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Rebel. Dilapidated old house, peeling paint, the apartment a den furnished with stuff somebody else 
threw out. But the chaos is lovingly arranged: pictures in various stages of completion, manuscripts, 
washing-up, dangling ethno-kitsch. Furry red toilet cover; manifest contempt for gentrified cleaning 
standards. This apartment screams Artist Accommodation! 
 
Here lives Feridun Zaimoglu, 38, best-selling author (see Fikrun wa Fann/Art & Thought  80). A 
fascinating idea made him famous years ago: he went around the Gaarden area of his home town, 
Kiel, and talked to rappers, pimps, small-time crooks, the unemployed – those ‘on the fringes of 
society’, but also, as Zaimoglu says, the ‘virile’ and ‘vital’ young men of the Turkish community. He let 
them talk about God and their view of the world and tried to find an adequate way of rendering their 
wild mixture of languages into German. The name he invented for this idiom was a stroke of genius 
(and also extremely marketable): Kanak Sprak, the title of his best-selling book, published in 1995. 
Kanak?1 Surely not a term any self-respecting, enlightened German can use to refer to his fellow 
citizens from abroad. But what if they use it themselves? 
 
Zaimoglu had found an effective method of punching his way into the discourse on the German 
feature pages: rebellion, breaking taboos. Others choose more conventional, though no less effective 
strategies. The number of self-employed people of Turkish origin in Germany is growing steadily, as is 
the number of academics. If we can assume that somewhere in PISA-stricken Germany we may have 
an educational reserve, it is among the German-Turkish youth. However, the biographies of those who 
make it also reveal what determination, hard work and, not infrequently, courage are required to carve 
out a place for oneself in this society. No state sponsorship programme can be a substitute for this 
determination to make life in Germany their own. 
 
Feridun Zaimoglu is vibrant, living proof that integration does not have to mean adaptation – not even 
to the expectations of media society. ‘Since Kanak Sprak  I could have appeared on talk shows every 
week as an ethnologist of foreign cultures and delighted the promoters who believe in “understanding 
through petting”,’ says Zaimoglu. ‘But I’m not interested.’ 
 
He’s not one for lukewarm emotions, but the man differentiates his hatreds, such as the well-meaning 
tendency of the German educated classes to whitewash problematic behaviour on the part of the 
Turkish immigrant underclass by using ‘middle class terminology’. ‘These people have to understand 
how far the conquest of land by the ethnos has advanced in some parts of Germany.’ He loathes the 
narcissism of the German ‘Generation Golf’ with almost equal intensity. ‘Those middle-class neuroses, 
that Playmobil life, I can’t stand that either.’ 
 
What else does he detest? Female colleagues, writers and panellists, who do the ‘exotic chick’ thing. 
‘Oh, aren’t we all so authentic today, so very authentic, so temperamental.’ And general immigrant 
moaning about exclusion in German society. ‘To people like that I say: “Idiot, learn to pronounce 
German surnames properly first, and then complain that yours gets mispronounced.”’ 
 
But there are limits, even for this tough-guy intellectual. Zaimoglu says his ambition is to go far as a 
German author. And that’s where the joking stops. His novel German Amok , published in 2002, was 
as mercilessly savaged by the critics as Kanak Sprak  was acclaimed. Insults such as ‘cultural 
mercenary’ rained down upon him; repulsive allusions were made to the author’s sex life. Zaimoglu 
knows that he is not entirely innocent in the aggression he attracts; after all, he dishes it out as well – 
in German Amok  to the decadent Berlin art world. ‘The message of the reviews was perfectly clear, 
though,’ he says. ‘Migration-Ali is trying to do artistic. He should forget it.’ These reviews say more 

                                                 
1 pejorative term for foreigners, especially Turks  



about the German feature press than about Zaimoglu’s book. He himself has already struggled back to 
his feet – not least since he was awarded the Jury Prize in the Klagenfurt Literary Competition.  
 
Member of parliament. She still has a panel discussion on ‘Gender Budgeting’ on her agenda for this 
evening. Already, hurrying into the brasserie on the Gendarmenmarkt in Berlin, Dilek Kolat is 
somewhat exhausted. And hungry. But she barely has a chance to eat her three unpasteurised 
cheeses with artistically cut vegetables and triangles of whole grain bread, because when she talks, 
she really talks. Gender budgeting? ‘That means that all the items in the budget will be checked as to 
whether and in what way they’re relevant to women,’ says the 36-year-old SPD politician. And smiles 
so nicely that it’s clear that gender budgeting is also an important issue. 
 
Since 2001 this business mathematician has sat in the Berlin parliament – elected with 44.8% of the 
vote, the best first election result in her party. She’s a member of the Central Committee, responsible 
for the budget and for administrative modernisation; Deputy Speaker in the SPD Committee of Experts 
for economy, work and technology; Deputy District Chairperson of the SPD in Berlin Tempelhof, 
Chairperson of the Friedenau division. She also has a part-time job at the Deutsche Kreditbank that 
she does in her spare time but with 100% of her energy. 
 
Dilek Kolat is one of those rare people in whose mouths the word ‘project’ doesn’t sound like a 
euphemism for something half-done. She took on her first ‘project’ while studying at the Technical 
University in Berlin, becoming involved in a Turkish student organisation. ‘I belong to the second 
generation of Turks in Germany,’ she says. ‘I come from a modest background. On my first day in 
school I sat there and didn’t understand a single word. It was one of the saddest and most terrible 
moments in my life.’ She wanted to spare others the same experience, so together with her fellow 
students she organised supplementary lessons at the Berlin TU: a huge help for many migrant 
children. 
 
‘Later on I organised Turkish courses for people like myself, people who were educated here,’ says 
Kolat. After she had overcome her initial difficulties with the language she only wanted to speak 
German with her friends. ‘It was incredibly frustrating to discover, on first coming into contact with 
Turkish academics, that I could only formulate three thoughts in Turkish. I had the everyday 
vocabulary of a thirteen-year-old.’ 
 
At some point, she says, she realised that her work with associations and projects could only ever fulfil 
a ‘fire-fighting’ function. ‘The real solutions for major problems are decided on in the political realm.’ 
For her, the SPD was the only possibility as far as parties were concerned. ‘It was quite clear that I 
had to work to support equal opportunity.’ Without her Gesamtschule (comprehensive school), she 
says, she would never have succeeded in her own educational path. Questions of education and 
immigration remained the determining themes at the start of her political career. ‘Then I realised that I 
didn’t want to be a professional foreigner.’ The decision to opt for the thorny area of budgetary policy 
was also linked to this realisation. ‘Sometimes it annoys my audience when I, as a youngish woman of 
Turkish origin, open my mouth and talk about economic policy and governmental accounting.’ 
 
The Turkish media in Berlin follow the activities of the Social Democrat politician closely. ‘Migrants are 
political, but they have little experience with our kind of party politics,’ says Dilek Kolat. ‘With me, they 
listen very closely to what I say – also, of course, because I speak their language.’ Where it seems to 
her important to seek confrontation with regard to aspects of integration she will do so, also with 
sections of the Turkish community. When the radical Islamic Federation went to court and secured the 
right to give religious instruction in primary schools, Kolat publicly called on parents not to send their 
children. She withstood the inevitable anger from the Islamists. Easily. 
 
Professor. Asaf Pekdeger, Professor of Hydrogeology at the Free University of Berlin, can look back 
on an illustrious family tree. In the 18th century there was a grand visier who organised reforms in 
Turkey along the Prussian model – unlike today’s modernisers, however, when he had finished he was 
beheaded. Pekdeger’s great-grandfather Asaf Pasha studied for his doctorate in Leipzig and became 
a professor of gynaecology in Berlin. His father, too, was a doctor; his mother worked for the German 
embassy in Ankara; his cousin Kemal Dervis, former vice-president of the World Bank, became 
‘Superminister’ in Ecevit’s cabinet in 2001. 
 
Pekdeger grew up in Ankara. Through his grandmother’s wide circle of friends he came into contact 
with Turkish and German geologists and archaeologists. ‘I first considered following the family tradition 
and studying medicine. But actually it was quite clear that geology was my subject,’ he says. ‘I really 



wanted to work in Africa; it was a kind of dream, to head off to somewhere completely new.’ Things 
worked out a little differently. Pekdeger went to Germany to study because he didn’t like the political 
climate in Turkey at the end of the Sixties – ‘although today, reluctant as I am to admit it, I see the role 
of the armed forces rather differently to the way I did then. Today they seem to be above all 
guarantors of modernity against all the Islamist tendencies.’ The international reputation of Germany’s 
universities, still good in those days, also spoke in its favour. ‘That’s not the case any more, 
unfortunately,’ says Pekdeger. ‘When I look at our university facilities, I have to say that Germany is on 
the way down, and countries like Turkey are on the way up.’ Between 1987 and 1990 his institute in 
Berlin had more money available for research than it has between 1990 and today. Of course his area 
of expertise, environmental protection, has gone slightly out of fashion. Pekdeger is a specialist for the 
protection of ground water against pollution by landfill, waste disposal, and final disposal sites for 
nuclear fuel.  
 
For a long time now it has no longer been the custom for middle- and upper-class Turkish families to 
send their children to Germany to study. They’re much more likely to look to America or England. 
There may be another reason for that, as well as the drop in the standard of German universities. ‘In 
America, after one year you’re an American,’ says Pekdeger, ‘but you’ll never become a German.’ 
Even well-meaning colleagues regularly ask him, when he goes to Turkey for drilling, ‘So – you’re off 
home, then?’ 
 
‘People’s behaviour towards immigrants has improved on the whole since I came here in 1970,’ says 
Pekdeger. ‘But in the beginning it was a surprise, as the son of a good family, to be treated like a 
second-class person. Some Germans still take the attitude that to be a professor is something, but to 
be a Turk is nothing.’ 
 
Swastika graffiti in the lab, a student who says ‘I’m not going to be examined by some shitty Turk’ – 
things like that also happen on occasion. The professor – a major international authority on his 
subject, with 120 diplomas, 20 doctorates, hundreds of students – says that he can’t entirely dismiss it 
as stupidity: ‘It does get under your skin.’ Perhaps, he says, it was as a result of experiences like this 
that he got on so well with many of his East German colleagues after German unification. ‘They were 
excellent scientists, and they had to put up with the Westerners knowing everything better. That felt 
familiar. From the very beginning I sensed that it wasn’t enough just to be good. You have to be better 
than everybody else in order to achieve the same things.’ 
 
Civil servant. ‘A lot of people do have pretty strong prejudices,’ says Hacer Yüksel, ‘and that makes 
relations difficult. But the planning authority isn’t nearly as bureaucratic as its reputation.’ The 36-year-
old architect works as a building inspector at the Department of Planning and Building Control in the 
Eimsbüttel area of Hamburg. She is responsible for approving building proposals; she supervises 
construction sites, inspects shell structures and finished buildings. ‘Starting out in this career was 
hard,’ she says. ‘You come along as a 25-year-old woman, a beginner, and you’re supposed to tell 
property developers or architects what’s what when they’ve been in the business for thirty years. I was 
stubborn, I kept going. We have certain regulations here, and we make sure that people stick to them.’ 
That, she says, also has the positive consequence that most things actually work here. ‘There are 
building laws in Turkey too, there’s statics there too – but there’s also a certain tendency not to take 
things too literally. That can have disastrous consequences, for example if you think of the devastation 
that was caused by the last earthquakes.’ 
 
At the age of thirteen, grammar school pupil Hacer Yüksel moved with her parents to Germany from 
Turkey. Her father, a German scholar from Ankara, was doing his doctorate in Hamburg; his daughter, 
who until then had been a cheerful, enthusiastic student with top marks, went to the grammar school in 
Wilhelmsburg, the immigrant part of town. Without speaking a word of German. 
 
The loneliness, the sudden sense of being locked up inside her own head, the inability to express 
herself, to take part in lessons, to make friends – all this must have been very hard for a girl on the 
verge of adolescence. Hacer Yüksel speaks cautiously about this period, carefully, very politely. It 
shouldn’t sound as if she wants to criticise Germany. But she did suffer. ‘It did take away a large part 
of my youth,’ she says. Her teachers, at least, were far-sighted enough to recognise her talent and to 
encourage her as much as they were able: in her first year her work wasn’t marked, but she was given 
extra language lessons twice a week. ‘My father struggled alongside me,’ says Yüksel; ‘often we’d get 
up at four o’clock in the morning to do the homework I’d been too tired to do the previous evening.’ 
 



Because her possibilities for expressing herself were limited, Hacer Yüksel threw herself into maths 
and sciences. ‘And I could draw well, too,’ she says. Studying architecture was thus an obvious 
choice. Still, she didn’t design her house in Hamburg’s Schnelsen district herself. ‘It’s a standard 
house,’ she says, ‘and that was nerve-wracking enough.’ It’s cosy now, though, sitting in the attractive, 
light garden-living room with the fine wicker furniture and the countless books. Her husband brings 
toast with melted cheese, spicy gherkins and tea. ‘Hacer doesn’t cook,’ he says, laughing; it sounds as 
if that might be a good thing. 
 
At home, and with their five-year-old daughter Nidalzu, who’ll be starting at school after the summer 
holidays, the Yüksels only speak Turkish. This is obviously the right strategy; the little girl is at home in 
both languages. ‘In the beginning I worried about it,’ says Hacer Yüksel. ‘At first Nidalzu simply 
couldn’t understand why, at the kindergarten, when she said something in Turkish nobody knew what 
she meant.’ It’s only since having her daughter that she feels fully at home in Hamburg. ‘Previously, I 
could easily imagine working in Turkey. And I often used to count the days until the holidays.’ This is 
less the case since the focus of her life has become so clearly defined.  
 
Today, the ‘focus of her life’ has insisted on going out to play in a cropped top, with her tummy 
showing – after all, that’s what nearly all the girls in this country are doing this summer. So her mother 
digs out the short -sleeved denim blouse again that Nidalzu has really long since outgrown, and the 
required ten centimetres of bare skin flash between shirt and jogging trousers.  
 
No conflict in the way she’s brought up. ‘I’m a Muslim,’ says Hacer Yüksel. ‘But I think you can believe 
in Allah without following every single Islamic rule governing everyday life.’ 
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