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The moment when guest workers departed Turkey was one of great 
 rupture – not only for the guest workers themselves but also for the 
families they left behind. In all corners of Turkey’s vast landscape, from 
major cities and the Anatolian countryside, the news of West Germany’s 
urgent need for laborers had spread. Seeking to escape unemployment, 
gain wealth, or simply have an adventure, hundreds of thousands 
of young men and women flocked to the West German government’s 
recruitment offices. The largest one was in Istanbul, where 200,000 pro-
spective workers applied each week.1 Weary and hopeful, they filled out 
extensive paperwork, underwent humiliating medical examinations, and 
waited seemingly interminably for the result. Would they be accepted? 
Or would they be rejected on the grounds that they were too young, old, 
sickly, or disabled? Especially for those from rural Anatolia, the stakes of 
rejection were high. Having “scrambled together” thousands of lira, or 
even sold their fields and animals to afford the two-day car or bus ride to 
Istanbul, they feared returning empty-handed, to be greeted with disdain, 
disappointment, and a loss of prestige. “Not passing would have been a 
catastrophe for us,” one guest worker explained years later. “Those who 
did not pass cried like children.” They considered it a “matter of honor” 
and “did not have the courage to return to their villages.”2

1

Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families

 1 Karin Hunn, “‘Irgendwann kam das Deutschlandfieber auch in unsere Gegend…’ 
Türkische ‘Gastarbeiter’ in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland – von der Anwerbung bis zur 
Rückkehrförderung,” in Jan Motte and Rainer Ohliger, eds., Geschichte und Gedächtnis 
in der Einwanderungsgesellschaft. Migration zwischen historischer Rekonstruktion und 
Erinnerungspolitik (Essen: Klartext, 2004), 78.

 2 Metin Gür, Meine Fremde Heimat. Türkische Arbeiterfamilien in der BRD (Cologne: 
Weltkreis, 1987), 130.
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52 Part I: Separation Anxieties

For those who survived the arduous recruitment process, then came 
the scene of departure, full of tearful goodbyes at Istanbul’s Sirkeci Train 
Station (Figure 1.1). Friends, parents, aunts, uncles, spouses, and chil-
dren all crowded together, reaching over the wooden gates for one last 
hug and kiss. “We’ll miss you! Send us a color photo from Germany!” 
they shouted.3 Only those from Istanbul enjoyed the luxury of being 
present on the platform. Others, from all throughout the vast country, 
had already said their goodbyes. As the train door shut, they strained 
their necks to look upward at the windows, catching a final glimpse 
before the departure. Some embarking on the journey waved excitedly 
back, while others stared wistfully into the distance, wondering if they 
would soon regret their decision. The stay in Germany was only sup-
posed to last two years, but neither the guest workers nor their loved 
ones knew when they would be reunited. They hoped that the happy 
day would come soon.

Figure 1.1 With mixed emotions, family members watch guest workers 
depart for Germany at Istanbul’s Sirkeci Train Station, 1964. © Hans Rudolf 

Uthoff, used with permission.

 3 Ali Başar, “‘Mit den Peitschenstriemen der Armut kam ich hierher.’ Im Ruhrgebiet zu 
Hause,” in Jeannette Goddar and Dorte Huneke, eds., Auf Zeit. Für immer. Zuwanderer 
aus der Türkei erinnern sich (Cologne: Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 2011), 43.
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 Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families 53

Migration, as this chapter shows, was not only an individual experience 
but also a familial and communal one. Guest workers’ departure funda-
mentally disrupted the lives of the family members, neighbors, and friends 
they left behind. Economically, it drained village economies of able-bodied 
young men and women, leading to gendered and generational shifts in the 
division of labor that created new burdens and opportunities. It was the 
social destabilization, however, that left the most lasting mark on Turkish 
attitudes toward the guest worker program. Although parents and spouses 
often encouraged guest workers to travel abroad, tensions emerged due 
to conflicts between expectations and reality: whether guest workers were 
sending enough money home, writing enough letters to their loved ones, 
or – crucially – returning frequently enough (or at all). As time passed, and 
as emotional distance grew to match physical distance, the perceived aban-
donment of the family came to represent the abandonment of the nation.

Not all families shared the same experiences, of course, and the percep-
tion of abandoned families changed over time. During the formal recruit-
ment years of 1961 to 1973, most guest workers traveled to West Germany 
alone, leaving husbands, wives, children, and parents behind. Guest work-
ers’ spouses and children did not begin migrating in large numbers until 
after the 1973 recruitment stop, strategically navigating West Germany’s 
lax (though complex) policy of family reunification.4 But even during the 
1970s, not all families reunified. Some who reunified did not reunify entirely, 
and others moved back and forth between the two countries as “suitcase 
children” (Kofferkinder) in a seemingly perpetual state of transience.

Despite efforts to overcome the physical distance, fears of abandon-
ment were inescapable on both sides. Struggling with homesickness and 
living in isolated factory dormitories, guest workers developed multiple 
strategies to avoid isolation and maintain contact with home. But letters, 
phone calls, and even cassette recordings of their voices were not enough, 
and families struggled to adapt to the absence of a husband, wife, par-
ent, child, or breadwinner. Rumors reverberated in the echo chamber of 
village chatter, newspapers, films, and folklore. Bombarded with horror 
stories about male guest workers lavishing themselves in West Germany’s 
sexually promiscuous culture, wives grew increasingly concerned about 
their husbands’ whereabouts. They worried that guest workers were 
running off with blonde German women, and fears of adultery spread. 
Children left behind in villages with grandparents or shuttled between 
the two countries became viewed as orphaned and uprooted victims of 

 4 On family reunification, see: Stokes, Fear of the Family.
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54 Part I: Separation Anxieties

parental neglect, while those born in Germany, or whose parents brought 
them there amid the family reunifications of the 1970s, were seen as 
caught between two cultures, unable to speak the Turkish language, and 
dressing and behaving like Germans. These concerns, despite emerging 
within families and local communities in Turkey, spread throughout both 
countries and became frequent themes in news reports, novels, and films.

In West Germany, guest workers’ family relations and sexualities were 
crucial to their racialization. Guest workers’ arrival in the 1960s and 
early 1970s coincided with West Germany’s sexual revolution, a time 
when concerns about promiscuity, immorality, and the breakup of the 
family pervaded German public discourse. As Lauren Stokes has shown, 
Germans condemned the “Mediterranean family,” “Southern family,” 
and “foreign family” as a backward and oppressive institution that alleg-
edly clashed with West Germany’s self-definition as a liberal democracy.5 
Guest workers’ sex with German women also dominated headlines, 
perpetuating stereotypes of violence, patriarchy, and the transgression 
of national and racial borders. When Turks became the largest ethnic 
minority in the late 1970s, feminists in the nascent German women’s 
movement increasingly applied these racializing tropes to the “Turkish 
family” or “Muslim family” as a litmus test for their inability to inte-
grate.6 In both countries, therefore, concerns about the family became 
enduring tropes in the migrants’ sense of dual estrangement.

Coping with Homesickness

Of all the hardships guest workers faced in Germany, from the back-
breaking work in factories and mines to the everyday discrimination 
by Germans, homesickness and fears of abandonment were among the 
harshest. Would their parents, husbands, and wives cry every night miss-
ing them? Would their young children be able to recognize them upon 
their return? How would they stay connected to their families at home, 
and to their homeland as a whole? Where would they get news from 
Turkey? How could they start new lives without abandoning – or feeling 
abandoned by – home? To quell these anxieties, guest workers developed 
numerous strategies – from sending letters, postcards, and photographs, 
to making friends with other Turks who functioned as surrogate families 

 5 Stokes, Fear of the Family, 8–10.
 6 Rita Chin, “Turkish Women, West German Feminists, and the Gendered Discourse on 

Muslim Cultural Difference,” Public Culture 22, no. 3 (2010): 557–81.
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 Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families 55

and support systems, to decorating their bedrooms with Turkish half-
moon flags and other nationalist symbols. All worked to ease, but never 
cure, the pangs of homesickness, and to compress, but never fully close, 
the growing emotional distance.

These anxieties began even before guest workers set foot in Germany, 
on the initial train ride.7 Not only did the trains lack food, water, and 
adequate seating (with one West German transportation planner admit-
ting that they were “unacceptable from a humanitarian perspective”), but 
the idle time also forced guest workers to process their emotions.8 The 
Turkish singer Ferdi Tayfur captured these emotions in his renowned 
1977 arabesque ballad “Almanya Treni” (Germany Train). As his train 
leaves the platform, the singer is overwhelmed with sweet memories of 
time spent at home with his lover, from whom he will now be separated 
by thousands of miles. “Do not cry, do not hurt, my rose,” he comforts 
her, imploring her to remain faithful. “Germany is very far,” he sings. 
“Do not abandon me. Do not leave me in Germany without a letter.”9

One former guest worker, Filiz, explained that the reactions of the 
women on her train varied based on marital and maternal status. While the 
younger, single women delighted in imagining the exciting life that awaited 
them abroad, the wives and mothers of the group appeared “mournful.” 
One woman “wailed and wept” because she had left her three children 
behind.10 Displays of sadness were so common that one departing woman, 
Cemile, felt excluded from the collective experience. Assuming that she 
would cry upon her departure, her brother-in-law had given her a pill that 
would supposedly subdue her tears. In reality, as she remarked years later, 
she was not sad at all, because departing her village “freed” her from her 
despised mother-in-law, who had “oppressed and bullied” her. To bond 
with her fellow passengers, she performed the expected emotion of sadness 
by smearing spit into her eye and pretending to cry.11

These reactions reflect the wide variance in guest workers’ relationships 
to their families. A 1964 study reported that 56 percent of all Turkish 
workers in Germany were married, while a Turkish State Planning 

 7 On the train ride, see: J. Miller, Turkish Guest Workers in Germany, 57–77.
 8 BAVAV, VAm Krusch, “Bericht über die Dienstreise nach Belgrad zwecks Beobachtung 

eines Sammeltransports Istanbul-München,” September 1966, BArch, B 119/4036.
 9 Ferdi Tayfur, “Almanya Treni,” track 5 on Huzurum Kalmadı, Elenor Müzik, 1977, 

audio cassette.
 10 Filiz Y., quoted in Hannelore Schäfer, “Ich bleibe hier. Eine Türkin in West Berlin,” 

Norddeutscher Rundfunk, 1983.
 11 “Cemile S,” in Ergün Tepecik, Die Situation der ersten Generation der Türken in der 

multikulturellen Gesellschaft (Frankfurt am Main: IKO-Verlag, 2002), 94.
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56 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Organization report ten years later showed that the number had climbed to 
80 percent.12 This increase reflected the West German government’s evolv-
ing recruitment strategy, which first centered on cities with higher num-
bers of single young adults but later expanded to rural regions with higher 
marriage rates.13 While some married migrants appreciated the liberation 
from overbearing in-laws or abusive spouses, they were overall more likely 
to mourn the distance from their families, especially if they had young 
children. Single men and women, on the other hand, missed their parents, 
siblings, and lovers, but tended to be more willing to embrace Germany as 
an exciting opportunity. For rural women, as sociologist Nermin Abadan-
Unat has explained, migration resulted in a “pseudo-emancipation,” 
offering them the chance to escape gender constraints and develop new 
power over family spending and decision-making.14

But no matter how excited, sorrowful, or bittersweet they felt, home-
sickness and fears of abandonment loomed large, and employers, orga-
nizations, and the West German and Turkish governments sought to 
ease the difficult transition to life abroad. In 1963, the Workers’ Welfare 
Organization (Arbeiterwohlfahrt, AWO) in Cologne established a Center 
for Turkish Workers, nicknamed the “Turkish library,” which featured 
daily Turkish newspapers and books sent by the Turkish Ministry of 
Culture. While enjoying Turkish coffee or tea, guest workers could chat 
about gossip from home, watch Turkish films, and play table tennis in the 
basement recreation room. Reflecting the importance of the center to the 
Turkish government, Ambassador Mehmet Baydur presented the work-
ers with a gift emblematic of national pride: a bust of Mustafa Kemal 
Atatürk, the founder of the Turkish Republic. Appreciating the com-
fort and community, one guest worker who attended the opening called 
Cologne his “second homeland.”15 Yet the Center was exceptional, as 
cultural venues in most cities and smaller towns were slim to none.

 12 Nermin Abadan-Unat, Batı Almanya’daki Türk Iş̇çileri ve Sorunları (Ankara: T. C. 
Devlet Planlama Teşkilâtı Yayınları, 1964), 64; T. C. Başbakanlık Devlet Planlama 
Teşkilâtı, Yurt Dışından Dönen Iş̇çilerin Sosyo-Ekonomik Egĭlimleri Üzerine Bir 
Çalışma, report no. 264 (Ankara, 1974), table 4.

 13 Mübeccel B. Kıray, “The Family of the Immigrant Worker,” in Nermin Abadan-Unat, 
Turkish Workers in Europe 1960–1975: A Socioeconomic Reappraisal (Leiden: Brill, 
1976), 215.

 14 Nermin-Abadan Unat, “Implications of Migration on Emancipation and Pseudo-
Emancipation of Turkish Women,” The International Migration Review 11, no. 1 
(1977): 31–57.

 15 “Türken fühlen sich bei uns wie zu Hause,” Kölner Stadt-Anzeiger (KSA), December 
11, 1963; Erdoğan Olacayto, “Köln Türk kütüphanesi is ̧çilerin bulus ̧ma ve sohbet yeri 
oldu,” Anadolu Gazetesi, January 1964, 4.
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 Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families 57

Employers, too, sometimes created spaces to accommodate Turkish 
workers. The focus was on their Muslim faith, which West Germans con-
sidered the most significant marker of cultural difference. Management 
at the Sterkrade coalmine in Oberhausen, which in the early 1960s 
employed primarily Turkish workers, boasted that their dining halls 
never served pork and that their facility featured a prayer room with a 
rug facing Mecca.16 Others came up with creative solutions. The Hanover 
branch of the German Federal Railways turned two empty train cars 
into makeshift prayer rooms, which guest workers affectionately called 
“mobile mosques” or “mosques on wheels.”17 As in the case of cultural 
centers, however, the provision of prayer rooms was a rarity. A 1971 
study revealed that only 8 percent of firms with predominantly Turkish 
workers in the State of North Rhine-Westphalia offered prayer rooms.18

Absent designated spaces, guest workers created their own. Local 
train stations, so characteristic of guest workers’ transient experiences, 
soon became among their most frequent meeting points. The eleventh 
platform of the Central Train Station in Munich, where most guest work-
ers had first arrived in Germany, held special nostalgia, with Mahir, one 
of the earliest Turks to come to Germany, calling it the “gate to the 
homeland” (Tor zur Heimat).19 On their days off each Sunday and on 
Christian holidays, dozens of usually male Turkish workers congregated 
in the station’s halls, reading newspapers aloud, catching up on Turkish 
politics, and sharing advice on how to solve conflicts with German 
employers (Figure 1.2).20 These gatherings, however, made Germans 
uneasy. Repeating unfounded tropes of Turkish men’s criminality, one 
German newspaper asked in 1972: “The guest workers in the Munich 
Central Train Station – are they really so dangerous or do they only 
look like it?”21 With few exceptions, however, guest workers were not 
engaging in crime and would have preferred to meet elsewhere. But, at 

 16 “Foruk meinte: ‘Sterkrade serr gutt,’” General-Anzeiger, December 6, 1965.
 17 “Iş̇çilerimiz için yürüyen camiler,” Anadolu Gazetesi, February 1964, 4.
 18 Ernst Zieris et al., Betriebsunterkünfte für ausländische Mitbürger. Bericht zur Situation 

in Betriebsunterkünften für ausländische Arbeitnehmer in Nordrhein-Westfalen 
(Düsseldorf: Minister für Arbeit, Gesundheit und Soziales des Landes Nordrhein-
Westfalen, 1972), 77.

 19 Mahir Zeytinoğlu, “‘Atatürk, Ludwig, Goethe und ich – wir gehören zusammen!’ Der 
bunte Hund des Münchner Bahnhofsviertels,” in Goddar and Huneke, eds., Auf Zeit. 
Für immer, 132–33.

 20 Max von der Grün, Leben im gelobten Land. Gastarbeiterportraits (Darmstadt: 
Hermann Luchterhand, 1975), 11.

 21 Zeytinoğlu, “‘Atatürk, Ludwig, Goethe und ich,’” 132–33.
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58 Part I: Separation Anxieties

a time before the proliferation of Turkish coffee houses opened by guest 
workers seeking self-sufficiency, train stations were a last resort. Back 
then, Mahir explained, “We had no other places.”22

In the private sphere, as Jennifer Miller and Sarah Thomsen Vierra have 
illuminated, no space was as central to guest workers’ lives as their factory 
dormitories.23 Before the 1973 recruitment stop and rise in family migration, 
housing guest workers collectively in dormitories was not only an efficient 
and cost-effective way for firms to keep workers close to their jobs but also 

Figure 1.2 Guest workers read the Turkish newspaper Hürriyet at a train 
station in Hanover, 1974. © picture alliance/dpa, used with permission.

 22 On coffee houses, see: Rauf Ceylan, Ethnische Kolonien. Entstehung, Funktion 
und Wandel am Beispiel türkischer Moscheen und Cafés (Wiesbaden: Verlag für 
Sozialwissenschaften, 2006); Mustafa Acar, Türkische Kaffeehäuser in Deutschland. 
Ein Integrationshindernis für die Türken in der deutschen Gesellschaft (Saarbrücken: 
VDM Verlag, 2007).

 23 J. Miller, Turkish Guest Workers in Germany; Thomsen Vierra, Turkish Germans in the 
Federal Republic of Germany. See also: Anne von Oswald and Barbara Schmidt, “‘Nach 
Schichtende sind sie immer in ihr Lager zurückgekehrt…’ Leben in ‘Gastarbeiter’-
Unterkünften in den sechziger und siebziger Jahren,” in Jan Motte, Rainer Ohliger, 
and Anne von Oswald, eds., 50 Jahre Bundesrepublik – 50 Jahre Einwanderung. 
Nachkriegsgeschichte als Migrationsgeschichte (Frankfurt: Campus, 1999).
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a means of social control. These dormitories accommodated mostly Turkish 
workers but were also home to guest workers from other countries that had 
signed labor recruitment agreements with the Federal Republic. With all 
guest workers residing in the same location, factory personnel could monitor 
their whereabouts and ensure that their focus was, in fact, their work. The 
carefully crafted dynamics of the dormitories ensured that social interactions 
typically occurred along gender and national lines. Men and women lived in 
separate buildings, and workers of the same nationality shared rooms. Those 
seeking to interact with local Germans or other guest workers of the opposite 
gender generally had to venture outside their residences. Segregating guest 
workers in these dormitories had the lasting effect of impeding their social 
interactions with Germans from the very beginning, serving as evidence of 
the West German government’s failure to make efforts to integrate them 
even though Turks were often blamed for failing to integrate.

The ability to forge friendships in factory dormitories depended not only 
on gender and nationality but also on the cleavages and prejudices of class, 
rural versus urban origin, and religiosity. Many guest workers of urban 
origin – especially those who came from middle-class families in Istanbul 
and other major cities on the geographically western side of Turkey  – 
considered themselves “modern,” “cosmopolitan,” and “European” 
and found more commonality with Germans than they did the pejora-
tively named “village Turks” (Dorftürken) from Anatolia.24 Muazzez, 
who worked at the Blaupunkt factory in Hildesheim, summarized these 
prejudices and the name-calling among the women in her dormitory: the 
“modern” women were “prostitutes,” and the “traditional,” “religious” 
women were “stupid bumpkins.”25 Photographs from Polaroid cameras – 
one of the first purchases guest workers made to document their new lives 
in West Germany – portray these divides. In some photographs, smiling 
guest workers drink beer, play cards, watch television, listen to music, 
and sit on bunk beds – all segregated by  gender.26 One photograph shows 
cliques of urban-looking women dressed in accordance with the fashion 
magazines to which they would have had access in Turkish cities, wear-
ing colorful tank tops, miniskirts, and tight jeans.27 Another photograph, 

 24 Tanju Ü, interview by author, Şarköy, July 20, 2014.
 25 Hasan Topraklar, Zur Situation türkischer Rückkehrfamilien. Ursachen, Folgen, 

Probleme (West Berlin: Fachhochschule für Sozialarbeit und Sozialpädagogik Berlin, 
1986), 70.

 26 Photographs in DOMiD-Archiv, BT 0315,0000; BT 0603,0003; E 1090,0016; BT 
0806,0000; BT 0648,0000; BT 0813,0000; BT 0603,0003; BT 0163,0001; BT 0163,0005.

 27 Photograph, October 19, 1969, DOMiD-Archiv, BT 0675,0002-3.
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60 Part I: Separation Anxieties

however, shows several women wearing headscarves and the long skirts 
typical of the countryside as they sit on the floor, cleaning their shoes and 
cracking nuts – activities that the German archive housing these photo-
graphs tellingly refers to as “village traditions.”28

Beyond everyday social interaction, friendships forged in factory dor-
mitories also served as crucial support networks, or surrogate families, 
which sustained them in times of crisis or uncertainty. Halil, who worked 
at a cotton mill in Neuhof along with 230 other Turkish men, explained 
how his friends supported each other both emotionally and financially. 
They stood in line to visit sick colleagues in the hospital and even pooled 
their paychecks when one of them urgently needed to travel to Turkey 
to care for a sick family member. Even in less dire circumstances, such 
as when a colleague wanted to purchase a house in Turkey or invest in a 
Turkish company, they handed him some cash and wished him the best of 
luck.29 By the late 1960s, guest workers institutionalized informal meet-
ings between friends and colleagues into cultural, religious, economic, and 
political immigrant associations.30 And by the 1970s, male guest workers 
in particular began assuming leadership positions in trade unions.

The downside to the formation of new communities along gender, 
national, and rural–urban lines was that they often spun into a down-
ward spiral of collective commiseration. Necan, a guest worker at the 
Siemens factory in Berlin, recalled that she and her roommates tended to 
discuss only Turkey – or, more specifically, only Istanbul, as many urban-
ites considered their home city representative of the entire country. “We 
had no other topic,” she explained. “What else could we have talked 
about? Economics or politics? The entire topic was our homeland.”31 
The situation was similar for Nuriye, who left her husband behind in 
1965 to work at a factory in Bielefeld. “It was terrible being alone in this 
foreign country,” she recalled. “At the beginning we sat together every 
evening, listened to Turkish music, and cried.”32

With socializing a powerful yet inadequate antidote, guest workers 
also quelled their homesickness through material objects, decorating their 

 28 Photograph, 1965, DOMiD-Archiv, BT 0867,0007-8.
 29 Halil Güven, “Wir haben immer Ja gesagt,” in Beate Franck and Aytunç Kılıçsoy, eds., 

Sehnsucht nach Heimat. Hofer Gastarbeiter aus der Türkei erzählen aus ihrem Leben 
(Hof: Hoermann, 2006), 12.

 30 On Turkish migrants’ associations, see: Yurdakul, From Guest Workers into Muslims.
 31 Necan, quoted in Schäfer, “Ich bleibe hier.”
 32 Nuriye M., quoted in Dieter Sauter, dir., “Die vergessene Generation. Von ‘Gastarbeitern’ 

der ersten Stunde,” in In der Fremde zu Hause. Deutsche und Türken, Bayerischer 
Rundfunk, 1990, VHS, DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne, VI 0090.
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bedroom walls with items that reminded them of home (Figure 1.3).33 
These objects were often symbols of nationalism, such as Turkish flags, 
portraits of political figures (including a popular wall tapestry of Atatürk, 
in full military garb, standing next to the Turkish flag), images of sce-
nic Turkish landscapes and maps, and even magazine covers depicting 
famous Turkish wrestlers.34 Workers from Turkish cities, where cameras 
were available for purchase, also adorned their walls with photographs 
of family members or even pets left behind.35 Not all decorations, how-
ever, were connected to Turkey. Some male workers hung up photo-
graphs of scantily clad women cut out from magazines.36

Of course, staring wistfully at nationalistic decorations on walls and 
chatting about the homeland with new Turkish friends were no substitute 
for communication with loved ones at home. Over the years, guest work-
ers developed multiple strategies for keeping in touch with their fami-
lies. Not only did they fulfill their financial obligations by sending their 
families substantial portions of their paychecks, but they also regularly 
sent (and received) letters, postcards, and even cassette recordings of their 
voices. Yet communication between the two countries was hindered not 
only by slow postal systems and letters getting lost in the mail but also by 
guest workers’ and their families’ varying socioeconomic statuses, literacy 
rates, and rural versus urban origins. The necessity of relying on other 
guest workers, or other neighbors in villages, as translators or intermedi-
aries made communication between the two countries not only an indi-
vidual or intrafamilial but also a communal experience. Even if they did 
not have relatives working in Germany, friends and neighbors in Turkey, 
too, heard stories – both real and fabricated – about the migrants’ lives 
and the riches they had earned. These stories shaped perceptions of guest 
workers in the homeland and tended to encourage future migration.

Sending money home was the most important factor driving guest 
workers’ individual decisions to migrate, as well as the Turkish govern-
ment’s decision to send workers abroad. They did so through remittance 

 34 In the 1980s and 1990s, nationalist imagery of Atatürk became commodified and sold as 
nostalgia for Turkey’s early republican period. Esra Özyürek, Nostalgia for the Modern: 
State Secularism and Everyday Politics in Turkey (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2006), 95–124.

 35 Photograph, 1965, DOMiD-Archiv, E 0365,0001.
 36 Photographs in DOMiD-Archiv, E 0773,0001; E 1216,0058; BT 0547,0001; BT 

0546,0000.

 33 Photographs in DOMiD-Archiv, E 1216,0058; E 1090,0004; BT 0386,0001; BT 
0546,0000; E 0365,0001; BT 0318,0000; BT 0012,0000; BT 0502,0000.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.222.20.133, on 16 Sep 2024 at 19:26:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


62 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Figure 1.3 Ömer displays his bedroom decorations at his factory dormitory 
in Hanau, 1966. Among them are the Turkish flag, a portrait of Mustafa 

Kemal Atatürk, and scenic images of Turkey – all reminders of home. 
© DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne, used with permission.
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payments: one-time cash transfers from their bank accounts in West 
Germany to their relatives’ accounts in Turkey. Guest workers’ families 
prized remittances not only for the lump sum itself but also for the sub-
stantially higher value of the West German Deutschmark compared to 
the Turkish lira. In 1961, at the start of the guest worker recruitment, the 
Deutschmark was worth triple the lira and, ten years later, quadruple.37 
“I get four liras for one mark,” Hasan explained. “If I send 200 marks 
home, then the family gets 800 liras for it,” he said, adding that he lived 
frugally and sent his parents in Istanbul 100–150 DM monthly.38

Although guest workers were certainly not living luxuriously, the notion 
that they had “pockets full of Deutschmarks” shaped Turkish perceptions 
of them. Family members’ expectations of receiving remittances were no 
secret. Özgür, the father of a guest worker, repeatedly sent letters from 
the Turkish coal-mining town Zonguldak to his German daughter-in-law, 
Charlotte, in Cologne, inquiring about his son’s finances behind his back. 
“It has been three years since Metin went to Germany,” he wrote in 1964. 
“Since then, those who went to Germany from Turkey have made big 
money. How much money does Metin have in the bank now?”39 When 
Charlotte complained about Metin’s excessive spending habits, Özgür 
suggested that the couple move back to Zonguldak and live with him. 
Grossly exaggerating the exchange rate, he noted that Deutschmarks were 
worth twenty-five to thirty lira. “You would not need to pay rent, a kilo-
gram of water costs six lira, and vegetables and fruits are inexpensive.”40

As the case of Özgür, Metin, and Charlotte reveals, the other most 
important forms of communication between the two countries were let-
ters, postcards, and packages. Like the migrants themselves, correspon-
dence from parents, spouses, and children journeyed from Turkey to 
Germany – but, unlike the guest workers’ three-day train ride, could often 
take weeks, if not months, to arrive. After waiting seemingly intermina-
bly for a response, receiving a letter was such a cause for excitement that 
guest workers regularly photographed themselves sitting in their dormitory 
rooms reading mail. In one photograph, Filiz lies on her bed with a pen and 
paper in hand, likely responding to one of the many postcards she received 
from her friends and family in Istanbul, which tended to feature landscapes 

 37 Rodney Evanson, “Historical Currency Converter,” www.historicalstatistics.org/
Currencyconverter.html.

 38 Hasan K., quoted. in Horst Kammrad, ››Gast‹‹-Arbeiter-Report (Munich: Piper, 1971), 
51–55.

 39 Özgür to Charlotte (pseudonyms), September 14, 1964, DOMiD-Archiv, ED 0168.
 40 Although the measurement for water should be “liter,” Özgür wrote “kilogram.”
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64 Part I: Separation Anxieties

of the city’s most beloved tourist sites, such as the Bosphorus Bridge, the 
Emirgan Forest, and the neighborhood of Eminönü.41 In another, a male 
guest worker sits at a small side table covered in an embroidered tablecloth 
(presumably brought from the home country) and opens a letter, while one 
of his roommates stands beside him, eager to hear any news from home.42

In their handwritten letters home, guest workers described their living 
situations – the good and the bad – and expressed somber emotions of 
longing and homesickness. In the winter of 1966, a young married couple 
named Hatice and Zoltan wrote to Zoltan’s parents, airing their griev-
ances. Although they lived on their own rather than in a factory dormitory, 
their apartment was cramped and cold, and long work hours and minimal 
contact with locals left them struggling to learn German.43 “Despite having 
seen you four months ago, I miss you now more than ever before,” Zoltan 
confessed. “I am homesick.”44 The couple’s letters also reveal that guest 
workers’ family members often sent packages in the mail. Hatice asked 
his parents to send him some wool gloves, long underwear, and cotton 
briefs from Çift Kaplan, a popular store headquartered in Istanbul. “It is 
quite cold here,” Hatice wrote, and “things made of cotton are expensive 
here,” alluding to Turkey’s postwar role as a major exporter of cotton.45 
Yet packages also carried symbolic meaning. Relics of their homeland, the 
objects sent in packages were physically touched by Turkish textile work-
ers, purchased at favorite Turkish stores, and packed by their loved ones.

The ability to send letters, however, depended on rural–urban origin, 
socioeconomic status, and education level. Communicating in writing was 
the privilege of a few, largely confined to individuals from urban centers or 
the highest echelons of rural societies. Having grown up and been educated 
in Istanbul, Hatice and Zoltan wrote well, with the exception of minor 
grammatical errors. By contrast, guest workers of rural origin left fewer let-
ters in the archives because they and their family members were more likely 
to be illiterate. When reading letters or newspapers in factory dormitories, 
guest workers from rural regions regularly relied on social networks, asking 
their urban counterparts to read and write their letters. Literate neighbors 
and friends in villages – typically men – performed this act of translation at 

 42 Photograph, 1973, DOMiD-Archiv, BT 0546,0001.
 43 Hatice to Zoltan’s parents (pseudonyms), January 13, 1966, DOMiD-Archiv, E 1301,2.
 44 Zoltan to parents, January 13, 1966, DOMiD-Archiv, E 1301,3.
 45 Ibid. On cotton production, see: Çağlar Keyder and Zafer Yenal, “Agrarian Change 

Under Globalization: Markets and Insecurity in Turkish Agriculture,” Journal of 
Agrarian Change 11, no. 1 (2011): 60–86.

 41 Postcards to Filiz Y. in DOMiD-Archiv, December 28, 1966, BT 0552,7; February 3, 
1964, BT 0552,15.
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home.46 The communal experience of letter writing meant that knowledge 
of guest workers’ lives in Germany spread broadly throughout home com-
munities, even among those who did not have relatives abroad.

Telephone communication, too, reflected both Turkey’s rural–urban 
divide and the communal experience of circulating knowledge about guest 
workers. In the formal recruitment years of the 1960s and early 1970s, tele-
phone connections were not yet installed in most rural regions of Turkey. But 
even in large cities, not everyone owned a telephone, and even for those who 
did, expensive international fees made phone calls to West Germany a rarity, 
often reserved for special occasions such as birthdays.47 Owning a telephone 
thus imbued a family with not only social status but also a newfound respon-
sibility to serve as an intermediary between guest workers in Germany and 
their families at home. Fatma, whose family came from a small village near 
Trabzon, recalled this frequent experience in the 1980s: “Individuals from 
neighboring  villages – or the relatives of those in Germany – would call us 
and say, ‘We would like to talk to so and so. Is he there?’ And then we set 
the phone down, ran over, and shouted, ‘Telephone for you!’ and they came 
over to our house and spoke on the phone, of course.”48

To bypass the complications of telephone calls, guest workers and their 
loved ones at home developed another strategy: sending audio record-
ings of their voices.49 The mechanism was the creative repurposing of 
battery-operated cassette players, a new technology that guest workers 
frequently purchased in Germany to listen to Turkish music. The process 
was complex. After recording their voice messages on a blank tape, the 
senders located fellow guest workers who were planning to travel home 
to a neighboring city or village and who would be willing to transport 
the cassette player, along with some extra blank tapes, to the recipients. 
After listening to the voice message, the recipients would then record their 
own responses on the blank tapes and send the cassette player back to 
Germany through the same or another liaison. As with letters and tele-
phone calls, social networks were crucial to carrying out this process. The 

 46 Fevziye Sayılan and Ahmet Yıldız, “The Historical and Political Context of Adult Literacy 
in Turkey,” International Journal of Lifelong Education 28, no. 6 (2009): 735–49.

 47 Bengü K., interview by author, Cologne, September 6, 2017.
 48 Fatma U., interview by author, Cologne, September 12, 2017.
 49 See the many cassette players held in DOMiD-Archiv. Sending audio recordings on cas-

sette tapes was also a strategy used among migrants elsewhere across the globe at the 
time. Mirca Madianou and Daniel Miller, “Crafting Love: Letters and Cassette Tapes 
in Transnational Filipino Family Communication,” South East Asia Research 19, no. 2 
(2011): 249–72.
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66 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Sunday meetings at the train stations, for example, were spaces where cas-
sette players exchanged hands.

Not all guest workers, however, conveyed truthful accounts. Instead, 
they sometimes performed emotions that they believed were expected of 
them. Filiz and her long-term best friend Necan admitted that they had 
staged the happy photographs they had sent to Filiz’s parents in Istanbul. 
Upon first glance, the photographs show exciting lives filled with music, 
parties, and window shopping through the streets of West Berlin.50 
Although they truly enjoyed these experiences, the two women delib-
erately downplayed their malaise and exhaustion from hard work. To 
avoid worrying Filiz’s parents, they dressed up in fancy clothing, made 
their room look nicer than it was – “We even purchased  flowers!”  – 
and smiled extra widely.51 The staging of these photographs calls into 
question the  veracity of the stories guest workers told to loved ones at 
home. Other guest workers, too, may have fabricated or exaggerated 
their quality of life, as well as the wealth they acquired in Germany, to 
offer reassuring accounts of their happiness and success.

Despite possible fabrications, those in the home country – whether fam-
ily members, neighbors, friends, or community members – generally took 
guest workers’ stories at face value and saw within them a glimmer of hope 
for themselves to forge a better life.52 These stories thus served as a pull 
factor that convinced others to work in Germany via chain migration.53 
One guest worker named Osman, for example, attributed his migration 
decision to his uncle, who wrote letters from Germany boasting that “he 
was full of meat and vegetables every day.”54 Osman’s uncle then “invited” 
him to come to Germany by securing a work permit for him not through 
the formal channel of the governmental recruitment program, but rather 
through his employer – a common practice at the time for circumventing 
the bureaucracy, the seemingly interminable  waiting period, and humiliat-
ing medical examinations at the official recruitment offices.

Above all, the best antidote to homesickness was the ability to have 
one’s family in Germany (Figure 1.4). By 1968, already 58 percent of 

 50 Photograph, January 20, 1966, DOMiD-Archiv, BT 0163,0005; Photograph, March 6, 
1966, DOMiD-Archiv, BT 0165,0002.

 51 Filiz Y. and Necan, quoted in Schäfer, “Ich bleibe hier.”
 52 “Mehmet Adalya,” in Tufan Kıroğlu, ed., Die ersten Türken von Neumünster. 12 

Lebensgeschichten (Berlin: epubli, 2011), 58.
 53 B. S. Waldorf, A. Esparza, and J. O. Huff, “A Behavioral Model of International Labor 

and Nonlabor Migration: The Case of Turkish Movements to West Germany, 1960–
1986,” Environment and Planning A 22 (1989): 961–73.

 54 Von der Grün, Leben im gelobten Land, 11.
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Figure 1.4 Members of the Dağdeviren family, who were able to 
migrate through West Germany’s family reunification policy, smile 

from their apartment window in Munich, 1969. © Süddeutsche Zeitung 
Photo/Alamy Stock Foto, used with permission.
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68 Part I: Separation Anxieties

 55 Cord Pagenstecher, “Die ‘Illusion’ der Rückkehr: Zur Mentalitätsgeschichte von 
‘Gastarbeit’ und Einwanderung,” Soziale Welt 41, no. 2 (1996): 153.

married male guest workers of all nationalities had brought their wives 
to Germany, typically within one year of their departure. By 1971, over 
half of the guest workers had brought at least one of their children 
to Germany. These numbers increased markedly throughout the 1970s 
upon the surge in family migration, and by 1980 over 90 percent of 
guest workers moved out of their factory dormitories and into their 
own apartments.55 But eliminating physical distance did not mean that 
emotional distance disappeared. No amount of money, letters, post-
cards, or voice recordings could substitute for the absence of a loved 
one, and even the happiest of reunions after years apart were often 
tinged with remorse.

Adulterous Husbands and Scorned Wives

Although guest workers generally endeavored to maintain close commu-
nication with Turkey, long distances and a slow postal system left many 
families worrying about the workers’ fates. Nightmare scenarios played 
out in their heads, fueled by rumors and stereotypes about the unscru-
pulous behaviors to which guest workers might adapt in a West German 
society that villagers often imagined as promiscuous and immoral. 
Sexually charged, gendered, and racialized, these rumors were grounded 
in true, yet isolated, cases of male workers cheating on their wives with 
busty, blonde German women – or worse, abandoning their wives and 
children entirely. These rumors were not confined to men. The imagined 
sexual proclivities of female guest workers, who were living in Germany 
alone and were no longer bound to the watchful eye of traditional family 
structures, became the focus of concern as well. By the mid-1970s, the 
trope of the sexually promiscuous – or worse, adulterous – guest worker 
had reached urban milieus and had crystallized into music, film, litera-
ture, and other forms of popular culture. By transgressing both family 
and nation and fueling feelings of abandonment, sex between Turks and 
Germans was one of the earliest indications that Turks had purportedly 
“Germanized” and lost their Turkish identity

Even before guest worker migration to Germany, Turkish villag-
ers already associated migration with the vices of urban life. From the 
1930s to the 1950s, millions of villagers migrated as seasonal work-
ers to Turkish cities, particularly to Istanbul’s notorious shantytowns 
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(gecekondu), and returned with shocking tales of corruption and sexual 
depravity.56 The perceived immorality of cities threatened the stability of 
rural gender relations and family life, which were already in flux. Since 
the 1923 founding of the Turkish Republic under Atatürk, Turkish poli-
cymakers had embarked upon a mission to secularize, “modernize,” and 
“civilize” the countryside, in part by promoting greater autonomy for 
rural women, whom urbanites viewed as submissive victims of Islamic 
law.57 While these reforms succeeded in improving women’s legal posi-
tion in relation to their husbands (particularly regarding divorce), cus-
tomary family structures remained largely in place.58 Once women 
reached adulthood and marriage, they typically wore headscarves, long 
skirts, and long-sleeved shirts – a far cry from the miniskirts, spaghetti 
straps, and high heels popular in both German and Turkish cities at the 
time. Premarital sex, adultery, and promiscuity were serious taboos, and 
rumors about deviance often spread like wildfire.

More so than internal migration from the Turkish countryside to cit-
ies, migration abroad to West Germany posed a special threat to gender 
and sexual norms. Despite Germany’s own rural–urban divides, Turkish 
villagers imagined the country (and Western Europe as a whole) as a 
monolithic urban space – made more fearsome due to religious differ-
ences. Villagers feared that guest workers would eat pork, worship in 
Christian churches, have extramarital sex, and turn into gâvur, the 
derogatory Turkish word for non-Muslims, which implied that one was 
an infidel or traitor to the faith.59 These concerns were decidedly gen-
dered. Men might eagerly indulge in the seedy yet tantalizing offerings 
of the underbelly of German cities, such as bars, brothels, prostitution, 
and late-night hookups.60 Women wandering alone and unprotected 
in German cities might provoke unwanted sexual attention. “As soon 
as you get off the train, German men will kiss you!” one woman was 
warned.61 “Thank God!” she recalled years later, “No one kissed us, 
and no one tried to make a pass at us.” So, too, were these discourses 

 56 Kemal Karpat, The Gecekondu: Rural Migration and Urbanization (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1976).

 57 Nilüfer Göle, The Forbidden Modern: Civilization and Veiling (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 1996), 63–71.

 58 June Starr, “The Role of Turkish Secular Law in Changing the Lives of Rural Muslim 
Women, 1950–1970,” Law and Society Review 23, no. 3 (1989): 497–523.

 59 Schiffauer, Die Migranten aus Subay, 95.
 60 Seyfettin Turhan, “Almanya’da Türk Iş̇çileri X: Kadın işçilerin durumu,” Ulus, September 

11, 1963, 3, quoted in B. Miller, “Reshaping the Turkish Nation-State,” 104–5.
 61 “Cemile S,” in Tepecik, Die Situation der ersten Generation, 94.
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70 Part I: Separation Anxieties

overwhelmingly heteronormative. Sources testifying to homosexuality 
among guest workers in the early 1960s, particularly those produced by 
guest workers themselves or those in their home country, are comparably 
scant – reflective largely of the stigmatization and silences surrounding 
homosexuality at the time.62

Although villagers’ concerns predated guest worker migration, they 
were amplified amid vast transformations in gender and sexuality within 
West Germany itself. Germany’s loss in 1945 represented a national 
emasculation, whereby German men – prized for their strength and vigor 
during the Third Reich – experienced a collective crisis of masculinity.63 
Moreover, in 1961, the same year that Turkish guest workers first began 
arriving in Germany, the contraceptive pill burst onto German markets, 
giving women newfound control over their bodies and reproductive 
choices and ushering in the sexual revolution, second-wave feminism, 
and gay liberation movements.64 Despite this transformation of sexuality 

 62 Although I have been unable to locate sources about homosexuality among Turkish guest 
workers in the 1960s, this subject is an imperative future research avenue, especially when 
considering factory dormitories as homosocial (and perhaps homoerotic) spaces. The most 
compelling historical study of the intersection between migration and queerness in 1970s 
West Germany is: Christopher Ewing, The Color of Desire: The Queer Politics of Race in the 
Federal Republic of Germany after 1970 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2023). Another 
essential book, on the case of Arab postcolonial migrants in France, is: Todd Shepard, Sex, 
France, and Arab Men, 1962–1979 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021).

 63 Robert G. Moeller, “The Remasculinization of Germany in the 1950s: Introduction,” 
Signs 24, no. 1 (1998): 101–6.

 64 On Turkish women and the contraceptive pill in the 1980s, see: Claudia Roesch, “Of 
Turkish Women and Other Foreigners: Family Planning and Guest Workers in 1980s 
West Germany,” in Eva-Sabine Zehelein, Andrea Carosso, and Aida Rosende-Pérez, 
eds., Family in Crisis?: Crossing Borders, Crossing Narratives (Bielefeld: Transcript, 
2020), 193–204. On the sexual revolution and second-wave feminism in West Germany, 
see: Kristina Schulz, Der lange Atem der Provokation: Die Frauenbewegung in der 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland und in Frankreich, 1968–1976 (Frankfurt am Main: 
Campus, 2002); Eva-Maria Silies, “Taking the Pill after the ‘Sexual Revolution’: Female 
Contraceptive Decisions in England and West Germany in the 1970s,” European 
Review of History 22, no. 1 (2015): 41–59; Jane Freeland, Feminist Transformations 
and Domestic Violence in Divided Berlin, 1968–2002 (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2022); Alexandria Ruble, Entangled Emancipation: Women’s Rights in Cold War 
Germany (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2023). On gay liberation movements, 
see: Craig Griffiths, The Ambivalence of Gay Liberation: Homosexual Politics in 1970s 
West Germany (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021); Samuel Clowes Huneke, States 
of Liberation: Gay Men between Dictatorship and Democracy in Cold War Germany 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2022); Jake W. Newsome, Pink Triangle Legacies: 
Coming Out in the Shadow of the Holocaust (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2022); 
Jennifer V. Evans, The Queer Art of History: Queer Kinship After Fascism (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2023); Ewing, The Color of Desire; Sébastian Tremblay, A Badge 
of Injury: The Pink Triangle as Global Symbol of Memory (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2023).

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.222.20.133, on 16 Sep 2024 at 19:26:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


 Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families 71

in the public sphere, the 1950s conservative emphasis on the stability of 
the family did not disappear, and many Germans, particularly the aging 
postwar generation, associated promiscuity and pornography with the 
moral corruption of youth and, by proxy, of the nation.65 Contestations 
over gender and sexuality impacted Germans’ and Turks’ attitudes about 
each other, becoming a litmus test for cultural compatibility. By the 
late 1970s, as Rita Chin has shown, white mainstream West German 
feminists committed to the emancipatory potential of sexuality inadver-
tently fueled racism by decrying Turkish and Muslim gender relations 
as “backward,” “patriarchal,” and incompatible with a post-fascist and 
Cold War society that defined itself as liberal, democratic, and free.66 
Moreover, German women’s decisions to have sex with Turkish men 
rather than (or in addition to) German men enflamed preexisting tensions 
about “race-mixing” (Rassenschande) and contributed to German men’s 
crisis of masculinity.67

Sex across borders had a racialized component (Figure 1.5). German 
women’s blonde hair and blue eyes were repeatedly mentioned in Turkish 
newspapers, folklore, and films from the 1960s through the 1980s, while 
Germans reiterated Orientalist tropes by racializing migrants from the 
Mediterranean and the Middle East as “dark-skinned” and “exotic.” 
Even in the 1980s, West German feminists invoked this racialized view as 
they struggled to wrap their heads around what they perceived as the curi-
ous phenomenon of sex across borders. “Why do Arab men love blonde 
women and German men love black women? Is it the exoticism, the dark 
skin, the erotic voice, the swaying gait, or are they simply more charming, 
natural, sensual, more of a man, more of a woman? Is it the other lan-
guage, the simultaneously different emotions or caresses that hide within 
them?” Perhaps, they wondered, the “search for the unknown” was a 
projection of one’s inner psychological struggles – “an attempt to break 
through one’s own cultural limitations or imaginative horizon, to intellec-
tually and emotionally conquer something new for oneself?”68

 65 Robert G. Moeller, Protecting Motherhood: Women and the Family in the Politics 
of Postwar West Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993); Dagmar 
Herzog, Sex after Fascism: Memory and Morality in Twentieth-Century Germany 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005); Elizabeth Heineman, Before Porn 
Was  Legal: The Erotica Empire of Beate Uhse (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2011).

 66 Chin, “Turkish Women, West German Feminists.”
 67 I thank my student Janis Parker for the latter point.
 68 Karin König and Hanne Straube, Kalte Heimat. Junge Ausländer in der Bundesrepublik 

(Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1984), 81.
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72 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Beyond the transnational discourses, concerns about sex were central 
to guest workers’ everyday lives. Alongside homesickness and isolation, 
male guest workers often complained about sexual malaise, with one 
man calling himself “psychologically ill” due to the lack of physical and 
emotional intimacy.69 Another young guest worker was so starved for 
sex that he admitted having to restrain himself from touching a German 
woman on a streetcar, confessing that she was so “beautiful” and “free” 
and “smell[ed] so good.”70 Married guest workers were further con-
strained by their vows, as well as Turkish law, which expressly forbid 
adultery. Not until the rise of family reunification in the 1970s, when 
guest workers increasingly brought their spouses to Germany, could they 
have sex within marriage on a regular basis. If a guest worker alone 
in Germany wished to have sex with their spouse, they would have to 
wait until they traveled back to Turkey on vacation, which usually took 
place just once per year. In 1975, a Turkish midwife in the small village 
of Çalapverdi explained that the ability to have sex only during their 
summer vacations drastically impacted birthrates in guest workers’ home 

Figure 1.5 Male guest workers walk past a blonde German woman 
with a short skirt upon their arrival in Dortmund, 1964. © Hans Rudolf 

Uthoff, used with permission.

 69 Schiffauer, Die Migranten aus Subay, 170.
 70 Von der Grün, Leben im gelobten Land, 21.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.222.20.133, on 16 Sep 2024 at 19:26:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


 Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families 73

villages: while the village typically had only one or two births per months, 
about thirty women expected babies during the month of March, which 
was precisely nine months after vacationing guest workers returned to 
the village in July.71

For single guest workers, the lack of sexual gratification owed in many 
respects to employers’ restrictions on their private lives. As dormitory 
personnel restricted visitors, especially overnight guests, guest workers 
seeking satisfaction needed to leave their dormitories.72 Female guest 
workers recalled that their male counterparts often waited outside their 
dormitories, hoping to take them out on dates.73 Frequently, groups of 
male guest workers also went out on the town to meet German women at 
bars. Certainly, not all guest workers were interested in German women. 
Searching for love, a thirty-three-year-old car mechanic who had been 
living in West Berlin for three years placed a personal advertisement in 
Anadolu Gazetesi, a newspaper produced by the Turkish government for 
guest workers: “I have not warmed up to German girls. I prefer Turkish 
girls,” he wrote, describing himself as 1.7 meters tall, 72 kilograms, with 
auburn hair, hazel eyes, and even his own apartment (a rarity for a guest 
worker at the time).74 But to his dismay, his dating pool, so to speak, was 
limited, as male guest workers far outnumbered female guest workers.

Largely due to the racialization of Turks, male guest workers’ 
attempts to meet German women, either for one-time sexual encoun-
ters or long-term romance, often proved frustrating. One guest worker 
insisted that German women “run after the Italians and Spaniards, and 
even the Greeks, but … say that they are afraid of us Turks” and “do 
not want anything to do with us.”75 The popular Turkish folkloric 
singer Ankaralı Turgut captured this frustration in his hit song “Alman 
Kızları” (German Girls), in which the narrator fantasizes about young 
German women with “blonde hair” who go out to bars to “chase love” 
with “handsome young men.” “Turks cannot live without you German 
girls,” he admits, but laments that they “do not like migrants because 
they are Turkish.”76

 71 Abadan-Unat, “Implications of Migration,” 48.
 72 Informations-Plakat, DOMiD-Archiv, E 0991,1113; Von Oswald and Schmidt, “‘Nach 

Schichtende sind sie immer in ihr Lager zurückgekehrt…,’” 201.
 73 Thomsen Vierra, Turkish Germans in the Federal Republic of Germany, 68.
 74 “Okuyucu mektupları. Eş arıyorum,” Anadolu Gazetesi, December 1963, 4.
 75 Anonymous (“Turk”), in Von der Grün, Leben im gelobten Land, 16.
 76 Ankaralı Turgut, “Alman Kızları” (sometimes titled “Alman Güzelleri”), track b5 on Ne 

Yersin?, Emir Müzik, 1990s, audio cassette.
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74 Part I: Separation Anxieties

German women’s distaste for Turkish men stemmed partly from the 
sensationalist media coverage of guest workers’ criminality and sexual 
violence.77 As early as the 1960s, German media warned against the 
wildly tempting “Mediterranean temperament” of dark-skinned, dark-
haired men – a racialized category that included not only Turkish but 
also Italian, Greek, Spanish, Portuguese, and Moroccan guest  workers – 
which allegedly made them prone to violating defenseless German 
women.78 A Hamburg news report on a Turkish guest worker who had 
strangled his German wife included a remark from a male neighbor, who 
boasted, “If Helga were mine, she would still be alive.”79 Concerns about 
Turkish men as hypermasculine, virile, and dangerous also regurgitated 
centuries-long Orientalist tropes about polygamous orgies in the harems 
of the Ottoman Empire. The same newspaper denounced a Turkish 
man for entering a local bar with eight headscarf-clad belly dancers and 
threatening the German owner. Although the real threat was the owner – 
who had drunk “at least thirty whiskeys” and pulled out a pistol from 
behind the bar – the newspaper blamed “the Mohammedan,” or “the 
man from the Orient.”80

When a German woman did accept a guest worker’s invitation for 
a night out on the town, the awkwardness of the first date was often 
compounded by racist prejudices and logistical issues. Osman Gürlük 
recounted a horrible series of dates he had with a seventeen-year-old 
German girl soon after arriving in Dortmund to work as a railroad con-
structor.81 Osman was nervous for the date even before he arrived, since 
he had no car and “German girls are not interested in men without cars.” 
But the real problems started as soon as they arrived at the movie theater 
for their first date, when the girl began disparaging his minimal German 
language skills. After a few dates, when the girl invited him home, her 
parents made it clear that “they did not want a Turk.” Unable to have sex 
at her parents’ house because the girl worried that she would moan too 
loudly, they were left with limited options. Osman did not have the privacy 

 77 On media coverage of Turkish-German sexual relationships, see: Julia Woesthoff, 
“Ambiguities of Anti-Racism: Representations of Foreign Laborers and the West 
German Media” (PhD diss., Michigan State University, 2004), 100–8.

 78 Chin, The Guest Worker Question, 55; Stokes, Fear of the Family.
 79 “Nach der Bluttat brachte er die Kinder zur Wache. Eifersuchtsdrama im Soziallager: 

Türke erwürgte Ehefrau,” Hamburger Abendblatt, March 31, 1969, 5.
 80 Hildegard Dambow, “Der Türke und seine acht Bauchtänzerinnen fielen unter den 

Tisch,” Hamburger Abendblatt, June 1, 1969, 4.
 81 Von der Grün, Leben im gelobten Land, 21–22.
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of a car, and sneaking her into his factory dormitory would have been too 
risky, since the dormitory personnel were always keeping watch – not to 
mention that he slept in a bunkbed with multiple other guest workers 
in the room. After searching around the city for a dark alley, the couple 
finally had sex – but the relationship ended soon thereafter.

Confirming the fears that circulated throughout Turkish villages, 
male guest workers sometimes did in fact resort to brothels. The Italian 
author and literary scholar Gino Chiellino, who lived in Germany and 
studied migrants’ experiences, expressed guest workers’ mixed feelings 
about cheating on their wives with prostitutes in a poem aptly titled 
“Loyalty.”82 Yearning sexually for his wife thousands of kilometers 
away, the poem’s narrator visits a prostitute. He justifies this “dangerous 
breaking of the vow” by envisioning his wife cheating on him as well. 
Surely, he wonders, his wife must also feel “horny” (geil), as men in the 
village gaze at her licentiously during his absence. Having sex with ran-
dom German women, however, could also lead to troubling encounters. 
Rumors circulated about unscrupulous German women who got guest 
workers drunk and stole their money. In one retelling of this tragic fate, a 
Turkish guest worker picked up a German woman at a bar and took her 
to a hotel. When he awoke with a hangover despite only drinking two 
glasses of schnapps, all his money was missing. “We made fun of him,” 
one of his colleagues recalled. “He was furious at the German girl, and 
he told us they were all trash.”83

Amid the Cold War context, as Jennifer Miller has revealed, male 
Turkish guest workers also crossed the border into East Germany to 
meet, have sex with, and even marry East German women.84 These inti-
mate relationships across the inter-German border represented a par-
adox: while West Germans viewed Turks as “eastern,” East Germans 
viewed them as representatives of the “West.” One Turkish man recalled 
that East German women dancing in nightclubs viewed Turks as sexu-
ally virile and were easily tantalized by the gifts they brought from West 
Berlin. These relationships, however, brought Turks under state surveil-
lance, as the East German secret police (Stasi) suspected that they were 
Western spies attempting to subvert the state.85

 82 Gino Chiellino, “Treue,” in Werkkreis Literatur der Arbeitswelt, ed., Sehnsucht im 
Koffer, 80.

 83 Hasan K., quoted in Kammrad, ››Gast‹‹-Arbeiter-Report, 58.
 84 J. Miller, Turkish Guest Workers, ch. 4.
 85 Samuel Huneke has revealed a similar pattern of Stasi espionage regarding gay men who 

crossed the inter-German border. Huneke, States of Liberation.
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76 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Popular culture in both West Germany and Turkey captured anxi-
eties about sex across borders. In German director Rainer Werner 
Fassbinder’s acclaimed 1974 film Angst essen Seele auf (Ali: Fear Eats 
the Soul), a German widow is ostracized, and even called a “whore” by 
her grown children, for falling in love with a dashing young Moroccan 
guest worker. The Turkish film Almanyalı Yarim (My German Lover), 
released the same year, tells a similarly tragic story of a Turkish guest 
worker and a wealthy blonde German woman named Maria (portrayed 
by a Turkish actress), who infuriates her father – a former German mil-
itary officer during World War II – by moving to Turkey, converting to 
Islam, and changing her name to the Turkish “Meral.” Like Fassbinder’s, 
this film uses the trope of female victimization to critique anti-Turkish 
racism in Germany and – through the father’s portrayal as an unrepen-
tant Nazi – exposes the persistence of racialized thinking well after the 
fall of Nazism.

Though exaggerated in films, German women did face prejudices 
for engaging in relationships, and marriages, with Turkish men. In 
1972, the Association for German Women Married to Foreigners 
(Interessengemeinschaft der mit Ausländern verheirateten Frauen, 
IAF) was formed to fight against their social and legal discrimination. 
Although the organization was originally founded by educated women 
married to foreign students, it expanded to include women married to 
guest workers. On an everyday level, the organization provided a forum 
for German women to raise consciousness, share their stories, and feel 
solidarity.86 Within ten years, the IAF grew its membership to 28,000, 
became affiliated with the United Nations and the European Economic 
Community, and established partnerships with cities throughout the 
world. Yet the IAF, like many white feminist organizations at the time, 
was not immune from criticism for inadvertently perpetuating racism. 
Men affiliated with the IAF complained that the women were seeking 
to transform their “exotic” husbands into “regular German” men, and 
when the IAF finally began rallying on behalf of migrant women, their 
emphasis on migrant women’s victimization at the hands of their exces-
sively patriarchal husbands reinforced racialized stereotypes about the 
dangerous male foreigners.87

 86 “Wer ist die IAF – Was tut die IAF?” Hoover Archives, German Subject Collection, Box 95.
 87 Julia Woesthoff, “‘Foreigners and Women Have the Same Problems’: Binational 

Marriages, Women’s Grassroots Organizing, and the Quest for Legal Equality in Post-
1968 Germany,” Journal of Family History 38, no. 4 (October 2013): 429–32. Also on 
the IAF: Stokes, Fear of the Family, chapter 6.
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The West German government, too, worried about binational rela-
tionships. Some foreigners, especially following the 1973 moratorium 
on guest worker recruitment, engaged in fake marriages (Scheinehen) 
with German women to secure work and residency permits. In the late 
1970s, the West German government threatened to deport a man who 
had divorced his Turkish wife, married a German woman to secure res-
idency status, divorced the German wife, and married another Turkish 
woman.88 Following Turkey’s September 12, 1980, military coup, fake 
marriages became entangled with concerns about fake asylum seekers 
(Scheinasylanten). The state government of West Berlin, for example, 
blamed the surprising tripling of Turkish-German marriages on the asy-
lum crisis, which officials in turn attributed to underground fake mar-
riage syndicates. Officials were particularly alarmed by an outlying case 
in which an eighteen-year-old Turkish man married an eighty-two-year-
old German woman.89

In Turkey, reactions to sex and marriage across borders were likewise 
complex. Some Turkish parents were delighted to know that their sons 
had found love abroad. Such was the case with Charlotte and Metin, 
whose father, Özgür, regularly inquired about his finances. When Metin 
wrote to his parents in Zonguldak informing them of his intention to 
marry Charlotte, Özgür gave the couple his enthusiastic blessing in a let-
ter addressed directly to Charlotte.90 “Our son is single,” Özgür wrote. 
“We would like [him] to marry a good German girl,” and “You bring 
our son much happiness.” Özgür implored the couple to “get engaged in 
Germany, but marry in TURKEY,” writing in capital letters for empha-
sis. By signing the letter with “best wishes from us, your parents,” he wel-
comed Charlotte into the family even before the couple’s engagement.91

Unlike West German news outlets, Turkish newspapers of the 1960s 
often portrayed binational marriages positively, using them to espouse 
nationalist narratives in which “young and beautiful” German girls 
cherished their Muslim Turkish husbands.92 Yet within Turkish media 

 88 Angelika Stepken, “Ehe mit Deutscher gescheitert – Zweck des Aufenthalts erfüllt,” 
Volksblatt Berlin, January 19, 1982.

 89 “Wie man für 200 DM in der Bundesrepublik Asyl erhält,” unnamed newspaper and 
undated (early 1980s), mentioned in: “Betr.: Einmalig unverfrorener Bericht einer 
großen türkischen Zeitung, der offenbart, daß die Türken unsere Politiker und Behörden 
nicht für liberal halten, sondern für dämlich,” 1982, PAAA, B 82/1345.

 90 Özgür to Charlotte (pseudonyms), August 27, 1963, DOMiD-Archiv, ED 0181.
 91 Ibid.; Özgür to Charlotte (psueudonyms), September 14, 1964, DOMiD-Archiv, ED 

0168.
 92 “Bir Alman kızı Türkiye köylerini inceliyor,” Milliyet, June 1, 1964, 3.
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78 Part I: Separation Anxieties

discourse, wives’ conversion to Islam was crucial.93 During the 1960s, 
Milliyet published countless two-sentence reports often headlined “A 
German Woman Has Become a Muslim” that specified the woman’s age, 
maiden name, and new surname.94 Entire columns were devoted to espe-
cially intriguing cases. In 1964, a German woman was allegedly thrown 
out of the Catholic Church for her decision to marry her Muslim boy-
friend, and the couple encountered difficulty finding a mosque and imam 
willing to perform their engagement ceremony until she converted to 
Islam and expressed her excitement for reading a German translation of 
the Koran.95 By enthusiastically embracing Islam, German women could 
defy national boundaries and say with pride: “Now I, too, am a Turk.”96 
The possibility that German women might be included in the Turkish 
national community, at least as implied in the Turkish urban press of the 
1960s, stood in stark contrast to Germans’ overwhelmingly racist hostil-
ity toward Turkish-German marriages.

The reception of sex across borders differed entirely, however, when 
it involved the adulterous affairs of guest workers who were already 
married. Adultery was by far the most pernicious threat involving guest 
workers’ sexuality and, while overwhelmingly fabricated, rumors cir-
culated widely. A woman from Bolu who later joined her husband in 
Hanover summarized the wives’ “anxious and uneasy feelings” upon 
their husbands’ departure: “We heard rumors that Turkish men would 
marry other wives here, without being divorced.”97 To a certain extent, 
these rumors were true. Lamenting his sexual frustration in the factory 
dormitory, one man estimated (likely an exaggeration) that 60 percent 
of his fellow guest workers cheated on their wives.98 Frequent reports in 
Turkish newspapers in the 1960s supported these fears: a Munich judge 
had “permitted a harem” by allowing a guest worker to legally marry a 
German woman without divorcing the Turkish wife that he left behind; 
another migrant had married a German woman and left his four children 
at home.99 In such cases, many abandoned wives in the countryside lived 

 93 On Germans converting to Islam, see: Esra Özyürek, Being German, Becoming Muslim, 
Race, Religion, and Conversion in the New Europe (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2015).

 94 “Bir Alman kızı, Müslüman oldu,” Milliyet, November 25, 1962, 7.
 95 “Almanya’dan dini nikâh neden olmasın?” Milliyet, June 11, 1964.
 96 “Türk’le evlenen Alman kızı Müslüman oldu,” Anadolu Gazetesi, February 1964, 4.
 97 “Fidan B.,” in Tepecik, Die Situation der ersten Generation, 166.
 98 Schiffauer, Die Migranten aus Subay, 170.
 99 “Alman yargıç bir Türkün iki evliliğini kabul etti,” Milliyet, June 15, 1967, 1; “Evli odacı 

Almanya’da tekrar evlenince eski karısına ‘beni boşa’ dedi,” Milliyet, March 5, 1966, 1.
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as “married widows,” perpetually mourning the loss of their husbands 
and enduring ostracization.100

In rare situations, adulterous male guest workers brought their new 
German wives back to their Turkish villages, even though Turkey had 
criminalized polygamy fifty years prior. A West German magazine 
reported on the disturbing case of Ali Yalçın who had returned to his 
Turkish wife and children with his new “blonde wife,” Erika, in tow.101 
Immediately upon arriving, Erika laid down in their marital bed and 
demanded that Ali’s Turkish wife serve her breakfast. The drama lasted 
only several days, however, until Erika realized that Ali had blatantly lied 
to her about the village’s amenities. Furious that the village had neither 
electricity nor a hair salon, Erika stormed out of the house and traveled 
back to Germany, leaving Ali with a broken heart.

In at least one case, adultery occurred across the Iron Curtain. In 
1980, a Turkish guest worker living in West Berlin appealed directly to 
West German Prime Minister Willy Brandt for help in a tricky situation. 
Two years before, he had divorced his wife in Turkey and – with the per-
mission of East German authorities – married an East German woman. 
The marriage ceremony, which took place in Turkey, went smoothly, 
until the man reentered West German borders with his East German 
wife. Suspecting him of being an East German spy, the West German 
police came knocking on his door, searched through his bag, and inter-
rogated him. Fearing imprisonment, the man spent a year hiding at a 
friend’s house in Duisburg and was planning to relocate to a new hide-
out in Frankfurt. Whether or not the man was one of the Stasi’s up to 
189,000 “unofficial collaborators” (inoffizielle Mitarbeiter) is unknown, 
for the archival trail ends there. The staffer responsible for opening the 
prime minister’s mail apparently rerouted it to the headquarters of the 
Workers’ Welfare Organization in Cologne, where it sat in a box for 
decades before being donated to Germany’s migration museum.102

Though usually directed at men, Turkish anxieties about adultery 
were also staged on women’s bodies.103 One female guest worker from 

 100 Ali Gitmez, “Einwanderer aus der Türkei in Europa. Erfahrungen und Erinnerungen 
im Spiegel der Literatur,” in Jan Motte and Rainer Ohliger, eds., Geschichte und 
Gedächtnis in der Einwanderungsgesellschaft. Migration zwischen historischer 
Rekonstruktion und Erinnerungspolitik (Essen: Klartext, 2004), 60.

 101 Oswald von Nagy, “Was Türken aus ihrer Mark machen,” Quick, September 9, 1979.
 102 Z. C. to Willy Brandt, March 11, 1980, DOMiD-Archiv, ED 1035.
 103 On Turkish concerns about female guest workers’ sexuality (particularly their alleged 

prostitution), see the forthcoming doctoral dissertation by Elisabeth Kimmerle at 
University of Potsdam.
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80 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Kastamonu was warned that she might “forget” her husband. “You’ll 
have a man on every finger of your hand,” her husband’s uncle told her, 
and “you’ll divorce your husband.” She later interpreted these concerns 
as rooted in her fellow villagers’ “stupid” fear that women would cheat 
on their husbands if they worked outside the home. “I went [to Germany] 
nonetheless and proved them wrong,” she boasted.104 Concerns also 
abounded about the infidelity of guest workers’ wives who remained 
in Turkey. One male villager warned that “rather than having sex in 
Germany,” a guest worker must “respect his wife and think about her 
pleasure,” otherwise “the time will come when she sleeps with another 
man.”105 Such cases, while generally less common, did exist. In 1966, 
Cumhuriyet reported that the mother of a guest worker had stalked her 
daughter-in-law and caught her “red-handed” cohabitating with another 
man. After being found guilty of adultery – a crime under Turkish law 
until 1996 – the young woman violently attacked her mother-in-law out-
side of Istanbul’s Criminal Court.106

Suspicious of their wives’ infidelity, male guest workers often placed 
them under the watchful eye of relatives. This practice was far more com-
mon in Turkish villages, where migration’s destabilizing effect on family 
structures was especially pronounced. In the village of Boğazlıyan, 56 
percent of wives left behind lived alone with their children, whereas 29 
percent lived with members of their husbands’ families.107 The mother-
in-law of one twenty-one-year-old woman slept by her side every night 
during her husband’s absence and, in another case, a fourteen-year-old 
brother-in-law kept watch.108 While guest workers justified this supervi-
sion as crucial to “protecting” their wives against the dangers of living 
alone and the unwanted advances of other men, many women felt that 
their freedom was being constrained. Fatma, whose father departed for 
Germany in 1972, explained that her mother was forced to spend a year 
living with her “very hierarchal” in-laws, where she feared contradicting 
their authority and was “not allowed” to eat at their table. Estranged 
from her own parents due to their disapproval of her “poorer” husband, 

 104 Schiffauer, Die Migranten aus Subay, 202.
 105 Ibid., 45.
 106 “Genç bir kadın Adliyede kaynanasını boğmak istedi,” Cumhuriyet, May 3, 1966.
 107 Abadan-Unat, “Implications of Migration on Emancipation and Pseudo-Emancipation 

of Turkish Women,” 47.
 108 Nermin Abadan-Unat et al., Göç ve Gelis ̧me: Uluslararası Iş̇gücü Göçünün Bogăzlıyan 

Il̇çesi Üzerindeki Etkilerine Il̇işkin Bir Aras ̧tırma (Ankara: Ajans-Türk Matbaacılık 
Sanayii, 1976), 329–47.
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Fatma’s mother’s only solace was the comfort of female friends, several 
of whom were in similar situations.109

However unfounded, the hot topic of guest workers’ adultery circu-
lated throughout Turkish popular culture during the 1970s – from folk-
loric village songs to novels and films produced in cities. In one popular 
song, “Almanya Dönüs ̧ü” (Return from Germany), a wife is furious 
when her husband appears at her doorstep after having cheated on her 
with a blonde German “slut.”110 To make matters worse, he had broken 
his promise to send her money: “Where are those bundles of money you 
used to dream about? Where is that multi-storied home? Where are those 
cars?” Likewise, in the iconic Black Sea region folksong “Almanya Acı 
Vatan” (Germany, Bitter Homeland), a wife condemns her husband for 
remarrying in Germany, failing to return after five years, and not sending 
a single letter. “What good is this money?” the singer asks. “Your family 
with five children, all of them miss you … You have made your home 
worse. Worse thanks to you.”111 This ballad became so ingrained in 
Turkish culture that director S ̧erif Gören chose Almanya Acı Vatan as the 
title of his 1979 feature film, whose poster depicts a mustachioed guest 
worker surrounded by two beautiful blonde women drinking beer.112

These themes appear in other Turkish films of the time.113 In Türkân 
Şoray’s 1972 film Dönüş (The Return), a woman named Gülcan learns 
to read and write for the sole purpose of sending her husband letters, but 
he never responds, and a prominent elderly villager sexually assaults her. 
When her husband finally returns, he brings a German wife and baby, 
whom Gülcan must care for after he dies in an accident.114 Released 
just two years later, Orhan Elmas’s 1974 film El Kapısı (Foreign Door) 
centers on a female guest worker named Elvan who takes off her head-
scarf, wears sleeveless dresses, sings in a nightclub, and engages in sex 

 109 Fatma U., interview.
 110 Zehra Sabah, “Almanya Dönüs ̧ü,” Türküola, 1975, track 8 on Songs of Gastarbeiter 

Vol. 1, Trikont, 2014, CD.
 111 Ruhi Su, “Almanya Acı Vatan,” track b2 on El Kapıları, Iṁece Plakları, 1976, vinyl.
 112 Şerif Gören, dir., Almanya Acı Vatan, Güls ̧ah Film, 1979. For an analysis of this film, see: 

Can Sungu, “‘Wenn wir nicht aufstehen, endet unser Elend nicht.’ Gesellschaftskritik 
im türkischen Migrationskino: Baba (1971), Almanya Acı Vatan (1979) und Kara Kafa 
(1979),” in Ömer Alkın, ed., Deutsch-Türkische Filmkultur im Migrationskontext 
(Berlin: Springer, 2017), 73–91.

 113 On the portrayal of guest workers in Turkish films, see: Deniz Güneş Yardımcı, “The 
Representation of Turkish Immigration to Germany in German, Turkish German and 
Turkish Cinema” (PhD diss., Royal Holloway, University of London, 2017).

 114 Türkăn Şoray, dir., Dönüş, Akün Film, 1972.
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82 Part I: Separation Anxieties

work. After rumors circulate in her home village, her husband travels 
to Munich and fatally stabs her to protect his honor. The portrayal of 
both Gülcan and Elvan as victims of their husbands further reflects the 
importance of Turkey’s rural–urban divide: produced in cities, the films’ 
critique of gender relations in the countryside substantially overlaps with 
West Germans’ stereotypes about Turkish “village culture” that were 
instrumentalized to foster racism and tropes of cultural incompatibility.

The widespread reach of these tragic songs and films likely influenced 
Gülten Dayıoğlu’s 1975 book of short stories Geride Kalanlar (Those 
Who Stayed Behind). The cover art, which depicts five somber village 
women, sets the tone visually. In the book’s opening vignette, a thirty-
year-old woman travels to a city to visit a doctor but has difficulties 
articulating why she feels unwell. When the doctor asks whether she is 
married, she responds with an ambiguous “Eh.” She has a husband, she 
says, but she has not seen him for seven years. Although she is comforted 
by the knowledge that German women have little fondness for “men 
with black hair, black eyes, and black mustaches,” she has heard rumors 
that her husband has remarried and conceived a son with a woman with 
“blonde hair” and “sky-blue eyes.” At first denying the accusation, the 
husband spreads rumors that she is “crazy,” making her question her 
own sanity.115

Although some adulterous husbands returned to Turkey after 
steamy affairs abroad, the subject largely remained an unknown, or 
a deliberately repressed, taboo within families. Even fifty years after 
the incident, Yas ̧ar hesitated to answer questions about his adultery, 
while his neighbors eagerly gossiped about the scandal.116 Nowhere 
are the enduring emotional scars clearer, however, than in Marcus 
Attila Vetter’s 2006 autobiographical documentary film Mein Vater, 
der Türke (My Father, the Turk), which traces Vetter’s journey from 
Germany to a small Anatolian village to meet his biological father, who 
had abandoned his German mother upon hearing of the pregnancy.117 
When Vetter meets his long-lost family, including his half-siblings and 
his father’s Turkish wife, a tearful reunion ensues. The documentary 
won Europe-wide acclaim and the award for best long-form documen-
tary at the 2007 San Francisco International Film Festival. The fes-
tival’s website puts it best: Vetter’s story, representative of so many 

 115 Gülten Dayıoğlu, Geride Kalanlar (Ankara: Bilgi Yayınevi, 1975), 9–23.
 116 Yaşar E., interview by author, Şarköy, July 19, 2014.
 117 Marcus Atilla Vetter, dir., Mein Vater, der Türke, Südwestrundfunk, 2006.
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other guest worker families, shows “how one man’s actions changed 
the course of an entire family” and unearths “more than thirty years of 
pent-up feelings and questions.”118

Children as Victims and Threats

The other core component of the breakup and abandonment of the family 
was the situation of guest worker children (Gastarbeiterkinder), whom 
Turks and Germans alike viewed as both victims and threats. The percep-
tion of guest worker children as a threat was particularly pronounced in 
Germany, fueling racist tropes that emphasized Turks’ inability to “inte-
grate” into German society. The opposite threat, however, prevailed in 
Turkey: excessive integration. Turks in the homeland denigrated guest 
worker children, even more so than their parents, for having undergone 
a process of Germanization whereby they adopted German mannerisms 
and fashions, had premarital sex, lost their Muslim faith, and – most 
egregiously – spoke German better than Turkish. The very possibility 
that Turks, and particularly Turkish children, could become culturally 
German was vital: not only did it contradict German discourses about 
migrants’ failed integration, but it also exposed the fluidity of Germany’s 
rigid blood-based identity.

The experiences of guest workers’ children varied greatly and changed 
over time – so much so that it is impossible to speak about a singular 
“second generation.” Especially amid the family migration of the 1970s, 
many children were born or raised primarily in Germany (Figure 1.6). 
Yet the overwhelming emphasis on children on German soil obscures 
the reality that many children remained in Turkey and never set foot 
in Germany, while up to 700,000 others – colloquially called “suitcase 
children” (Kofferkinder) – regularly traveled back and forth. Reflecting 
the broader destabilization of family life, children left behind in Turkey 
lived with a single parent (usually their mothers) or, in cases when both 
parents worked abroad, with grandparents and other relatives. The 
perception that these children were victims or “orphans” who suffered 
because of their parents’ abandonment or repeated uprooting fed into 
exclusionary tropes in both countries that blamed guest workers for the 
breakup of family life. Yet victimization tropes did not reflect the reality 

 118 Brendan Peterson, “My Father the Turk,” San Francisco International Film Festival, 
history.sffs.org/films/film_details.php?id=5869&search_by%5B6%5D=6&search_ 
by%5B2%5D=2&searchfield=My%20Father%20the%20Turk/.
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84 Part I: Separation Anxieties

of all children left behind, as many found advantages, and even power, 
in their situations.119

In Turkey, children left behind were often victimized as “orphans” 
who were emotionally distressed and poorly raised. This depiction 
was especially true in cases of absent fathers in villages, who typically, 
due to gendered social conventions, were the primary breadwinners, 
had been granted more extensive education than their wives, and han-
dled disciplinary matters within the family. One teacher in a Turkish 
village worried about the fifty “half-orphans” in his classroom being 
raised by mothers and grandmothers who could “not even write their 
own names.” These children, many of whom apparently also lacked 
discipline and diligence, “pay for the economic survival of their fam-
ilies with their own futures.”120 While this denigration of female 
caretakers reinforced gendered tropes about male supremacy in the 
household, it also reflected many mothers’ real struggles during their 

Figure 1.6 Turkish children outside a West German elementary school 
in Duisburg-Hamborn. © Süddeutsche Zeitung Photo/Alamy Stock 

Foto, used with permission.

 119 For the main study emphasizing the victimization of suitcase children, see: Gülçin 
Wilhelm, Generation Koffer. Die zurückgelassenen Kinder (Berlin: Orlanda, 2011).

 120 Michael Holzach and Tim Rautert, “Ahmets Heimkehr,” Zeit-Magazin 41, no. 1 
(October 1976): 28–45.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.222.20.133, on 16 Sep 2024 at 19:26:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


 Sex, Lies, and Abandoned Families 85

husbands’ absences. In Nermin Abadan-Unat’s 1976 study of 373 
wives left behind in the province of Boğazlıyan, nearly half reported 
that they assumed greater responsibility for tasks otherwise completed 
by men, such as shopping for major purchases, borrowing money, and 
collecting debts, and one quarter expressed difficulties “establishing 
authority and discipline.”121

For many children left behind, being separated from their parents was 
a painful experience. When she was just in the fifth grade, Alev Demir 
wrote a series of poems capturing this sense of estrangement. In a poem 
called “Yearning,” she lamented: “I am distant from my mother and 
father. I do not know what to do because I am alone. I cannot laugh. 
I cannot cry. I do not like yearning.”122 Similarly powerful is Murat 
Çobanoğlu’s popular 1970s folksong “Oğulun Babaya Mektubu” (A 
Son’s Letter to His Father), in which a teenage son condemns his “cruel” 
father for breaking his promise to “return quickly” and having become 
“attached” to Germany. Eleven years have passed, and the family’s 
situation has become “terrible”: their house is “in ruins,” they cannot 
afford to eat warm food, and their neighbors have “stigmatized” and 
“turned against” them. Although the son has assumed his father’s care-
taker role, he will soon leave for military service and will be unable to 
provide for the family. In a subsequent song, the father admits to crying 
upon reading the letter and, again, promises that he will return – but he 
never does.123

Some children, however, recalled the shift in family relations fondly. 
Yusuf K. from the village of Buldan described the absence of “fatherly 
authority” as a “nice time.” His mother was not as “strict or authoritar-
ian,” and she let him play outside for hours without a curfew. Whereas 
he found it difficult to bond emotionally with his father, “I could tell 
my mother all my desires without being embarrassed.”124 In cases of the 
extended absence of mothers and fathers, some children felt even more 
comfortable with their surrogate parents. “I considered my grandmother 
my actual mother,” Ebru T. explained, noting that, despite her parents 
visiting her village of Eskişehir only once per year, she did not miss them. 
When her parents finally brought her to Germany at age eight, she found 

 121 Abadan-Unat et al., Göç ve Gelişme, 329–47.
 122 Alev Demir, “Özlem,” in Alev Demir, Zaman Iç̇inde Degĭşim (West Berlin: Yabanel 

Yayınları, 1987).
 123 Murat Çobanoğlu, “Oğulun Babaya Mektubu” and “Babanın Oğula Mektubu,” Yavuz 

Plak, 1970s, vinyl.
 124 “Yusuf Kaya,” in Tepecik, Die Situation der ersten Generation, 181.
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86 Part I: Separation Anxieties

it difficult to relate to them. To her, they were “foreign people” who 
barely existed.125 Reiterating the notion of parents becoming “foreign,” 
another child happily recalled that her grandparents “treated me like a 
queen” and “gave me everything I wanted,” and that she was “ambiva-
lent” about her parents.126 Saddened by this estrangement, some parents 
regretted their decisions to leave their children behind, with one admit-
ting that she was not a “good mother.”127

But not all children left behind stayed in Turkey permanently. 
Especially central to transnational tropes of victimization were the 
“ suitcase children,” a term that evoked their never-ending transience, 
requiring them to keep their suitcases both literally and metaphorically 
packed. In the decades since, the situation of the suitcase children has 
been called one of Turkish-German migration history’s “most diffi-
cult and painful” taboos, riddled with “unspoken trauma” in which 
parents violated their children’s basic trust and fostered lifelong mis-
conceptions that they were worthless and unlovable. The prominent 
Turkish-German politician Cem Özdemir, who grew up in Germany, 
even recalled years later that he had suffered a recurring childhood 
“nightmare” that he, too, would be abandoned by his parents and sent 
back to Turkey.128

Despite the subsequent repression of suitcase children’s psychological 
trauma, the phenomenon was no secret at the time. Rather, the plight of 
suitcase children was a regular theme in both Turkish and German dis-
courses about migrants. An animated short film produced in 1983 as part 
of a pedagogical West German cassette series aimed toward Turkish guest 
worker families depicts a young boy named Ali who travels to Munich to 
reunite with his parents after living with his grandparents in the village 
of Gülbahar.129 Symbolic of Ali’s physical and psychological burden, he 
stands with a suitcase grasped tightly in his hand, an enormous bindle 
slung behind his shoulder, and another bag jammed in the crook of his 
elbow. After jumping into his mother’s arms upon his arrival, his enthu-
siasm for Germany soon deteriorates. Homesick for his village, he misses 
his best friends (who, in a commentary on guest workers’ rural origins, 

 125 “Ebru Tepecik,” ibid., 197.
 126 Aynur G., “Mein Leben,” in Werkkreis Literatur der Arbeitswelt, ed., Sehnsucht im 

Koffer, 51.
 127 “Nazife (Sancak) Aydemir,” in Tepecik, Die Situation der ersten Generation, 136.
 128 Wilhelm, Generation Koffer, 15, 29, 33–35.
 129 Oğuz Peker and Thomas Plonsker, dirs., Ali (Munich: Kassettenprogramme für auslän-

dische Mitbürger e.V., 1983) VHS, DOMiD-Archiv E 980,211.
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are a rooster and a donkey) and spends his free time watching Turkish 
movies. Within a month, the situation turns brighter as he begins to inte-
grate into German society, learn German, make friends, and dream of 
becoming an engineer. Yet the happy tale sours again when his father 
sends him back to Turkey. In the ominous closing scene, Ali – sitting at 
a desk with a notepad, protractor, and abacus – realizes that “there are, 
of course, no engineering schools in the village.” The film enjoyed a pos-
itive reception in Germany, as its didactic message helped Turkish and 
German children develop intercultural sympathy based on their shared 
struggles with making new friends.130 The film also offered room for 
other interpretations by emphasizing the victimization of Turkish chil-
dren at the hands of their parents, and by implying the superiority of life 
in West Germany’s urban and “modern” milieu.

A similar narrative, though with a different conclusion, appears in 
Turkish author Gülten Dayıoğlu’s 1980 novel Yurdumu Özledim (I 
Miss My Homeland). When a young boy named Atil learns that his 
parents will take him to Munich, his teacher hands him a Turkish flag 
and photograph of Atatürk and pontificates about Atil’s need to retain 
his national pride: “You are the child of an exalted and noble country 
with a glorious past that has lasted many thousands of years. You must 
be proud that you are a Turk and you may not feel inferior. Beware 
of disgracing your land and your people … Never forget that you are 
a Turk!”131 Influenced by his teacher’s advice, Atil approaches life in 
Germany critically. Feeling like “a bird in a cage,” he rants that he 
would “rather eat dry bread and walk around in dirty clothes at home” 
than stay in Germany any longer. To Atil’s delight, his outburst helps 
his parents recognize their own homesickness, and the family returns to 
Turkey, with the novel  ending happily.

Although the fictional stories of Ali and Atil portray their rural ori-
gins as central to their culture shock, many suitcase children came from 
cities and had a higher socioeconomic status. Born in Ankara in 1972, 
Bengü spent the first year of her life in Munich with her parents, both 
guest workers, who despite having white-collar jobs in Turkey opted to 
work in German factories for higher wages. Because they worked long 
hours, they placed Bengü under the daily care of a “German grandma” 
(Deutsche Oma) – an experience shared by many other guest worker 

 130 I thank the film’s director, Thomas Plonsker, for providing this information.
 131 Gülten Dayıoğlu, Atil hat Heimweh [Yurdumu Özledim], trans. Feridun Altuna (Berlin: 

ikoo Verlag, 1985).
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88 Part I: Separation Anxieties

children – until they discovered her husband’s borderline alcoholism.132 
Absent suitable childcare, they sent one-year-old Bengü back to Ankara 
to live with her grandparents. Over the next years, they sent her back and 
forth – at age two to Germany, at age five to Turkey, where she stayed 
until completing high school. During this time, her parents sent her reg-
ular letters and postcards and, like many other guest workers, recorded 
their voice messages on cassette tapes. Bengü’s younger sister, who lived 
with their parents in Germany, sent her colorful drawings. In one draw-
ing, which aptly reflects the emotional experience of family separation, a 
house stands between Bengü on one side and her parents and sister on the 
other. After twelve years apart, Bengü ultimately chose to reunite with 
her parents and sister and studied English at a German university.

Murad, another suitcase child, experienced a similar situation. Born in 
1973 in the West German city of Witten, he was sent to Istanbul to stay 
with his grandparents due to insufficient childcare. After just six months, 
his parents missed him so much that they brought him back to Germany. 
Eight years later, they sent him back to Istanbul so that he could become 
accustomed to Turkish schools in anticipation of the family’s planned 
remigration. Like so many other guest workers, however, they just 
“played with the idea of going back” and “never fully committed.”133 
Waiting for a return migration that never materialized, Murad thus spent 
his teenage years separated from his parents and younger sister until, like 
Bengü, he returned to Germany for university. Decades later, at age forty, 
Murad expressed pride in his identity as a suitcase child and emphatically 
rejected the notion that he was a “victim.” Instead, his experiences made 
him a “special kid” and “improved [his] personality” by exposing him 
to multiple perspectives. Murad did, however, experience long-term con-
flicts within his family. His relationship with his younger sister remained 
strained and distant throughout his life, as they did not grow up together 
and had vastly different childhoods. And his mother, the true “victim,” 
in his words, remained racked with guilt her entire life, missing the lost 
years she could have spent with her son.

As the transience of the suitcase children reveals, the categories 
of “children left behind” and “children born or raised in Germany” 
were not mutually exclusive. Common to their experiences, however, 
was the feeling that they were caught between two cultures, question-
ing their own identities. These concerns, though ubiquitous in sources 

 132 Fakir Baykurt, Alman Oma. Deutsche Oma (Duisburg: RAA Duisburg, 1984).
 133 Murad B., interview.
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on Turkish-German migration history, are particularly well expressed 
in a 1980 volume of Turkish children’s poems and short stories titled 
Täglich eine Reise von der Türkei nach Deutschland (Everyday a 
Journey from Turkey to Germany), whose German editors sought to 
give voice to youths “without a homeland.” One boy described the 
title’s meaning as a public–private spatial dichotomy: “When I leave 
my parents’ house in the morning, I leave Turkey. I then go to my job 
or to my friends and am in Germany. In the evenings, I return to my 
parents’ house and am back in Turkey.” More common than the spatial 
dichotomy, however, was the opposition of cultural and national iden-
tities. In one poem, a boy named Mehmet wrote, “I stand between two 
cultures / the Turkish and the German / I swing back and forth / and 
thus live in two worlds.”134 This constant “swinging” fostered internal 
confusion. As another boy, Türkan, questioned: “Some say: ‘You are a 
German.’ Others say: ‘You are a German Turk.’ … My Turkish friends 
call me a German! … But what am I really?”135 Reprinted verbatim 
in the Kölner  Stadt-Anzeiger, the children’s writings conjured broader 
German  sympathy for their plight.136

Yet, overwhelmingly, Germans viewed Turkish children less as victims 
of confused identities and more as threats. They condemned their “illiter-
acy in two languages” as a burden on the education system that not only 
diminished the quality of German students’ education but also, according 
to more explicitly racializing rhetoric, portended Germany’s genetic and 
intellectual decline.137 These concerns coincided with Germans’ reckon-
ing with the broader transformation of urban space with the rise of fam-
ily migration. As migrant families moved out of factory dormitories and 
into apartments, Germans fled to “nicer” parts of the city and decried the 
emergence of “Turkish ghettos” (like the iconic “Little Istanbul” in West 
Berlin’s Kreuzberg district) that seemingly testified to Turks’ unwilling-
ness to integrate.138 These “parallel societies,” as Germans often called 

 134 Förderzentrum Jugend Schreibt, Täglich eine Reise von der Türkei nach Deutschland. 
Texte der zweiten türkischen Generation in der Bundesrepublik (Fischerhude: Verlag 
Atelier im Bauernhaus, 1980), 18–19, 37, 53.

 135 Ibid.
 136 Heinz Verfürth, “Das Dilemma der zweiten Generation. ‘Warum bin ich nicht als 

Deutscher geboren?’” KSA, November 9, 1982, 4–5.
 137 See chapter 4 for details on this racializing and eugenic rhetoric in the early 1980s. 

Analphabeten in zwei Sprachen (Illiterate in Two Languages) is the title of a 1975 West 
German documentary by director Mehrangis Montazami-Dabui on guest worker fami-
lies. The phrase has since found widespread use.

 138 “‘Die Türken kommen – rette sich, wer kann!’” Der Spiegel, July 29, 1973.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.222.20.133, on 16 Sep 2024 at 19:26:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


90 Part I: Separation Anxieties

them, were envisioned as particular sites of criminality and unrest, in 
which rowdy Turkish teenagers skipped class, loitered at parks, sold 
drugs, sexually assaulted German girls, and shouted insults like “German 
pig!” at elderly women.139

Fears of Turkish children were exacerbated by migrants’ higher 
 birthrates, with Turkish women derided as having their “wombs always 
full.”140 German birthrates, by contrast, had declined due to the release 
of the birth control pill in 1961, the legalization of abortion in 1973, and 
the growing number of women working outside the home. This imbal-
ance stoked existential fears, widely reported in the media and repeatedly 
discussed among policymakers, that Turks would numerically overtake 
Germans within a matter of decades.141 Especially infuriating was guest 
workers’ alleged abuse of the social welfare system’s child allowance 
(Kindergeld), whereby residents received a monthly lump sum per child 
even if the child did not live in Germany. One newspaper reported on 
the case of a Turkish guest worker in Heidelberg who apparently had 
twenty-three children between his two wives in Turkey and earned an 
impressive 1,440 Deutschmarks in child allowances monthly, which far 
exceeded the amount of his salary.142 As criticism of “welfare migrants” 
mounted, West Germany reformed its Kindergeld policy in 1974, offer-
ing less money for children who lived outside the European Economic 
Community.143

Turks in the homeland, too, expressed an intense curiosity and mixed 
attitudes about guest worker children living abroad. While they sympa-
thized with the children’s identity crises and discrimination, they also 
viewed them as threats to Turkish national identity. By the late 1970s, the 
notion that guest worker children were losing their Turkishness and turn-
ing into Germans had become ubiquitous, resulting in the proliferation 
of the colloquial term Almancı, or “Germanized Turk.” Although terms 
like “to become foreignized” (yabancılaşmak) or “to become Almancı” 
(Almancılașmak), or the passive “to have been made foreign” or “to have 
been made Almancı” had already been applied to their parents, the use of 

 139 Irmgard Recke to Karl Carstens, September 17, 1980, BArch, B 122/23886.
 140 E. Mizdriol to Karl Carstens, May 10, 1982, BArch, B 122/23885.
 141 “Ausländer: ‘Schmerzhafte Grenze gezogen,’” Der Spiegel, November 6, 1981; “Was 

tun mit den Türken?” Die Zeit, May 31, 1982.
 142 “Das 24. Kind wird erwartet,” Hamburger Abendblatt, July 24, 1963, 1.
 143 Lauren Stokes, “‘An Invasion of Guest Worker Children’: Welfare Reform and the 

Stigmatisation of Family Migration in West Germany,” Contemporary European 
History 28, no. 3 (2019): 372–89.
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“Almancı children” (Almancı çocukları) and “Almancı youths” (Almancı 
gençleri) reinforced the second generation’s particular challenge.144

Turkish journalists regularly expounded on the problems of Almancı 
children. In his 1975 book on his travels to Germany, Nevzat Üstün 
compared guest workers’ children to children living in Turkish villages. 
Replicating longstanding tropes of rural backwardness, he condemned 
the “pathetic” situation of “the Anatolian child,” who “has no school” 
and “does not know what sugar is, what honey is, what a toy is.” 
Although those in Germany appeared to live in better conditions “from 
a distance,” their situation was even more deplorable. “The only thing 
I know is that these children cannot learn their mother tongue, that they 
do not integrate into the society in which they are living, and that they 
are foreignized and corrupted.”145 Daily news articles went as far as to 
demonize the children as “a social time bomb” and “cocky, rowdy, and 
un-Turkish.”146 Yet the question of whom to blame for the  children’s 
Germanization was debated. A 1976 Cumhuriyet article reporting gen-
eral “News from Germany” blamed the Turkish nation as a whole, 
noting that “we have abandoned hundreds of thousands of our young 
people,” who are “adrift and alone.”147

New forms of media, such as televised talk shows that reached elite 
city dwellers, transmitted audiovisual portrayals of Almancı children. 
Following a 1977 Turkish television interview, Erhan Önal, a guest 
worker’s son who had gained international acclaim as a star player on 
Germany’s Bayern-München soccer team, made headlines for demon-
strating poor Turkish language skills and, by extension, for losing his 
Turkish identity. Yet, contrary to reports blaming Önal or his parents, 
one journalist leapt to his defense. “Certainly,” he wrote, “this young 
countryman of ours is not to be condemned or blamed. We left him alone 
to his fate and, ultimately, Erhan Önal is one person among a genera-
tion of children and youths who can be neither Germans nor Turks.”148 
Despite concerns about his cultural estrangement, in 1982 Önal moved to 

 144 “Almancılar uyum sağlayamadı,” Milliyet, May 14, 1985; Halim Demirci, Almancıların 
Çocukları (Berlin: Halim Demirci Yayınları, 1997).

 145 Nevzat Üstün, Almanya Beyleri ile Portekiz’in Bahçeleri (Istanbul: Çağdaş, 1975), 
31–32.

 146 Hasan Pulur, Hürriyet, March 29, 1982, in German Embassy in Ankara to AA, “Betr.: 
Deutschlandbild in der türkischen Presse; hier: Leitartikel von Hans Pulur in ‘Hürriyet’ 
29.03.1982,” March 30, 1982, PAAA, B 85/1611; Hans-Ulrich Dillmann, “Dort 
Türkin – Hier Deutsche,” Die Tageszeitung, April 30, 1985, 14–15.

 147 Oktay Akbal, “Almanya’dan Haberler,” Cumhuriyet, May 17, 1976, 2.
 148 Ali Sirmen, “Ayıp,” Cumhuriyet, February 18, 1977.

use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 18.222.20.133, on 16 Sep 2024 at 19:26:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009486682.003
https://www.cambridge.org/core


92 Part I: Separation Anxieties

Turkey to play on the Turkish team Fenerbahçe (and later Galatasaray). 
Decades later, Turkish soccer fans continued to describe him as “one of 
our first emigrant (gurbetçi) football players,” often used interchange-
ably with “Almancı football players.”149

While often exaggerated, the frequent references to Germanized 
children in Turkish media and popular culture reflected real anxieties 
held by their parents. A 1983 sociological study of Turkish house-
wives in West Germany reported that “women find it very problem-
atic when the children orient themselves to the norms and values of 
their German environment. They observe this development with great 
worry.” Several mothers complained that their children’s exposure 
to German society had diminished both their parental authority and 
their children’s national and religious identities. “Outside, the children 
learn independence. At home, they don’t take me seriously anymore,” 
one mother complained. “They unlearn the Turkish language and no 
longer know our holidays,” and “They learn to kiss on the street,” 
others added.150

The 1984 book Kalte Heimat (Cold Homeland) fictionalized these 
concerns based on German social workers’ observations of Turkish 
mothers during their therapy sessions. In one story, a mother named 
Fatma laments that her teenage children “have become like Germans.” 
She casts this Germanization in terms of rowdiness, laziness, and promis-
cuity, which contrasts with her unspoken perception of Turks’ superior 
discipline and morality. Not only do her children drink alcohol, smoke 
cigarettes, and listen to American music, but her “egotistical” son drops 
out of school, refuses to get a job, just “screws around,” and “always 
wants money from me.” Her daughter “dresses like a hippie,” majors in 
German Studies, and takes contraceptive pills. “What will happen with 
our honor, our good reputation?” Fatma cries. “If word gets around, we 
won’t be able to be seen anywhere.”151

Fatma’s woes about her daughter’s use of contraception reflect 
broader concerns about Almancı children’s sexuality. As in the case of 
the guest workers themselves, premarital sex and marriage with Germans 
were of particular concern. But, amid ongoing fears of their children’s 

 149 “Il̇k gurbetçi futbolcularımız,” FourFourTwo, August 9, 2015, www.fourfourtwo.com 
.tr/ilk-gurbetci-futbolcularimiz/.

 150 Martina Kirschke, “‘Hier ist alles nicht streng genug!’” Frankfurter Rundschau (FR), 
January 14, 1984.

 151 Fatma, “Meine Kinder sind wie Deutsche geworden,” in König and Straube, Kalte 
Heimat, 66.
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Germanization, the intensity shifted, and the gendered script flipped: 
rather than male guest workers’ sex with German women, the target 
became Turkish girls’ sex with German boys. Upon reaching adulthood, 
some daughters of guest workers expressed a clear preference for marry-
ing outside their nationality. “I would never marry a Turkish man,” one 
young woman asserted. Echoing tropes about Turkish men’s  patriarchy – 
the very same tropes that Germans invoked in the service of racism – 
she complained that Turkish men “are far too authoritarian,” whereas 
German men “take better care of their wives” and are “more liberal” and 
“good natured.”152 Many were concerned about their family’s reaction. 
One woman recalled keeping her relationship a secret, while another 
feared her brothers would “kill” her if they found out.153

Yet, overwhelmingly, there was not much that was particularly 
“German” about parents’ ideas about what it meant to “Germanize” 
(aside from the language). Rather, the term referred to the children’s 
embrace of much larger trends common throughout European and 
American youth cultures at the time, such as fashion, music, and sexual 
freedom. Ironically, these were the same corrupting influences that many 
Germans, particularly those of the conversative 1950s postwar genera-
tion, also decried.154 Neither was Turkey itself immune to the truancy, 
unemployment, partying, drug use, and sexual promiscuity that were 
prominent in cities across the globe. In this sense, Turkish parents’ fears 
were not necessarily of “Germanization” but rather of urbanization – 
that the children were falling victim to the corrupting influences of city 
life.

While this fallacy was lost on Turkish parents, it does not invalidate 
the gravity of their concerns (as well as broader Turkish national con-
cerns) about guest workers’ children. From mohawks and leather jack-
ets to cigarettes and contraception, material symbols of Germanization 
were mere proxies for the much larger sense of cultural abandonment. 
For the parents of guest worker children, this abandonment primarily 
threatened the breakdown of the family. But for Turks observing the 
migrants from abroad, this abandonment threatened the breakdown of 
the Turkish nation. Alongside physical distance and sexual transgression, 
the situation of Almancı children was among the most important factors 

 152 “Türkisch-deutsche Ehen,” Bizim Almanca – Unser Deutsch, August 1986, 10–11.
 153 Ibid.
 154 Ute G. Poiger, Jazz, Rock, and Rebels: Cold War Politics and American Culture in a 

Divided Germany (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).
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that tested the boundaries of national identity and heightened wariness 
about migrants in both Germany and their homeland.

*****

In 1990, three decades after the start of the guest worker program, a 
German television station broadcasted the performance of a Turkish ara-
besque band singing a mournful folksong with the simple title: “Almanya” 
or “Germany.” Capturing the guest workers’ collective memory, the bal-
lad goes: “From all corners of our homeland we were brought together 
and packed onto the train at Sirkeci Station … Those who remained 
waved to us with tearful eyes. How is one supposed to remain silent? 
Almanya, you have separated us from our loved ones.”155

The idea that an all-powerful “Almanya” was to blame for the 
plight of guest workers and their families is both deceptive and inac-
curate, for it perpetuates the notion that guest workers were powerless 
pawns with no decision-making ability of their own. In reality, the 
dynamics were different: Germany, of course, needed guest workers, 
but the guest workers also needed (or at least desired) Germany. Their 
decision to venture forth into the unknown points to their strength, 
courage, and initiative. It was their conscious quest to improve their 
lives that compelled them to navigate complex political, economic, and 
social structures in two countries and to grapple with forces beyond 
their control. From forging new friendships to maintaining connections 
to home, to having sex with Germans or abandoning their spouses and 
children altogether – all of these were active, rational, and emotional 
choices.

Why, then, blame “Almanya”? Working through decades of emo-
tional baggage is no easy task, especially when that baggage has been 
repeatedly lugged back and forth between two countries 3,000 kilometers 
apart. Blaming “Almanya” thus became a useful strategy for deflecting 
discomfort and bottling up bad feelings. For the most part, contradicting 
the song lyrics, guest workers did take ownership of their actions, from 
their triumphs to their missteps. Some openly mourned the lost time of 
missed birthdays, holidays, major life events, and everyday companion-
ship. Others, however, kept the pangs of remorse as a dark secret.

Cutting deeper than individuals and families, the scars of abandon-
ment became crucial to how both Germans and Turks in the homeland 

 155 Excerpt from song “Alamanya,” performed by Iş̇hanı and Cihan on guitar and lyre. For 
footage of this performance, view: Sauter, dir., “Die vergessene Generation.”
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perceived migrants. For Germans, the perception of guest workers’ 
homesickness and yearning for companionship operated alongside rac-
ist and Orientalist tropes of violence, criminality, and hypersexuality by 
which fears of rapacious dark-skinned Turks sexually violating blonde-
haired, blue-eyed German women stood as a proxy for the violation of 
German borders by racial others. For the homeland, largely unsubstanti-
ated rumors of adultery portrayed guest workers as destroying not only 
marital bonds but also the stability of village and communal life. And 
children – whether left in Turkey, brought to Germany, or shuttled back 
and forth – were viewed in both countries as victims and threats. Symbols 
of migrants’ insufficient integration or – in the eyes of the homeland – 
excessive “Germanization,” they transgressed not only borders but also 
national identities.
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