Islam and the Ottoman Empire has seemingly influenced Şenocak’s understanding of Yunus Emre and Turkish branches of Sufism, such as Bektashism, whose military role also afforded it a privileged position during much of the Ottoman period. Indeed, Alevis faced persecution despite sharing many beliefs with Bektashism (Türer 2005, 248). Nevertheless, Şenocak stresses the importance of the religious dimension of Yunus Emre’s though, rather than regarding it as part of a proto-secularizing movement. For him, Islam need not secularize to become compatible with modernity and nor should it, if it is to challenge the limitations of a wholly secularized process of enlightenment.

Thus, if Şenocak values the idea of enlightenment, he does so with some caveats. In “‘Orient’ and ‘Occident,’” he refutes the assumption that modernization is an inherently positive force, identifying two interconnected branches within modern thought involving “humanism and Enlightenment” on one side, and the “absolute claim by humans to domination of nature, and Europe’s colonialism” on the other (Şenocak 2000, 17). Although Şenocak uses enlightenment in a positive sense here, the distinction he makes resonates with Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno’s argument that instances of extreme brutality such as colonialism and the Holocaust not only happened in spite of enlightenment, but also because of it, since the concept of enlightenment is embedded in a dialectical relationship with myth. If, as these thinkers contend, the central drive of enlightenment, and by extension the 18th Century philosophical movement of the same name, is fear of the unknown, then its mission to scientifically and rationally explain the material world can fall back into the utilitarian domination of both nature and humanity. Throughout much of his writing, Şenocak seeks to salvage the self-critical qualities of enlightenment from its instrumental aspects. 


David N. Coury maintains that Şenocak “argues strongly for the values of the Enlightenment, noting that the church was not the driving force behind industrialization, rationalism, or positivism; rather, secular forces brought about these developments” (2013, 147).  These developments are all, however, instrumentalizing aspects of enlightenment that can be linked to myth and barbarism. Conversely, Şenocak’s praise for Yunus Emre focuses on his enlightened brand of humanism that does not result in anthropocentrism: “The modern understanding that science and art is to be practiced as an end in itself has raised many questions. […] Yunus Emre’s philosophy represents a counter-image to this European view. It does not link human freedom to the level of knowledge over nature, but rather to the level of knowledge over the self” (Şenocak 1986, 94). Here, Şenocak makes clear that Yunus Emre’s mystical outlook can act as a counterbalance to the instrumental understanding of enlightenment that currently dominates the globe, and in line with Yunus Emre’s teachings, this cross-cultural undertaking did indeed have a profound impact on Şenocak’s understanding of himself.
Translating the Self

It was the act of translating Yunus Emre that allowed Şenocak to come to terms with his multifaceted identity: “Had I not been working on Yunus Emre’s oeuvre, […] I would have fallen victim to the irreconcilable contradictions between the Sex Pistols and the Koran” (2007a, 238). Through Yunus Emre, he was able to make unexpected connections between his political and social views, and a previously unfamiliar dimension of Islam, a religion he continues to criticize for its lack of cultural vitality: “Islam has always been a religion of regulations, with the aspiration to govern life and the everyday in every detail. Yet this world religion also had a spiritual, even poetic dimension, that has completely faded into the background today, which is why only the skeleton of commandments and prohibitions seems to have remained intact” (Şenocak 2006, 53).

Religious, ethnic, racial and national differences have become increasingly entangled in Germany’s multiculturalism debates and Şenocak identified this growing tension before 9/11 in the wake of the Iranian Revolution and the First Gulf War (2000, 1–9). As Coury affirms, Islamophobia in contemporary Germany is often coupled with an uncritical affirmation of the Enlightenment (2013, 140). Despite debates from the Frankfurt School that outline the mythic and regressive aspects of enlightenment, ideas of progress tied to the philosophical movement the Enlightenment–such as democracy, human rights, a secular public sphere, and tolerance–are praised as cornerstones of European and German identity, while negative aspects–such as colonialism and the environmental damage wrought by industrialization–are often viewed as unrelated issues, or banished onto an Other. In this regard, it is argued that Islam, often viewed as a monolithic entity, never underwent the process of secularization that the Western Christian denominations did, and hence threatens post-Enlightenment European modernity, which is also often viewed as a monolithic entity. The normative sense of Germanness–referred to as “Leitkultur” (guiding culture)–that has developed within German political discourse often affirms this uncritical link between German ethnic identity and Enlightenment values, which blurs the divide between the universal and the particular and excludes (perceived) Muslims from wider society. In his 2011 essay “Die atonale Welt: Wie viel Vielfalt ertragen wir?” (The Atonal World: How much Diversity Can We Take?), Şenocak criticizes how the  “civilizational”
 principles of the Enlightenment are being co-opted and distorted by a narrow German nationalism:

[The ideals of the Enlightenment] can […] also be instrumentalized in order to construct cultural milieus with the aim of excluding foreigners. A gulf opens up between the usurpation of the Enlightenment as a label for a specific culture and its use in social life. This gulf can only be overcome through the universal character of the Enlightenment that is common to all humankind. The incompatibility of others, for example Muslims, with Enlightenment values becomes, by contrast, a stigmatizing judgement through formulaic repetition, and consequently becomes a prejudice. (Şenocak 2011, 46)


In the essay “Deutschland – Heimat für Turken?: Ein Plädoyer für die Überwindung der Krise zwischen Okzident und Orient” (1990; “Germany – Home for Turks?: A Plea for Overcoming the Crisis between Orient and Occident,” 2000), Şenocak describes Humanism and Enlightenment thought as “twilight creatures of West and East,” which means that “[p]racticing and cultivating them would not be alienating for Muslims. On the contrary, this would be the discovery of a lost Muslim tradition” (2000, 9). This is important, as it offers Muslims a route to reform from within their own traditions. It would be the rekindling of the cooperation that first led to the Enlightenment, in which Yunus Emre, “a wunderkind of the Islamic Enlightenment” (Şenocak 1986, 90), played an important role. It is perhaps due to the shared heritage of the Enlightenment’s ideals that Şenocak regards them as a universal binding force, particularly in his 2011 essay collection Deutschsein: Eine Aufklärungsschrift (Being German: An Educational Pamphlet)–the pun in the subtitle calls to mind the philosophical Enlightenment (die Aufklärung) and its central importance for Germany’s sense of self. 

Şenocak argues here that Enlightenment principles, especially human rights, would be “a solid foundation to give a heterogeneous society identity. For these values do not have ethnic groups, nations and religious orientations as their base, but rather the individual as the elementary particle of society” (2011, 45). He therefore sides with the cosmopolitan thinker Jürgen Habermas, who also argues that “the universalist project of the political Enlightenment by no means contradicts the particularist sensibilities of a correctly conceived multiculturalism” (2008). As Coury indicates (2013, 148–49), Şenocak also advocates Habermas’s idea of a politically neutral, secular, and post-national “constitutional patriotism” in the 2007 article “Islam and Enlightenment: Of Culture Clash and Constitution”: “[The Basic Law] documents the core values that bind the society together. Whenever it comes to conflict between this Basic Law and any religious book, it is the Basic Law, the constitution, which must always, always take precedence” (Şenocak 2007b, n.p.). Şenocak therefore makes a distinction between the particularism of the Leitkultur debate and the neutral values of Germany’s constitution, which he regards as the heir of cross-cultural work between East and West. Şenocak’s engagement with Yunus Emre’s poetry led him to realize that Islam is compatible with such constitutional patriotism, as it can be much more than just a religious ideology that determines how one lives (Şenocak 2006, 31). In the poem above, the divine is located “in the body” rather than in holy books.
 Such a spirituality without clearly defined rules cannot enter into conflict with temporal laws, and hence it allows space for someone like Şenocak, a Turkish–German with a Muslim background, to fit within a German society whose neutral constitution allows for a plurality of voices.
Translating Islam

Şenocak laments that many Muslim countries have chosen to ignore the positive aspects of this joint enlightenment heritage but embrace the instrumental aspects, such as industrialization and military technology, albeit under threat from Western powers. In this regard, the founding reforms undertaken by the revolutionary leader and first president of Turkey Mustafa Kemal Atatürk were inspired by European politics and secularism and sought to distance Turkey from its Ottoman past and orientate it away from its neighbors in the East, relegating Islam to a cultural, rather than religious identity. Rather than undergoing “a foundational process of modernization within Islam,” Turks instead “saw themselves forced to import modernity like a replacement part” (Şenocak 1994, 13). In the essay “Islam Übersetzen” (Translating Islam, 2006), Şenocak argues that another form of “translation” is necessary to instill a “new dynamism in Islamic thought […], so that it can act in tandem with the thought structures of its time and world” (2006, 54). Rather than viewing Islam as a static set of religious rules and practices, he recommends a creative engagement with Sufism (itself a diverse grouping of orders and philosophical schools, many of which have suffered persecution
) to both up-date Islamic thought and rediscover the religion’s eclectic aspects. This creative act of translation would have the potential to contribute towards a form of Islam that fits with today’s diverse world by being both accepting of alterity and subordinate to supposedly cosmopolitan constitutional laws. Whereas various essays outline Şenocak’s criticisms of contemporary Islamic thought, his attempts to “translate” Islam can be found in his poetry. Poem “XV” from the cycle “Istanbuler Tango” (Istanbul Tango) in the collection Ritual der Jugend (Ritual of Youth, 1987) is a salient example, since it has the most overt associations with the Sufi tradition of all Şenocak’s poetry:
als wir gingen kam der Wein

als wir kamen ging der Wein

unberührt von unserem zagen Durst

ein roter Schleier war der Wein

ein Erker verband uns zwei Fenster

uns Architekten der Laster

uns Menschen erwartet nicht viel

froh sind wir um etwas Brot und Wein

ein Jüngling brachte die volle Karaffe

war er der Hübsche oder war es die Karaffe

später holte ein anderer die Karaffe ab

unberührt von unserem zagen Durst

ein anderer Schenk legte seine betörende Spur

blieb er unberührt oder blieb es die Karaffe

uns Menschen erwartet nicht viel

froh sind wir um etwas Brot und Wein (Şenocak 1987, 77)

[as we went the wine came

as we came the wine went

untouched by our timid thirst

a red veil was the wine

we two windows joined by an oriel

we architects of vice

not much awaits us mortals

happy are we with a little bread and wine

a lad brought the full decanter

was he the beautiful one or was it the decanter

later someone else picked the decanter up

untouched by our timid thirst

another butler laid his beguiling trace

did he stay untouched or was it the decanter

not much awaits us mortals

happy are we with a little bread and wine]

As Karin E. Yeşilada asserts, this poem’s imagery and loose ghazel form indicate a clear link with Sufi poetry. She regards its praise of wine, “whose coming and going reflects the world’s transience,” and its homoerotic content, particularly the playful ambiguity between the young man and the decanter, as a specific reference to Rumi (Yeşilada 2012, 209).
 This imagery, with the same coming and going of people, is also found in Yunus Emre’s poetry, albeit not in a poem featured in Şenocak’s translated anthology:

I have seen – those who attained flew away

They drank from the full cup of Love.

Their whims are tolerated at the level of Truth,

Their heads are bowed.

Yunus, if you are the servant of the wise,

don’t forget your death.

So many of the attained have come and gone,

now our turn has come. (Yunus Emre 1989, 84)

The themes of wine and homosexuality are linked in Şenocak’s poem, suggesting a clear break from orthodox forms of Islam and a turn towards a Sufi understanding of divine love. Many Sufis link both drunkenness and sexual passion to spiritual ecstasy and to temporarily escaping rational thought (Schimmel 1997, 284), and it is through alcohol that the inhibitions of the poetic persona and the young man are overcome and they can, presumably, become intimately acquainted. This imagery can function on a symbolic level, but some Sufis also consider beauty and sexual passion as providing access to the divine on a material level within “a model of religious personhood that is liberated from the binaries of spirit and matter, piety and desire, sanctity and carnality” (Shaikh 2014, 189). Islam’s supposed incompatibility with contemporary German attitudes towards gender and sexuality, a prominent feature of integration debates,
 is therefore challenged in this poem.

Moreover, this poem not only suggests an Islam that dispenses with heteronormativity, but equally one without clear boundaries to other religions, as the bread and wine allude to both Sufi ideas of asceticism and the Christian Eucharist. Thus, the ambiguity of the above poem and its acceptance of heterodox Muslim identities can be regarded as a creative reinterpretation of the Anatolian mysticism of Yunus Emre’s era, with its porosity of religious boundaries and its mixing of Islamic and shamanist traditions. This reference to bread and wine also establishes a connection with the German poet Friedrich Hölderlin’s elegy “Brod und Wein” (c. 1800, “Bread and Wine”), in which the bread and wine symbolize a trace left behind by the absenting Gods. Şenocak’s poem thus “translates” Islam and undermines the East–West dichotomy in various ways: by favoring the body over doctrine; by demonstrating the compatibility of Yunus Emre’s Bektashism with liberal attitudes to gender and sexuality; through ambiguous allusions both to Islam and Christianity; and by conflating Turkish and German literature.
Reading German Romantics alongside Turkish mystical poetry was an important source of inspiration for Şenocak that “unleased the very creativity in [him] that enabled [him] to write poetry” (2018, 70), and Hölderlin’s spirituality, particularly his thought around the lack of divine names, resonates with Şenocak’s engagement with Sufism. The dilemma surrounding the inability to express the divine in language can be seen most obviously in verse VI of the elegy “Heimkunft” (1802, “Homecoming”): “Ihn zu fassen, ist fast unsere Freude zu klein. / Schweigen müssen wir oft; es fehlen heilige Nahmen, / Herzen schlagen und doch bleibet die Rede zurük?” (“Him to embrace and to hold our joy is too small. / Silence often behooves us: deficient in names that are holy, / Hearts may beat high, while lips hesitate, wary of speech?”) (Hölderlin 1994, 280–81). This theme of a distant divinity is also present in “Brod und Wein,” as bread and wine symbolize a trace left behind by the absenting gods: “Brod ist der Erde Frucht, doch ists vom Lichte gesegnet, / Und vom donnernden Gott kommet die Freude des Weins. / Darum denken wir auch dabei der Himmlischen, die sonst / Da gewesen und die kehren in richtiger Zeit” (“Bread is a fruit of Earth, yet touched by the blessing of sunlight, / From the thundering god issues the gladness of wine. / Therefore in tasting them we think of the Heavenly who once were / Here and shall come again, come when their advent is due”) (Hölderlin 1994, 270–71). To return to the Frankfurt School, Adorno pointed out that  Hölderlin must work with abstractions and semblances as the divine is ultimately something beyond human understanding (Adorno 1992, 125). Hölderlin can therefore be linked to mystics, such as Yunus Emre, who seek a personal relationship with the divine outside of institutionalized rituals that name god, presume to act on his behalf, thus minimizing his divinity.

Şenocak’s own attempts to evoke a mystical relationship with the divine that avoids dogma and group identities has a similar paradoxical sense of the divine that is both distant and near. The above poem from “Istanbuler Tango” too leaves the matter of divine presence–symbolized here through erotic encounter–unanswered, as drunkenness not only leads to the loss of inhibitions and of rational thought, but also of memory, casting doubt on the events. This problem is emphasized by the structure of the poem, as the chiasmus in the opening couplet suggests confusion and the repetitions forgetfulness. Was it the decanter or the butler that remained untouched? Either way, an orthodox interpretation of Islam has been contravened, but doubt nevertheless surrounds any potential unio mystica. Thus, guided by both Yunus Emre and Hölderlin, Şenocak’s poem evokes an Islam based around affective experience rather than rules that could enter into conflict with temporal laws.
Şenocak acknowledges in “Die Atonale Welt” that “humans are not only rational beings” (2011, 42), and that we in fact suffer under “a world that is only submitted to reason” (2011, 38). He therefore sees positive enlightenment values as worth striving towards and seeks to separate these from other tendencies, such as the control of nature, that are also arguably the result of a process of enlightenment. The verb “to submit to something” (sich etwas unterwerfen) used in the above statement alludes to the Arabic etymology of “Islam,” implying the shared potential of both religion and reason to be either instrumentalizing or self-critical. There are, then, much broader implications resulting from Şenocak’s engagement with Yunus Emre than the mere subordination of Islam to Germany’s Basic Law; his open-ended spirituality calls both metaphysical projects into question. The spirituality of poem “XV” from “Istanbuler Tango” is not only compatible with constitutional patriotism and secularized Europe’s model of modernity, but also plots an alternative path to modernity that can perhaps overcome the shortcomings that resulted from installing Man on God’s vacated throne. In this regard, Şenocak compares his engagement with Turkey’s mystical heritage with German–Jewish writers and intellectuals, such as Gershom Scholem, Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig and Walter Benjamin: “The pupils of Hebrew among the German–Jewish youth of the time were especially interesting to me. Universalism’s ‘religion of reason,’ the liberal way of thinking, was certainly not dismissed by them. Yet there was resistance against rationalism’s absolute claims and against the extent to which the intellectual world was determined by positivism” (2018, 66). Indeed, the above poem’s ambiguous presentation of an ineffable sense of the divine rejects instrumentalizing aspects of this Eurocentric paradigm, embracing the irrational, the unknowable, and the undecidable, turning its back on the enlightenment demand to know and name, which often also means to control and exploit.

Thus, whereas Şenocak’s essays, at times, seem to regard a universal sense of reason in the Enlightenment tradition as the way of safeguarding a religiously and culturally pluralist society, his poetry can also suggest a spirituality that emerges from escaping rational thought and enlightenment’s fear of the unknown. Rather than seeking to disenchant the material world through a process of enlightenment, Şenocak’s understanding of enlightenment also aims to re-enchant it, just as “Yunus Emre views humans as being embedded in an overall context that is at the same time divine” (Şenocak 1986, 94): “Şol cennetin ırmakları akar Allah deyu deyu / Çıkmış İslâm bülbülleri öter Allah deyu deyu”; “Die Flüsse aus dem Paradies fließen Allah rufen Allah / Die Nachtigallen des Islam zwitschen Allah rufen Allah” (Yunus Emre 1986, 26–7) (“The rivers of paradise flow, chanting Allah, Allah. / The nightingales of Islam are perched all around, /singing, Allah, Allah”) (Yunus Emre 1989, 72). Şenocak therefore disrupts a polarized understanding of the temporal and the spiritual worlds, placing both beyond the bounds of the instrumentalizing rational thought that allows enlightenment to revert to myth. The ambiguity of his poem serves to hint at a connection with divinity, while simultaneously undermining it, and hence the poem does not overcome the ineffable nature of god, but hints at the abstractness of the divine. In contrast to literalists who presume to possess the only valid interpretation of the Koran, Şenocak emphasizes the centrality of doubt.
Conclusion
The two seemingly contradictory poles of Şenocak’s thought (on the one hand, the universalist claim of enlightenment values; on the other, the unknowable nature of god and the world) counterbalance each other. Just as Habermas states that “[b]oth religious and secular mentalities must be open to a complementary learning process if we are to balance shared citizenship and cultural difference” (Habermas 2008, n.p.), Şenocak speaks of the human desire for both reason and the irrational. This embrace of paradox is something Şenocak shares with many Sufis, such as Yunus Emre, who inspire him: “Sufis are drawn to paradoxes as skillful means to convey spiritual teachings. Baffling our senses of analytic reason is precisely their power! Without sidestepping our self-centered reasoning, how could we ever taste of the transformational mystery of spiritual experience?” (Kugel 2007, 127).

Through Şenocak’s engagement with Yunus Emre he seeks to challenge the Western biases of world literature and to defy the Eurocentric, teleological understanding of the world, in which modernity is viewed as being inherently positive and involves an inevitable process of secularization. While his translations of Yunus Emre and his reworking of Yunus Emre’s ideas in his own essays and poetry intimate a non-prescriptive spiritual outlook that is “metaphysically weak” (Henkel 2008, 121) and hence compatible with contemporary Germany’s neutral constitution, he does not merely relegate Islam to a dispensable aspect of the private sphere in line with Enlightenment secularization. He equally implies that the skeptical and questioning sense of the divine found in Yunus Emre’s writing is needed as a counterbalance to the wholly rationalist worldview that has spread from Western-Europe to dominate the globe.
By bringing Islamic thought, here in the form of Yunus Emre, back into enlightenment debates, Şenocak points beyond the enlightenment–myth dialectic through a positive emphasis on the unknowable and the uncontrollable. Hence faith and reason exist in tension and complement one other, and do not exist as binary opposites. In his own words, Şenocak’s literary project revolves around this constant interaction between the irrational and the rational, religion and enlightenment, using both to question the boundaries of knowledge, rather than separating them into opposing camps with totalizing claims: “[My writing myth] came into being at the breaking point between reason and mysticism, at the railway station of Eros, where coming and going is the elixir of life for all who haven’t believed in the advent of angels for a long while” (Şenocak 2001, 101). His thinking is influenced by Yunus Emre, Adorno, Horkheimer, Hölderlin, Habermas, Kemalist thought, and much more, without being neatly categorized as German/rational and Turkish/irrational. Consequently, Şenocak challenges the binaries of faith and reason, Islam and enlightenment, and German and Turkish culture, demonstrating the transformative potential of Turkish literature as world literature for our understanding of modernity and enlightenment.
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� All translations, unless otherwise stated, are my own.


� Other important writers and translators from Turkish into German include Yüksel Pazarkaya, Aras Ören, Nevfel Cumart and Özlem Özgül Dündar.


� See Halman (1968).


� Şenocak’s use of the term “civilization” is similar to Atatürk’s notion of a universal world civilization with multiple origins, including in the Islamic civilization (Turfan 1998, 16).


� For example, Katherine Pratt Ewing’s study reveals the anger over Muslim girls’ exemptions from physical education on the grounds of modesty as being less about the constitutional right to education and more about German “body culture,” in which “[e]xposure of the human body and even full nudity continue to be associated with openness, purity, and a healthy sexuality” (2008, 193).


� For more on the theoretical implications of this aspect of Şenocak’s work, see Margaret Littler (2012, 139–52) and Joseph Twist (2018, 25–55).


� For a discussion of the historic variety in Anatolian Sufism, see Süleyman Uludağ (2005).


� The symbolism of the oriel window could be a reference to the mashrabiya, a decoratively screened bay window that is an architectural feature of many Arabic residences that serves to create privacy from the street.


� The mystical praise of wine is also present amongst Şenocak’s translations: “Hak’dan inen şerbeti içtik Elhamdü lillah,” “Des Himmels Wein tranken wir Gottlob” (Yunus Emre 1986, 68–9) (“The drink sent down from Truth, / we drank it, glory be to God”) (Yunus Emre 1989, 21). For analyses of other intertextual links to Yunus Emre in Şenocak’s poetry, see Joseph Twist (2016, 336–37; 2018, 36–7 and 43).


� As Pratt Ewing points out, nationalist politicians uncharacteristically become gay rights activists and defenders of gender equality during discussions about integration, as the questions of the so-called “Muslim Test” used for citizenship applications in Baden-Württemberg suggest (Pratt Ewing 2008, 181–84).
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