Introduction

LEAVING BEHIND THE LIFE he cared about, Erich Auerbach ar
rived in Istanbul late in the summer of 1936. No one remembers whether
he came by shi_p or by train, but had he taken the nertheriy route, he
would have come on the Orient Express, passing rhrough Austria, Hun-
gary, Romania, and Bulgaria. Already, there were Nazi uniforms on sta-
tion _pi:lti:errns in Munich, as well as other, more heartening sights—
peasants beginning their harvest, the Jewish quarter in Budapest, and the
medieval architecture of Bucharest. During the rhree—day journey east-
ward, the Prussian scholar mighr have wondered at what point Europe
ceased to be Eurcpe and the familiar ne longer spelled home. Yet, even
at the end of the line, where minarets punctured the sky, it would have
been difficult to locate Europe’s boundary. In Istanbul, the Orient Express
ran P:lI‘:liiei to the old walls of Consranrinopie and came to a stop in the
Sirkeci terminal—a rather modern building designed by one of his own
countrymen. For passengers arriving from the West, the station repre-
sented the city at its best it was located on the shores of Byzantine Con-
sr:mrinople, where many of the guides and station’s clerks spoke French or
German.

But perhaps Auerbach sailed via Imiy and Greece, the cradle of clas-
sical Europe. With his monograph on Dante, the precursor of Renais-
sance humanism, in his baggage, he would have iikeiy embarked in Ge-
noa, crossed the Mediterranean, and put in at Piracus, near Athens. This
was the route connecting Goethe's land of lemon blossems to the country
that had long been referred to as “the sick man of Europe.” While these
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were the dominant Western tropes characterizing classical Europe and the
Orient, republican Turks saw the connection between the West and
the East in different terms. After all, this was the sea route that in Byzan-
tine times had linked Rome to Censtantinople. Referring to intellectual
émigres from fascist Europe, the Turkish minister of education liked to
invoke the Byzantine scholars who had taken this route to escape the Ot
tomans after their conquest of Constantinople in 1453, With them went
the Greek, Roman, and Byzantine manuscripts that, it is still often said,
contributed to the spread of classical education in Western Europe.] Meta-
phorica_lly spea_king, this learning was how coming back with the arrival
of scholars like Auerbach. As we will see, the Turkish minister would say
that their escape from Europe catalyzed the Turkish Renaissance in the
twentieth century: European scholars would revive classical education in
the city once hailed as the greatest center oflea.rning in the world.

Paul Signac (1863—1035), frtanbul, Hagia Sephia. Watercoler. Private collection. Phote:
Visual Ares Library. By permission of Art Resource, Mew York
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There was a splendid view for sea passengers anchoring in the mouth
of the Golden Horn. In Galata, between old Consranrinople and the ciry’s
Genoese quarter, one could take in the culrur:llly and religiously diverse
topography of the city. Looking north were the old Christian and Jewish
quarters of Pera, with the Galata tower crowning the ciry’s seven hundred-
year-old Genoese district, home to numerous churches and synagogues.
Close by was also a rhirreenrh—cenrury Dominican church, where hngelo
Giuseppe Roncalli {later Pope John XXIIT) would _provide Auerbach with
access to a rich hbrary.: On arrival, Auerbach was probably welcomed by
a Turkish university administrator or a German scholar who accompa-
nied him to one of the Pera hotels m—'erlooking the Bosporus and the many
Ottoman pahces and mosques near the Golden Horn. Were he lucky,
his hotel room would have had a view of the Hagia So_phia, the fifteen-
hundred-year-old domed Byzantine cathedral, which had been converted
into a mosque after the Ottoman conquest. Just a year before Auerbach’s
arrival, the Hagia So_phi:l had been transformed again, this time into a
museum that opened its doors to everyone, irrespective of faith. This
transformation was indicative of Turkey’s latest move toward seculariza-
tion, but it also signiﬁed Turkey’s desire to claim the region’s classical his-
tory as its own,

Of course, Auerbach was no accidental tourist, no ordimry traveler
here to enjoy Istanbul’s sighrs and to reflect upon its recent meramorpho—
sis from the Ottoman Empire to the Turkish Republic. He was a professor
of Romance philelogy and probably weuld have never left Germany of his
own accerd. But in October of the previous year, 1935, a university admin-
istrator at Marburg University had summoned him to a meeting that he
and his wife, Marie, had been dreading for some time. Auerbach knew ex-
actly what was coming, Under the recently introduced Nuremberg laws, he
was designated a “full Jew," a category that authorized Nazis to ostracize
and disenfranchise him as “non-Aryan.” The administrator asked Auerbach
to confirm that he fell into this category. ﬁccording to a decree from the
German ministry of education, this was reason enough for I"v'[arburg Uni-
versity to terminate Auerbach’s employment For two years, he had hoped
he would be spared this moment because of the exceptional status granted
to Jews, like himself, who were veterans of World War 1. But the follow-
ing day, the dreaded letter was delivered, sealing his dismissal as the direc-
tor of the Romance Seminar.? Rﬁlucmntly, Auerbach now came to accept
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that the i::imiiy’s oniy recourse was to leave Germany: if Marie, his teen-
age son Clemens, and he were to escape further discrimination and
dehumanization—indeed, if rhey WEre to preserve their iives—rhey would
have to go into exile.

This book fellows the piight of humanist scholars like Auerbach
who escaped Nazi persecution by seeking exile in a Muslim-dominated
society. As we will ind, the exile’s itinerary represents a iarger set of his-
torical forces, forces that, on the one hand, expeiied them from fascist
Germany and, on the other, functionalized them for a program of cultural
renewal in Turkey. From 1933 on, for the scholars dismissed from German
universities (among them Leo Spitzer, Alexander Riistow, Ernst von Aster,
and Hans Reichenbach), Turkey provided a haven where tertiary and gov-
ernmental institutions offered to hire phiioiogists, philosophers, histori-
ans, architects, natural scientists, economists, and musicians in order to
support the counrry’s modernization reforms. Istanbul University alone
emp ioyed i"orty German scholars from various disciplines to promote the
secularization and modernization of higher education. Auerbach joined
this cohort in 1936 as the chair of the nation’s leading faculty for Western
ianguages and literatures. His tenure in Istanbul lasted eleven years, dur-
ing which time Turkey impiernented signii'icant poiiticai, cultural, and
educational changes. Coincidenmiiy, these years also witnessed the war
time destruction of Europe.

East West Mimesis asks how a German-Jewish phiioiogisr, deemed “un-
German” by the Mazis, experienced exile in a predominantiy Muslim soci-
ety. Could a Jew _possibiy find a home in such a piace? There were, of course,
historical precedents for this kind of hospitality: the Ottoman Empire of the
late fifteenth century had provided a refuge for Sephardic Jews escaping per-
secution in the Tberian Peninsula. Tt seems unsurprising, then, that re_pubii—
can Turkey, founded in 1923, drew on this tradition and once again opened
its doors to persecured TJews from Europe. By the same token, we need to re-
member that the late Ottoman Empire tock a hostile stance toward its own
ethnic and reiigious minorities, with more than a million Armenians perse-
cuted, deported, and killed under Ottoman rule during World War 19 The
ethno-religious nationalism among Ottoman Turks during the early twen-
tieth century also impacted the status of the Greek-Orthodox population in
republican Turkey. In 1924, this resulted in the forced exchange of popula-
tions between Turkey and Greece: Turkey deported its GreekOrthodox
residents in exchange for Muslims living in Greece.
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Parallel to this upsurge of ethno—religious nationalism was, para-
doxically, the secularization ofpolirical and educational structures. And
it was under the umbrella of secularization and modernization that Ger
man scholars, many of them Jewish, were hired. Initially, appeintees
signed contracts in which they agreed to learn Turkish within three years
50 rhey would be able to teach and publish in the l:mgu::.ge. It soon be-
came clear, however, that the émigrés could not acquire proﬁciency 50
quickly—most of them continued to teach and publish in German and
French.* We would expect that this Turkish language requirement was
part of a broader program of:inregmrion. Yet, as | show in ch:lprer 3, the
émigrés were not, in fact, required to assimilate into Turkish society. In-
stead, they became part of a European intellectual eliter this was a mi-
grant community that was not meant to disavow difference but rather to
preserve its disringuishing feature—its Europeanness. In exchange for
protection from Mazism, German scholars were meant to help irnple—
ment Turkey’s broad—ranging Westernization reforms. Prm-'ocath-'ely, the
book suggests that modern Turkish identity was hot autochthonous: it
was, in some measure, Forged with the help of the émigré, that is to say,
with the help of privileged outsiders within Turkish society. Emigrés
took on special signiﬁcance when Turkey decided to reclaim the region’s
classical heritage and re-create modern culture in the image of ancient
Europe. Investigating the émigrés’ role in wartime Turkey will help us
understand the relarionship between philology, cultural herir:lge, and
Turkey's modernization reforms.

East West Mimesis addresses another anomaly highlighted by the
Turkish reforms: despire the forced popularion exchange between Greece
and Turkey in 1924 and an ongeing antipathy between the two nations,
leading Turkish intellectuals and government officials were scon pro-
moting Greco-Reman learning as a basis for prometing medern Turkish
literature. In this process, Turkey’s Ottoman, Persian, and Arabic heri-
tage was not enrirely overwritten, but it was now rivaled by the Greco-
Roman classics; and where students might once have studied Ottoman
poetry, theirsylhbi soon included works by Plato, Sophocles, and Homer.
How, then, are we to explain the anomaly between Turkey'’s new rela-
tionship to the Greco-Roman heritage and the deportation of its Greek
subjects? How can we ex_pl:lin its paradoxical rehtionship not only to its
ethnic minorities but also to its own past? We might say that Turkey in-
tended to “puriFy” the body poliric and create unity among its remaining
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citizens. But the new heritage politics served an additional function—
namely, forging a parh to the West and esrablishing a set of cultural
commonalities between Western Europe’s ancient herirage and modern
Turkey.

Westernization and Mimesis

The Turkish government under Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk identified a
need for change and was willing to embrace radical cultural and political
reform. It was confronted with the problem of how to implement rapid
change and where to look for inspiration. Turkish reformers, among them
the ministers of education Regit Galip (1932-1933) and Hasan Ali Yiicel
(1939—1946), sought earlier models and asked themselves how they could
ado_pt such models without seeming overly derivative, Like the Ottoman
Porte, the republican government would seek answers to these questions
by looking to the West—to Western legislarion, architecture, rechnology,
science, literature, art, clothing styles, and material culture generally. Re-
publican Turks decided to widen the scope of Ottoman Westernization
reforms that had marked the cultural, economic, polirical, and rnilirary
transformation of the Ottoman Empire during the previous two hundred
years. These earlier Westernization reforms arguabl}' Wwere a response to
the defeat of the Ottomans at Vienna in 1683, a turning point that de-
noted the end of the empire’s expansion, Alrernarively, the Ottoman re-
forms have been inrerprered as part of a longer trajectory of economic and
political changes that affected the Ottoman Empire and Western Eurcpe
simultaneously. 6

The first of these reforms began in 1718 and was retrospectively
coined Lale Devri, the Tulip Era, signiFying the murua.lly dependenr rela-
tionship between Western Europe and the Ottoman Empire. The tulip
bulb, which paradoxically had been im_ported into Western Europe via
Ottoman Consranrinople in the sixteenth century, first caused an eco-
nomic craze in Western Europe before it became synonymous with Otto-
man efforts to adopt aspects of Western culture, Sultan Ahmed 1T set off
this tulip vogue with a lasting impact on Ottoman art and garden design
and an interest in i:oreign goods among members of the Ottoman elite.”
In 1730, a revolt against Ahmed I11 put a sudden end to what came to be
regarded as the decadent Lale Devri. The reforms of the nineteenth
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century, in contrast, were less elitist. Established at a time when the empire
faced the loss of a number of Mediterranean provinces, most imporr:lnrly
Greece, Algiers, and Egypt, the new modernization efforts encompassed a
breader spectrum of Ottoman society. The civilian clothing reform of 1829,
which re_phced the turban with the fez, robes with frock-coats, capes, and
trousers, and slippers with black leather boots, indicated the Ottoman
equation of Westernization with modernization.® A decade later, a num-
ber of decrees called twmzimer initiated the fundamental reorganization of
Ottoman society, speciﬁcally targeting the em_pire’s milimry, administra-
tive, and educational structures. From a cultural point of view, the nine-
teenth century may be rhoughr of asa ancophile age. The appropriation
of French culture left lasting traces in Ottoman intellectual life as Persian
and Arabic influences slowly gave way te French ones. As one would ex
pect, French literature pl:lyed a particularly important role during this
period of cultural reorientation, nmrking the beginning of the Ottoman
newspaper, novel, and short stery in the second half of the nineteenth
CEDT.'UI')I.

The Ottoman Empire was not the only political entity with a pre-
dominantly Muslim population to undergo Westernization reforms during
the nineteenth century. Khedive Ismail, for exam_ple, announced during his
reign in Egypt (1863—1879) that his country was “ne longer part of Africa. Tt
is part of Europe.”q This statement would seem to imply that there was a
general trend toward Westernization. The differences between Egypt and
the Ottoman Empire, however, centered on the question of sovereignty:
Egypt stood under quasi-colonial Anglo-French contrel in the nineteenth
century and had polirical reasons for cl:liming that it belonged to Europe.
The Ottoman Empire, on the other hand, was a sovereign empire. It contin-
ued to lose its provinces, including Egypt, to Western Europe, Russia, and
the Balkans, but it essenriaﬂy made an autonomous decision to undertake
modernization. To see late Ottomans and early republican Turks primarily
as a people under the hegemonic influence of Western European powers
would thus be too narrow, if not misleading. Rather than adopring a post-
colonial studies ap_proach and reiterating Edward Said’s generahzing claim
that the Orient per se was subj ect to Western imperi::lisr interests, [ am in-
terested in a more nuanced, hisrorically speciﬁc srudy of East West relation-
shi_ps, one that highlights Ottomans and Turks as agents, not victims, of

Westernization. !
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Cemal Nadir, Hieret! (Exodus!), December 1, 1928 Reprinted from Sabine Kiiper-Biisch
and Migar Rona, Die Nase des Sultans: Karikaturen aus der Tiirkei/ Padisahin Burnu:
Ts;;r.{*:'_}-'r’a'm Karikatdrler (Tstanbul: Dagycii Publishers, Biigi Universicy Press, 2008), 17.
Source: Dagyeli Press,

Like his Ottoman predecessors, Atatiitk believed that modernization
necessitated Westernization. However, the founder of the new republic
broadened the reach of eatlier reforms and made an additienal strategic step:
he called on Turkish citizens to icientify as Euro_peans, even while seeking
political independence from Western European countries like France In
consequence, the reforms of the 19205 and 19305 signified a consistent change
in the poiiticai, educational, iega_i, and cultural basis of the re_pubiic, with
secularization being its main guiding principle. The reforms meant that there
would be no more fez wearing, the Ottoman script was erased, reiigious
schools were outlawed, the c:liiph:lre and reiigious courts were abolished, the
aiphabet was Latinized, and the Islamic calendar was re_piaced with the
Gregorian one. ' Women gaineci the right to vote, entered _pubiic life, en-
rolled as students at universities, and themselves became associated with the
spirit of progress and modernity 2

This book focuses on an important aspect of this watershed meo-
ment, nameiy, the educational reform of 1933, which secularized educa-
tion, and the humanist reforms of 1939, which instituted a highly influen-
tial translation bureau dedicated to rransiaring and publishing scores of
Western classics into modern Turkish.!? The translation bureau (terciime
brirasu) was novel in its scope and ambition but had, like other aspects of
Turkey's reforms, precedents in Ottoman times. Like the first translation
chamber (terceme odasi) that had been established in the e:lrly nineteenth
century under Mahmud T1, the translation bureau of the 19305 intended

to accelerate sociopoiiticai ch:mges.i'1 However, the signiﬁcant role given
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to tmnshring Western classics, among them numerous Greek and Roman
works, was complerely unprecedenred. Hasan Ali Yiicel, the minister of ed-
ucation who established the translation bureau, saw in the translation proj-
ect a way ofemphasizing commonalities, not differences, between East and
West, 15 Cha_pter 2 discusses these reforms, which inaugumted a broad trans-
lation project and helped secularize education burt also sraged Western
plays, concerts, and operas.

Yet for all this, re_publican Turkey would be conrinuaﬂy plagued by
the problem of cultural appropriation. Like any other reform movement,
the reform movement in Turkey was suspected of having thrown the baby
out with the bathwater and re] ected its own generative porenri::l. This fear
was felt by Turks, who were concerned about severing themselves frem their
Ottoman achievements; it was also a charge taken up in the West, where
Turks were only too re:ldily dismissed as derivative, This book is about one
parricular episode in Turkey’s process of national renewal and ab out its wor-
ries over copying Western models, If the subject of this bookisa historically
speciﬁc one, it also contains lessons to be learned for the present, when
building nations :Llong Western lines is at the top of many f:oreign policy
agendas. Hisroric:llly, Turk.ey would address this problem by parsing the
definition of mimesis. The Westernization reforms constituted a kind of
cultural mimesis because they tried to generate, rather than sim_ply copy
European culture '® In this air of ch:mge, republic:m Turks tried to dissoci-
ate themselves from the =ziippe, the Europeanized dandy, and from the
kukla, Europe’s marionette—both prominent figures in late Ottoman lit
erature. In place of the insufhciently Westernized O ttoman would stride a
modern Turk, someone who could cut a jaunty ﬁgure in Europe itself,

East West Mimesis explains how Auerbach could find European cul-
ture at home in Istanbul, even while the humanist tradition was being
banished from Europe. Pamdoxically, Auerbach’s own deracination in
Europe was, as Katie Trumpener and others suggest, to some extent mir-
rored in his host country, which tried to substitute the Ottoman past for
a new national culture.'” At the very moment when Europe was being
systemarically destroyed, Auerbach, while in Istanbul, tried to pinpoint the
nature and origins of Western European culture. Confronted by wholesale
destruction, the writer and scholar has perhaps two open avenues—to
attempt to exphin the annihilation or try to salvage what is being lost
Auerbach chose the latter. Which texts, he asked himself, made up the
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core oFEuro_pe’s literary traditions, and how did their narrative sryles evolve?
What was the rei:irionship between representing re:liiry lor what he called
mimesis) and the way in which we think about the past’ Between 1942 and
April 1945, Auerbach answered these questions with his magnum opus, Mi-
eSS, Daﬂrgcﬁ‘fﬂfe Wirklichkeit in der abendlindischen Literatur (Mimesis:
The Representation qf Rfdff{y in Western Literature), a work that would later
be foundational for the discipline of comparative literature, parricuiariy in
the United States,

Auerbach’s book spans the history of Western European literature
from Homer and the Hebrew Bible via Dante to Proust and Woolf, Per
h:lps most imporranrly, Auerbach :1rgued that “the way in which we view
human life and soclety is the same whether we are concerned with things
of the past or things of the present, A change in our manner of viewing
history will of:necessiry soon be transferred to our manner of:s-'iewing cur-
rent conditions.”® It was an idea of eleganr simpliciry: hisrory is the prod—
uct of narration. More than this, our undersmnding of the present derives
from the way we think about what came before. This insight influenced,
and continues to influence, a range of fields, including lirerary rheory, his-
tory, comparative literature, and cultural hisrory. The parhbreaking book
promoted its auther into one of the most signiﬁcant critics of his time,
He came to be known for his “characteristic wide horizon, encyclopedic
knowiedge and artistic sensibiiiry,” as his fellow émigré Leo Spitzer would
put it. 9 Tn the postwar period, Mimesis also p:u—'ed the way for his career at
Pennsylvania State University, then Princeton, and ﬁnaily Yale.

We can use Auerbach as a guide to understanding Turkey’s human-
ist reforms and the way in which nation buiiding was :1ppro:1ched rhrough
changes to literature and phiiology. I make this claim not mereiy because
of Auerbach’s _pivot:ll role in the humanities. Rather, the motivation for
focusing on Auerbachisa methodoiogicai one. His seminal work _provides
the key concepts we need for undersr:lnding the very context in which he
produced the book—most imporranriy, the idea of Europe, concepts of
history, and the function of mimesis within processes of cultural and po-
litical reform. We can, in other words, use Mimesis, and the critical con-
cepts it exempiii‘ies, as a lens for :lnaiyzing the context within which the
work arose. In this sense, my book provides more than the Entstebungsge-
sehichte of Mimesis, a history of its origins, Tt represents instead an attempt
to read cultural history with iitemry critical tools and, as such, _providos a
merhodoiogical model that could be applied to other cultural and poliric::.i
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contexts. In using the concept of mimesis, T distinguish between mimesis as
a textual practice used for representing reaiity and mimesis as a form of cul-
tural practice deployed in the Westernization of Turkey as a whole. This bi-
furcated ap_proach hei_ps us understand the decisive role _piayeci by literature,
phiioiogy, and curricula in the process of nation building. Tt further shows
that concepts of history and practices of representation are neither incidental
to poiities nor insep:lr:lbie from each other: Turkey’s mimetic appropriation
of Western culture was, simultaneously, a realist and historical project.

Westernizing Turkey meant establishing secular education and
changing the Turkish habitus; it also meant generating new ideas about
the past. East West Mimesis focuses on the impact of the humanist move-
ment on the invention of a new Turkish past as distinet frem the Otto-
man one, Nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Ottoman intellectuals
had already reflected upon the changing concept of history and the nature
of literature in the course of the Westernization reforms. For exampie,
Ahmet Hamdi Tanpinar, one of Turkey's mest impertant medern au-
thors, reflected on the crisis of realism, history, and literature in his liter
ary and intellectual history of the late Ottoman Empire. The intellectual
life in e:lriy repubiic:m times, he wrote, was also affected by this crisis.”® The
modern turn meant that writers in the 19205 and 1930s were charged with
emp ieying greater realism and with showing modern life as it reaiiy was.>!
Re-creating the Western habitus not oniy generated a new sense of re:liity
but, as T have already suggested, also altered the notion of the nation’s past.
With the new beundaries of the Turkish Republic and the decision to ap-
propriate Western culture in Ways that surpassed the earlier Ottoman re-
forms, the sense of history and cultural legacy were radically altered.

The ways in which the ruins of Asia Minor were viewed is one case
in point It was enly during the late nineteenth century that Ottomans
began to show an archeeiogicai interest in the pre—Isiamic Phoenician and
Hellenistic past. The Imperial Museum that was founded in Istanbul in
1869 signified a “step in the selfincorporation of the Ottoman Empire into
a European-dominated modernity."** Abdul Hamid 1T (r. 1876-1909) is
reported to have said: “Lock at these stupid foreigners! T pacify them with
broken stones.”*? Whether or not this is true, we see that the :1rcheoiogic:11
remains of ancient Europe assumed a prominent pi:u:e in the national
imagination during e:lriy re_pubiican times * Ruined columns and statu-
ary, which, like the Pergamon altar, had been Presented as gilcts orsold to
European sovereigns during Ottoman times, could now be claimed as the
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remnants of an exemplary ancient past, a past that was shared by the
middle classes in London, Berlin, Paris, Rome, or Athens, as well as by the
peasantry in Anatolia. Atatiirk’s Turkey was entering the modern age by
appropriating Europe’s classical herimge.

Exile and the Trope of Detachment

This book tackles two basic questions: it asks how being in Istanbul
sha_ped the writing of Mimesis, and how Mimesis heips us understand
Istanbul. More generaiiy, it inquires into the condition of exile and the
status of the outsider in processes of cultural and poiirical change. Many
scholars have taken Auerbach as their subjecr and focused on the first
question, asking whether he could have written Airmesis anywhere other
than in Istanbul or seme place equally remote. The assumpticn has long
been that Mimesis, like much exilic work, was the producr of intellectual
isolation—a coroilary to the artist secluded in his garret. It is unsurpris-
ing that the notion of ioneiy exile has stuck. After all, eariy twentieth-
century Turkey is associated with a bygone age: we think of old manu-
scripts and Ottoman scholars in fretted libraries, not the rickerrape world
of New York and London or the celluloid glitz of Los Angeles. East West
Mimesis addresses this stereotype, overturning the idea that, ciuring the
1930s and 1940s, Istanbul was hermetically sealed off from Western cul-
ture. Yet rethinking the context for Auerbach’s scholarship implies more
than just questioning the image we have inherited of him. The resuiring
contextualization of Auerbach’s work, and of Istanbul itself, allows us to
question ohe of the important premises of exile studies, na_meiy, that exile
is synonymous with isolation and that isolation is, in and of itself, intel-
lecruaily and :lrrisric:lily producrive. For many contemporary critics, exile
still represents a state of critical detachment and supetior insight that is
supposed to arise when intellectuals are ex_peiied from their homes and
forced to take up residence elsewhere.

It concerns me, however, that this line oi:rhoughr too re:ldiiy reduces
exile to a mere memphor for u_prootedness: disconnected from his or her
social and poiiticai context, the exile is coupled with possibilities for cul-
tural transfer and transnational exchange. Too e:lsily does the exilic con-
dition acquire almost utopian possibiliries: the exile is suddenly unen-
cum bered by indigenous tradition, emerging instead as the new mediator
between systems, a perspicuous commentator on both the endogencus
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and exogenous. 1 argue that this view of exile distorts the historical re-
cord. This view diminishes the existential plight of those who were ex-
peiied during the war, even as it elevates the individual case to a generai
pamdigm. Against this view of exile qua detachment, T propose a condi-
tion of rnuitipie attachments. The task of the book is, then, to investigate
these new attachments and tease out their impiications both for the indi-
vidual and for the respective societies at iarge. Rather than s:liv:lging the
positive in the exilic condition, T ask what it meant to go into exile and
what arose therefrom. Moreover, what iarger signiﬁcance did exile have
forits agent—Germany—and for its beneficiaries—Turkey and the United
States? As we will find, the answers to these questions are less straighti:or—
ward than we tend to assume.

Owver the last decade, Erniiy Apter, Jane Newman, Selim Deringii,
and Seth Lerer beg:m to question Auerbach’s isolation in exile. Apter, for
instance, notes that Auerbach’s “j:lundiced depicrion of his loneliness in the
wilderness” probabi}' presented a “distorted picture” of exilic life in Istan-
bul.?* T think she is right. We ought to revise this perception of Auerbach—
the legendary figure who was supposed to have written his greatest work cut
off from the very sources and cultural context that lay at its heart More
than this, together with Angeiika Bammer, So_phia MecClennen, Anton
Kaes, Caren Ka_pian, and Alexander Ste_ph:ln, T call for a new ap_proach to
the study of exile, one that recognizes both the historicity of exile and the
exile's material existence > The p:lyoﬁin :ldopting this appro:lch is a more
differentiated portrait of the individual as well as of the status of exile
within iarge—sca_ie historical processes,

In critiquing the equation of exile with isolation, I enter a discipiin::ry
debate about the task OFCOInP:lI‘:l'EiVE literature as distinct from national lit
erature. In the United States at least, comparative literature is influenced by
the history of exile, and to this ci:ly, exile remains a signiﬁcant topic within
the field. My intervention is, however, in keeping with recent seif—scrutiny
among comparatists. Ch::.ilenged by violent conflicts between the three
monotheistic reiigions, giobaiization, and new forms of im_peria.iisrn, the
ciisci_piine is now attempting to redefine its purpose. 27 By investigating secu-
lar scholarship as the outgrowth of an exchange between German émigrés
and Turkish reformers, I hope to stimulate the interdisciplin:lry, transna-
tional debate about exile and secularism within the humanities.

Tn making my case for a contextualized uncierstanciing of Mimesis,
I take on a number of critics. Abdul JanMohamed, for one, insists that
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Auerbach’s place of exile was irrelevant to Mimesis. The book, he says,
“could have been written in any other part of the non-QOccidental world
without signiﬁcanr difference.”*® Azade Seyh:m similarly argues thart
Auerbach’s work exhibits not “even the faintest trace of the exilic experi-
ence.””? Yet, as I show, the evidence for such claims is rather thin Indeed,
rhey boil down to a remark made by Auerbach himself abour the inade-
quacy of Istanbul’s libraries. As I show in ch:lprer 5, this oft-cited remark
has been promoted to a generalized condition of insuf'ﬁciency: at the pe-
ri_phery of the Western world we find not _plenitude but lack, not familiar-
ity or even difference but absence. We can trace the genealogy of this view
to the critic Harry Levin and, most importantly, to Edward Said In 7he
World, the Text, and the Critic, Said regards Auerbach’s dislocation and
distance from Europe as the enabling condition for the writing of Mime-
§i5, According to Said, for a scholar like Auerbach who was trained in
medieval and renaissance Roman literatures, Istanbul

fepresents the terrible Tutk, as well as Islam, the scoufge of Christendom, the great
Oriental apostasy ihcarnate, Throughoul: the classical pcriod of Eurepean culture
Turkey was the Orient, Islam its most redoubrable and aggressive representarive.
Thiswas notall, though. The Orient and Tslam also stood for the ultimate alienation
from and oppesition to Eutope, the European tradition of Christian Latinicy, as well
as to the putative :lul:horl'r_y of ecdesia, humanistic lcarn]’ng, and cultural commu-
nity. For centuries Tutkey and Tslam hung over Europe like a gigantic compesite
monstet, sceming to threaten Europe with destruction. To have been an exile in Ts-
ranbul at the time of fascism in Europe was a dccply resonating and intense form of

exile from El.lt»::pc.:“'cl

Said conflates Auerbach’s view of modern Turkey with an oversimplified
Orientalist discourse rooted in the European Middle Ages and the Re-
naissance.?! My interest is in disambiguating this Orientalist discourse
from Auerbach’s exposure to the cultural politics at Istanbul University
and in highlighring his role as the spokesman for the humanist idea in a
rapidly Westernizing country. Said’s view of Auerbach’s exile is problem-
atic because it suggests that there was a continuous, homogeneous Orien-
talist discourse prevailing in Western Europe from the Middle Ages on-
ward and thar this prevenred the philologisr from comprehending the
parricular situation in which he found himself Said did not acknowledge
that the rapprochement between modern Turkey and Western Europe
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was the result of age-long contact and exchange between Ottomans and
Europeans,

The “executive value of exile,” to use Said’s term, lies not simply in
Auerbach’s alienation from his habitual cultural environment but in the
parricular cultural, historical, and intellectual environment of meodern
Turkey, an environment that offered a new home for the humanist tradi-
tion.”* In other words, Auerbach’s work was not only “steeped in the real-
ity ofEurope,” as Said argues, it was also rooted in the reality of Istanbul.
As if to anticipate Said’s charge, Auerbach wrote that his work was “quite
consciously a book that a p:lrricular person, in a parricular situation,
wrote at the beginning of the 194_05.”33 Our first task, then, is to investi-
gate this particular person—the German-Jewish Dante schelar from
Marburg University who chaired the faculty for Western languages and
literatures at Istanbul Universiry for more than a decade. The other, per-
haps more important, task of this book iz to explore the parriculariry of
exile in Istanbul, a city that had been the center of Ottoman imperialism
for half a millennium and now played a critical rele in rex-'ix-'if:ying Turkish
culture rhrough humanism. As I show, the rel:lrionship between the phi—
lologisr and this context is precisely what allowed Auerbach to realize his
scholarly project. This correlation, in turn, constitutes the structure of
East West Mimesis,

Said’s notion of 19305 Istanbul as apl:u:e of “Oriental, non-Qccidental
exile and homelessness™—a pl:u:e that was en:lbling in its very threaten-
inghess and remoteness—is a notion that remains petrvasive in comparat-
ist schohrship. 34 Exile has been transformed into a theoretical factum and
construed as a condition for generating new forms of critical conscious-
ness in the humanities. JTanMohamed, for ex:lmple, draws on the trope of
exile for his concept of the berder intellectual 3 Aamir Mufti elaborates
on this in his work on secular criticism in a postcolonial framework where
he explores the “erhicalpossibiliries” of minority existence. >® Both of these
scholars cleave to Said and see the space on the edge as porenri:llly produc—
tive. I, on the other hand, am less interested in tracing the signiﬁcance of
Auerbach to Said Rather, I investigate how ideas about exile and isclation
are connected to the trope of detachment in lirerary and lirer:lry critical
discourses of the early twentieth century Hence, I show how the trope of
detachment, central to the aesthetics of modernism, came to assume a dif-
ferent meaning after the onset of mass emigration in 1933,
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This beck conclusively shows that Auerbach did not see Turkey as the
antithesis of European humanism. In fact, Auerbach referred to Istanbul
asa” i:undamenr:iiiy Hellenistic ciry,” acity in which the Arab, Armenian,
Jewish, and Turkish elements “meld[ed] or coexist[ed] in a single entity."?"
By “Hellenistic,” Auerbach cieariy meant Western, even if the valence of
the term has ch:mged over time. In its five hundred pages, Mimesis makes
virtually no mention of Turkey: only the epilogue refers explicitly to 1940s
Istanbul, and the references to other piaces in Turkey are mereiy inciden-
tal. But rather than insisting on Turkey as a missing subject within Mime-
sis, as other critics have been inclined to do, we can think about what this
omission meant. I would argue that Turkey was neither a blind spot nor
an oversight on Auerbach’s part. Chapter § suggests that Turkey works ex
negative in the author's circumscription of the Judeo-Christian world: it is
via this lacuna that the Judeo-Christian world first emerges as a bounded
one. In other words, rhrough its exclusions, Mimesis exernpiii'ies how the
West came to think of itself as different and separate from what is now
called the Middle East. This chapter also traces the links between the
scholarship Auerbach produced while in Istanbul and the location of his
exile. Included among my finds are a number of lectures that Auerbach
gave to iarge pubiic audiences. In deaiing with this material, my aim is
not to reduce Auerbach’s exilic schoiarship mereiy to its Turkish context
I use it instead to show how he connected with his new surroundings and
how he responded to some of the challenges posed by a rapidly modern-
izing sociei')-r.3E=

Ttis, of course, difficult to quantify the reiationship between location
and creativity and to prove the influence of Istanbul on Auerbach’s rhoughr.
Yet sirnpiy dis:n-'owing such a connection on e*.-'idenri:iry grounds implies
that we subscribe to the notion of the romantic genius, whose creativity
either is divineiy inspired or springs from barren ground. Personaiiy, T have
no truck with such a view, but nor would Auerbach have seen himself in
such terms. He may have been sornerhing of an elitist, but with his interest
in historiography, the representation of reaiiry, the role of the vernacular,
and humanism as the basis for European culture, Auerbach was not alene
while in Istanbul. To the contrary, we will find that these were the very
questions preoccupying the Turkish reformers, intellectuals, and students
who were in contact with Auerbach at the time. Thus, rather than empha—
sizing dislocation and difference as cat:liytic for exilic schoiarship, it is the
exilic pi:ice that concerns us here, This differentiated picture makes it clear
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that Auerbach did netstumble into an intellectual and _polirical void when
he migmred to Turkey: in some sense, he found himself at home in exile
For a certain class of educated Turks in the 19305 and 1940s, Turkey not
only was Euro_pe, it housed the origins efEurope. This, as we will see, pro-
voked émigrés in Istanbul and Ankara to reflect on the idea of Europe and
the challenges posed by Turkey's Westernization project.

Reading in the Archives

To date, our knowledge about German-Jewish life in Turkey has
been rather skerchy, due in no small part to the paucity of archival research
on the topic and the dii:ﬁculry in gaining access to Turkish archives. But
for anyohe wﬂling to make the trip now, and with knowledge of German,
Turkish, and French, there is information to be found in the documents of
the German consulate in Istanbul, the German embassy in Ankara, the
Foreign Office in Berlin, and the Nazi Ministry for Education, which are
archived in the Politisches Archiv des Auswiirtigen Amts and the Bundes-
archiv in Berlin. Other sources are held in the Literaturarchiv Marbach,
the newspaper archive of the Staatsbibliothek Berlin, and the archive of
the Akademie der Wissenschaften in Berlin. Research trips to these vari-
ous institutions unearthed letters, memoirs, newspaper articles, journals,
lectures, declassified consular reports, and governmental correspondence
that all demonstrate the extent to which Auerbach was, in fact, inregr:lred
into a larger émigré community in Istanbul Turkish sources, above all at
the Istanbul Universiry archive, helped comp lete the picture by shedding
light on the nature of the humanist reform movement, the pelitical and
social status of Jews in Turkey, and the cultural ropogr:lphy of Istanbul
during this period.

How one reads archival sources de_pends of course on one’s disci_phn—
ary training, As both a literary critic and a student of cultural histery, Tam
interested in :1pp1ying lirer:lry critical tools to sources not rypically associ-
ated with literature. However, rather than using archival sources to cornpile
historical facts and attempt an objective view of the past, this book identi-
fies some of the central devices and figures that structure the rhetoric used
in these sources. Through the process of interpretation, this book illumi-
nates intersections between the polirics and poetics of the modern Turkish
hation in its e:lrly stages. Among the preducrive outcomes of this ap_preach
is the capacity to discern the tropes of assimilation, imitation, and mimicry
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that inform a broad range of contemporaneous Turkish as well as German
discourses.?® What emerges is a thick descriprion of the social and poiiric::.i
milieu that informed the encounter between exiled phiioiogisrs and Turkish
humanists. Whether we define this as either cultural studies or cultural his-
tory is a question of choice. Decisive, however, is that the iiterary, social,
poiirical, and historical are regarded as intertwined areas oi:inquiry in this
inrerdisciplin:lry srudy.

My overarching a_p_preach, then, is not sim_piy to read Turkey into
Mimesis but to read Mimesis against Turkey and render Auerbach’s work
productive for our understanding of Turkey and East West relations gener
:111}'. In esr::biishing this reiarionship between the author’s work and its
context, | once again draw on Auerbach’s own ap_proach. While in Istanbul,
Auerbach worked on the concept of the figure—a rhetorical device that es-
tablishes links between two otherwise unconnected events or pErsons, The
sacrifice of Isaac discussed in the opening ch:lprer of Mimesis, for instance,
becomes meaningﬁii because it _prei'igures another event—the sacrifice of
Christ. According to Auerbach’s reading, the first event is both preserved
and Fuiiy realized in the latter, and the two hisrorically unrelated events
now come to signify each other.*? Using the concept of the ﬁgura, Imakea
connection between Auerbach's Mimesis and the history of Istanbul. The
two peies of my ﬁgura are, first, the series of Westernization reforms and,
second, Auerbach’s magnum opus. By reading Auerbach’s work against the
Turkish Westernization reforms, we gain insighrs into the sp:u:i::.i and tem-
pera.i conditions governing education, schoiarship, translations, and iiterary
preductien at the time. We also come to see mimesis not mereiy asa iiterary
rechnique bur also as a broad cultural strategy inforrning many aspects of
Turkish life.

By im-'oking the i"igura as a form of historical parenthesis, T alse
highlight the differences between the twe mimetic projects laid out
above—first, mimesis as a cultural mode at work in the Westernization
reforms; second, Auerbach’s mimesis as a lirerary mode for representing
reaiity. Both forms of mimesis work to establish the reiatienshi_p be-
tween the present and the past, The cultural mede—imimting Eurepean
humanism—introduces a new historical iegacy to Turkey, n:lrnely, the
legacy of the ancient Greek and Roman worlds. The literary mode in turn
sh:l_pes—as Auerbach argues—our concept of history itself. ]'m-'esrigating
Auerbach in Turkey thus allows me to show that the national and the
humanist movements were intertwined at this crucial point in Turkey’s



Intreduction 19

long identification with the West. T argue that the Westernization re-
forms, in fact, preﬁgure the essenri:iiiy Eurocentric scope of Mirmesis.

There is somerhing admirrediy risky about arguing fora i'igur:li rela-
tionship between Turkey's Westernization reforms and a work like Mime-
sis, It is worth remembering, however, that the new Turkey was anxious to
disassociate itself from the legacy of the Ottoman Empire. The Western-
ization reforms of the preceding two centuries were regarded as i’l:n-'ing
been either too superi‘iciai or too inconsistent, and modern Turks were
keen to make a new start. As in Mimesis itself, the latest reforms relegated
Islam and the Ottoman Empire to the periphery If secularization liberal-
ized education in ways unimaginabie under the Ottomans, it nonetheless
instituted Europhilia as the new religion. Europhilia—by which T mean a
preference for Western literature, clothing, and other aspects of cultural
and poiiricai life—became the norm that reinforced the reformers’ divi-
sion of Turkish citizens into two i::icrions—progressix-'e Westerners and
conservative Muslims.

Before considering Auerbach’s role as the representative of the hu-
manist tradition, we need to inquire about the poiirics of humanism and
ask who Auerbach was prior to exile. Auerbach’s origins—rhe “phiioio—
gisr’s herimge,” as he referred to it—were naruraiiy formative for his
thinking. Tndeed, we rnight ask whether it would have been sufficient to
trace Mimesis to Auerbach’s intellectual development during the Weimar
Repubiic. In what follows, we will ind that Auerbach reflected on and
wrote about representation, memory, hisrory, and even exile iong before
he faced exile himself Expiaining Auverbach’s later schoiarship rnereiy by
rei:erencing his phiioiogicai training in the Weimar Republic does not, in
my view, shed much iighr on the subjecr. In summary, rather than follow-
inga deterministic, biographicai model, this book situates Mimesis within
its intellectual and geocuiturai context and maps out how the meaning of
humanism, hisrory, and mimesis was si’uped by the transnational encoun-
ter between Turkish and exiled German schelars.

Chapter 1 traces the origins of Auerbach’s “phiioiogist herimge,”
comparing his humanist worldview with that of his contemporaries Wal-
ter Benjamin and Victor Kiemperer. Here, I situate Auerbach’s pre—exiiic
work within debates concerning the philosophy of hisrory and inquire
into the fate of humanism during the Nazi era. The schism between bour-
geois and socialist humanism at the international humanist conference in
Paris in 1935 is of particular relevance, for it helps us understand how
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humanism served as a capacious umbrella for various cultural, poiiticai,
educational, and scholarly approaches. Chapter 2 focuses on the particu-
larities of Turkish humanism as a way of renewing Turkish culture It
shows that Turkish reformers in the 19305 drew on the Renaissance model
to deveiop a system of education based on Western classical iearning.
The chaprer asks how Turkish identity was constructed via the outsider.
Emigres like Auerbach, Leo Spitzer, and others piayed an important role
in educating students in phiioiogy and providing them with a humanist
worldview. Exiled phiioiogists, phiiosophers, historians, and librarians
overhauled disciplinary practices, introduced new academic writing
sryies, and set up research libraries. The chaprer expiains why Turkish
intellectuals demanded, for exampie, that Ottoman literature ought to
be approached via Shakespeare. In investigating the chaiienges of re-
creating modern culture in the image of ancient Europe, this chaprer
concludes that Turkey’s humanist reform of 1939 was tantamount to a
kind of classical humanism with socialist ieanings.

In anaiyz.ing tropes of authenticity and inauthenticity, chapter 3
argues that anxieties regarding appropriation and assimilation irnpacred
the status of Turkish and German Jews in different ways. Three tropes—
the mimic, the démme, and the eternal guest—are shown to have in-
formed notions of Jewishness, Turkishness, and Europeanness during the
nationalization and modernization period. By tracing these tropes in a
range of sources, inciuding university lectures, newspapers, university
contracts, letters, and German consular reports, the chapter discloses how
and why Jewish émigrés were granted privileged status in Turkey, even
while Turkish Jews were being subjected to discrimination. Against the
view that exile in 19305 Istanbul represented “an active impingement of
European selthoed,” T argue here that Auerbach’s Europeanness and in
fact his Jewishness were the very reasons why he was hired to help mod-
ernize Istanbul University in the first piace.'11

In chaprer 4, we find that Auerbach’s exile was dictated by the same
force he sought to lee—National Socialism. The chapter thus traces the
emigrésJ path through the topography of German Istanbul, where con-
sular officials irnpeded intellectual work and WNazis spied in university
lecture halls. Hitherto undiscovered documents in the German consular
archive, unpubiished letters by Spitzer and Auerbach, university cotre-
spondence, and Istanbul’s first phiioiogicai journais reveal the difficulties
that arose when Nazis intervened in the émigrés’ academic and personal
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affairs. By examining the hiring and departmental policies at Istanbul
University, we find that Turkish university administrators in fact cooper-
ated with Nazis. Ch:lprer 4 goes on to investigate the bartle over re:lching
German literature at Istanbul University: this culture war began with a
crisis between Spitzer and the German consulate, continued with Auer
bach trying to prevent the hiring of Nazi Germanist Hennig Brinkmann,
and ended with Turkey’s declaration against Nazi Germany in 1944.
Auerbach would respond to the culture war by giving voice to a vision of
“international philelogy” Like émigré comparatist René Wellek in the
United States after the war, Auerbach cast himself as a kind of interna-
tional ambassader with the aim of encouraging producrive collaboration
among the Istanbul Exculry. Having withessed the havec wrought by ex-
treme nationalism, he now directed his academic agenda toward tran-
scending the nation as the main organizing principle of Western Euro-
pean philology.

Having left Germany as a Dante-scholar, Auerbach became a com-
paratist in Turkish exile—partl}' because he wanted to rescue a world de-
srroyed by the Nazis and p:lrrly because his role in Turkey was that of a
Europeanist. But, ironically, the idea of Europe that he dex—'eloped in Mi-
mesis came at the cost of denying the very cultural site in which he found
himself while in exile. Chapter § thus challenges three conventional ex
planarions concerning the originaliry of Auerbach’s :lurhorship, n:lrnely,
the un:u-':lilabiliry of books, the poor state of scholarship and intellectual
dialogue, and, ﬁnally, detachment as a precondition for critical thinking.
We find that the camlyst for Mimesis was a vibrant intellectual circle that
included prominent cultural historians like Alexander Riistow and the
tremendous Weighr that humanist scholarship :11re:1dy carried in Istanbul
East West Mimesis concludes, then, that Auerbach drew on the modernist
trope of detachment when staging himself as an isolated intellectual in
exile. Finally, this ch:lprer focuses on a hitherto unknown lecture Auer
bach delivered on Dante—one of the principal ﬁgures of exile in the
Western world—whose Commediz had been banned in the Ottoman Em-
pire because of its offensive portrayal of Mohammed in the inferno. In
discussing the 1939 lecture, the chapter situates Auerbach in relationship
to the new intellectual avenues that opened with Dante’s translation into
Turkish. Tt addresses the strange fact that, notwithsmnding Turkey’s new
progressive and secular atrnos_phere, Auerbach downplayed the affiliations
between the Judaic, Christian, and Islamic worlds.
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In the 19305, Turks saw Auerbach not as a Jewish outcast but as a
European who could help reintroduce the humanist herir:lge of old Con-
stantinople. Yet in the 1990s, perceptions would shift in the wake of the
quincentennial commemoration of the Sephardic Jews exile to the Otto-
man Empire, Turkish scholars “rediscovered” the émigrés of the 19305 as
“Jews” and depicted them as figures of modernity in Turkish historiogra-
phy. If we look for Auerbach’s pl:u:e in Turk.ey roday, we find that his mi-
nerity pesition as a Jew is woven inte the narrative about Westernization.
In the epilogue, T argue that the hiring of German Jewish scholars is pre-
sented as proof of Turkey's capacity to surpass its Western model: Europe
failed its Jewish citizens, yet Turkey displ:lyed humaniry toward the perse-
cuted. However, it should be clear that such narratives paper over Turkish
anti-Semitism and the country’s atrocities against Greeks, Armenians,
and Kurds. East West Mimesis attributes such revisionism to Turkey's on-
going need to prove irself:suﬂ:lcienrly European to warrant rnernbership in
the European Union. And it answers this need with a more critical ac-
count of the past and a more hopeful view for the future,



