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i n t rodu c t ion

Beyond the Mother Tongue? 
Multilingual Practices and the 
Monolingual Paradigm

rethinking monolingualism

On September 29, 2002, the Sunday issue of the New York 
Times included a sixty-eight-page paid insert previewing a con-
ceptual artwork called Wordsearch: A Translinguistic Sculpture 
conceived by German artist Karin Sander and sponsored by the 
Deutsche Bank, the world’s biggest corporate art collector.1 In 
response to the sponsor’s request to offer a global perspective in 
a metropolitan location, Sander’s project set out to document 
as many of the languages spoken in New York City as possi-
ble. It did so by finding one native speaker for each of 250 lan-
guages and asking each speaker to contribute one personally 
meaningful word in his or her “mother tongue” to a list. This 
list of unduplicated words was then translated into all the other 
languages. The resulting 62,500 words were arranged into col-
umns resembling stock market tables and published as the ac-
tual “translinguistic sculpture” in another paid, eight-page in-
sert in the business section of the New York Times on October 
4, 2002. This commissioned artwork, Wordsearch, thus sought 
to render the novelty of globalized life at the turn of the millen-
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Introduction2

nium through attention to the proximate coexistence of many 
languages in the same space.

To Wordsearch and many other cultural texts, the phenomenon 
of multilingualism appears as a remarkable new development of the 
globalized age.2 Yet as linguists have come to agree, and as schol-
ars in other fields increasingly document, multilingualism is and 
has been far more common worldwide than had been previously 
acknowledged.3 Indeed, it is monolingualism, not multilingualism, 
that is the result of a relatively recent, albeit highly successful, de-
velopment.4 But a monolingual paradigm, which first emerged in 
late-eighteenth century Europe, has functioned to obscure from 
view the widespread nature of multilingualism, both in the present 
and in the past. While scholars across different fields have noted 
the “monolingual bias” or the “monolingual habitus” in particu-
lar areas, no study to date has spelled out the far-reaching implica-
tions of this insight.5 Recognizing the workings of the monolingual 
paradigm, I suggest, requires a fundamental reconceptualization 
of European and European-inflected thinking about language, 
identity, and modernity. For monolingualism is much more than a 
simple quantitative term designating the presence of just one lan-
guage. Instead, it constitutes a key structuring principle that orga-
nizes the entire range of modern social life, from the construction 
of individuals and their proper subjectivities to the formation of 
disciplines and institutions, as well as of imagined collectives such 
as cultures and nations. According to this paradigm, individuals 
and social formations are imagined to possess one “true” language 
only, their “mother tongue,” and through this possession to be or-
ganically linked to an exclusive, clearly demarcated ethnicity, cul-
ture, and nation. Indeed, as we will see, even an apparently mul-
tilingual artwork such as Wordsearch still functions according to 
the central precepts of the monolingual paradigm.

The pressures of this monolingual paradigm have not just ob-
scured multilingual practices across history; they have also led 
to active processes of monolingualization, which have produced 
more monolingual subjects, more monolingual communities, and 
more monolingual institutions, without, however, fully eliminat-
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Introduction 3

ing multilingualism. Schooling has been one of the primary means 
of such a social engineering of monolingual populations.6 The 
diverse linguistic landscape of eighteenth-century France, where 
large parts of the population did not speak French, for instance, 
was reengineered over time to produce a more monolingual pop-
ulation of French speakers.7 This last point also underscores the 
significance of the modern nation-state for the monolingual par-
adigm, or rather, of the monolingual paradigm for the modern 
nation-state, with which it emerged at the same time.8

There are signs, however, that the tide is turning against such 
strict monolingualization. For a supranational entity such as the 
European Union, for instance, the challenge has become to man-
age multilingualism, not to discard it.9 Increased migration and 
mobility, the advance of communication technologies, and the 
spread of media have also contributed to the sense that multi-
ple languages coexist and interact in new constellations, a sense 
that an artwork such as Wordsearch reflects and contributes to. 
Even English-dominated domains such as the global entertain-
ment industry see new linguistic diversity. Hollywood movies 
such as Babel and Inglorious Basterds or globally consumed 
American TV shows such as Lost and Heroes have begun to fea-
ture more languages accompanied by subtitles, while popular 
musical forms mixing languages have tempted audiences with 
“livin’ la vida loca.”10 An increasing number of language mem-
oirs thematize life in multiple languages as a significant experi-
ence.11 Literary and cultural studies scholars, meanwhile, have 
begun to make both older and newer forms of multilingualism 
visible.12 Yet this new visibility of multilingualism is not simply 
due to its more frequent practice, since forms of multilingual-
ism have existed all along. Rather, globalization and the ensu-
ing renegotiation of the place of the nation-state have begun to 
loosen the monolingualizing pressure and have thereby enabled 
the contestatory visibility of these practices in the first place, al-
beit still in circumscribed fashion.13 Multilingualism, then, has 
not been absent in the last couple of centuries, but it has been 
and continues to be refracted through the monolingual para-
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Introduction4

digm. This persistence of a monolingual framework, I argue, is 
the backdrop against which we need to see today’s seeming in-
crease in multilingualism.

To capture this ongoing dominance of the monolingual as 
well as the incipient moves to overcome it, I introduce the term 
“postmonolingual.” This “post” has, in the first place, a tem-
poral dimension: it signifies the period since the emergence of 
monolingualism as dominant paradigm, which first occurred in 
late eighteenth-century Europe. Such a historicized understand-
ing underscores the radical difference between multilingualism 
before and after the monolingual paradigm, a difference that pre-
vious studies have neglected.14 This historicization is necessary, 
I argue, because the appearance of the monolingual paradigm 
substantially changes the meaning and resonance of multilingual 
practices.15 But since the monolingual paradigm has spread only 
gradually and unevenly across different contexts and not at all 
to others, “postmonolingual” constitutes by necessity a situated 
and flexible periodization, inflected by contextual differences.16 
This flexibility of the term also means that it is not limited to one 
geographic area—in this case, Europe—but may extend to other 
contexts as well, whenever monolingualism becomes a dominant 
form.17 It is in this sense that the present book should be under-
stood as a study of the workings of the monolingual paradigm 
and multilingual attempts to overcome it, rather than as a study 
of multilingualism per se. Viewed through this—flexible—tem-
poral lens, “postmonolingual” refers to the unfolding of the ef-
fects of the monolingual and not to its successful overcoming or 
transcendence. But besides the temporal dimension, the prefix 
“post” also has a critical function, where it refers to the oppo-
sition to the term that it qualifies and to a potential break with 
it, as in some notions of postmodernism. In this second sense, 
“postmonolingual” highlights the struggle against the monolin-
gual paradigm. As Marianne Hirsch notes with regard to the 
“post” in her own term “postmemory,” the prefix “reflects an 
uneasy oscillation between continuity and rupture” (“The Gen-
eration of Postmemory” 106).

Yildiz, Yasemin. Beyond the Mother Tongue : The Postmonolingual Condition, University of Virginia Press, 2013. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3239621.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-01-28 17:11:01.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f V

irg
in

ia
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Introduction 5

Taking these dimensions together, “postmonolingual” in this 
study refers to a field of tension in which the monolingual para-
digm continues to assert itself and multilingual practices persist 
or reemerge. This term therefore can bring into sharper focus 
the back-and-forth movement between these two tendencies that 
characterizes contemporary linguistic constellations. Focusing 
on the tension rather than on one or the other pole helps to ac-
count for many phenomena that initially appear to be contradic-
tory. Early twentieth-century Prague, where Kafka lived, for in-
stance, becomes graspable as both a multilingual space in which 
multiple languages coexisted and as a place rapidly transitioning 
to a monolingual structure with individuals increasingly embrac-
ing only one, ethnically predetermined language. As Emily Ap-
ter demonstrates in her book The Translation Zone, the complex 
entanglements of language(s) with culture and politics demand 
such a focus on tensions, struggles, and “language wars.” This 
definition of the postmonolingual condition indicates also that in 
the primarily European context on which this study focuses, the 
opposite of the monolingual paradigm—that is, a multilingual 
paradigm that would restructure perceptions and social forma-
tions along new lines after monolingualism—does not yet truly 
exist. Yet imaginative works in literature and other fields suggest 
the possible contours of such a multilingual paradigm and con-
tribute variously to just such a restructuring, as I demonstrate 
throughout this book.

Because the German tradition has played an important role 
in establishing the monolingual paradigm, Beyond the Mother 
Tongue focuses on German-language writers who are uncom-
fortably positioned within the paradigm and have thus had to 
grapple with it to a significant degree. This group includes pre- 
and post-Holocaust German-Jewish figures, such as Franz Kafka 
and Theodor W. Adorno, and contemporary writers from new 
immigrant communities, such as Turkish-Germans Emine Sevgi 
Özdamar and Feridun Zaimoğlu, as well as the unique case of bi-
lingual Japanese-German author Yoko Tawada.18 Using a range 
of multilingual forms to bring German into contact with a series 
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Introduction6

of other languages, from Yiddish, French, Latin, and English, to 
Japanese, Afrikaans, Arabic, and Turkish, these authors provide 
a privileged position from which to explore the strictures of the 
monolingual paradigm and evaluate the means of reimagining 
the identitarian force of language. As this list of languages begins 
to indicate, even though “German” is the common denominator 
for all the writers considered, their multilingual connections open 
up paths to other languages and histories across the globe and 
resituate German itself in the process. To recognize the possibili-
ties and pitfalls of multilingualism, however, requires the post-
monolingual mode of reading that this book offers—a mode of 
reading attuned both to the existence of multilingual practices 
and to the continued force of the monolingual paradigm.

emergence of a paradigm

Emerging only in the course of the eighteenth century at the con-
fluence of radical political, philosophical, and cultural changes 
in Europe, the notion of monolingualism rapidly displaced pre-
viously unquestioned practices of living and writing in multiple 
languages.19 “Exclusive first language allegiance [ . . . ] was not 
the most desired of linguistic identities or imagined communities 
in the late medieval period,” Mary Davidson notes with regard 
to Chaucer and his contemporaries (Medievalism 137). This atti-
tude extended to the political realm where it was of little concern 
to premodern rulers whether and how their subjects spoke one 
or more languages. They themselves did not necessarily privilege 
the local language either. As late as the 1780s, King Friedrich II 
of Prussia famously preferred to speak and write in French, while 
harshly dismissing German. With the gendered and affectively 
charged kinship concept of the unique “mother tongue” at its 
center, however, monolingualism established the idea that hav-
ing one language was the natural norm, and that multiple lan-
guages constituted a threat to the cohesion of individuals and so-
cieties. Even as they supported the study of other languages, late 
eighteenth-century German thinkers such as Johann Gottfried 
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Introduction 7

Herder, Wilhelm von Humboldt, and Friedrich Schleiermacher 
spearheaded the view that one could properly think, feel, and ex-
press oneself only in one’s “mother tongue.” This notion of the 
mother tongue has been in turn a vital element in the imagination 
and production of the homogenous nation-state.

Philosophically, a new conception of language prepared the 
way for this conjunction of language and nation. As linguistic 
anthropologist Susan Gal argues, it was only in the Enlighten-
ment era and the subsequent Romantic reaction to it that lan-
guage came to be considered as an object with particular attri-
butes (“Migration” 14). In this conception, which largely persists 
to this day, “a language” is a clearly demarcated entity that has a 
name, is countable, and is the property of the group that speaks 
it, while also revealing that group’s idiosyncrasies.20 This reified 
conception of language enabled the distinction between mono- 
and multilingualism. It also relegated linguistic practices without 
proper names to the status of deviation, hodgepodge, or simply 
invisibility, rather than recognizing them as “language.”21

With German thinkers at the forefront, the eighteenth century 
also witnessed the highly consequential political linkage of lan-
guage and nation. Herder was one of the key figures to pave the 
way for this view. He celebrated the distinctness of each language, 
which he saw as emanating from the genius of a particular nation 
(Volk).22 On the one hand, this perspective led to a greater recog-
nition and appreciation of the multiplicity of languages. On the 
other hand, Herder insisted on the need to maintain the distinct-
ness of these national languages lest they lose their authenticity 
and rootedness in their respective nations. He thus conceived of 
both languages and their speakers as more separate and differ-
ent from each other than had previously been the case. Herder 
did therefore not abandon multilingualism in so far as it meant 
appreciation of many languages, but rather reworked it in rela-
tion to the new vision of language, subject, and nation. The mul-
tiplication of languages is not an issue for this Herderian view as 
long as each language is conceived as distinct and separate and as 
belonging to just one equally distinct and separate people. What 
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Introduction8

this position cannot abide is the notion of blurred boundaries, 
crossed loyalties, and unrooted languages.23

This changing attitude towards language(s) finds a clear ar-
ticulation in the field of translation.24 While previously a “uni-
versalist” conception of languages prevailed, now a “relativist” 
perspective began to take hold.25 The universalist conception, 
dominant until the eighteenth century, deemed languages to be 
essentially equivalent and their specific forms only an irrelevant 
surface feature compared to the more important aspect of the 
content of any text. The relativist perspective, on the other hand, 
saw languages as radically different from each other in their spec-
ificities and their makeup. In this new vision, translation no lon-
ger merely transported content from one form into an equiva-
lent form without damage, but rather necessarily transformed 
the content in the process. Wilhelm von Humboldt’s suggestion 
that languages were not a neutral media but rather inflected the 
thoughts they expressed was influential in this regard.26 With this 
greater attention to form came also a greater sense of the differ-
ence of languages and their distance from each other. At the ex-
treme end of this relativist view, languages were essentially seen 
as untranslatable and closed off from each other.

This new perspective not only drew attention to each lan-
guage’s specificity, but also to the individual’s relationship to his 
or her—presumably singular—primary language. That relation-
ship was now seen as more internal and innate, and also more cir-
cumscribed by inheritance and nationality. In his influential 1813 
lecture on translation, Schleiermacher provides the image for this 
new model, while contrasting it to an older one:

For whoever acknowledges the creative power of language, 
as it is one with the character of the nation [Eigenthümlich-
keit des Volkes], must also concede that [ . . . ] no one ad-
heres to his language only mechanically, as if it were some-
thing externally attached to him like a strap and as if one 
could as easily harness another language for one’s thought 
as one would exchange a team of horses [Gespann]; rather, 
every writer can produce original work only in his mother 
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Introduction 9

tongue [Muttersprache], and therefore the question can-
not even be raised how he would have written his works 
in another language. (“Über die verschiedenen Methoden 
des Übersetzens” 85; “From On the Different Methods of 
Translating” 50, trans. modified)

Schleiermacher introduces the image of interchangeable straps 
and harnessed horses to reject the view of languages as exter-
nal, indiscriminate means for transporting individuals from one 
place to another. In a metaphoric move that is characteristic for 
the period and indicates changing philosophical paradigms, he 
replaces this mechanistic image of speakers’ relation to language 
with an organic one.27 The counterimage to the mechanistic view 
is encapsulated in the reference to the “mother tongue.” Schleier-
macher does not elaborate on this image in the same manner in 
which he provides an extended metaphor for the rejected view. 
The “mother tongue” functions as a shorthand that barely needs 
explication. In this shorthand, the weight of the argument falls 
on the element of “mother” in Muttersprache. It stands for a 
unique, irreplaceable, unchangeable biological origin that situ-
ates the individual automatically in a kinship network and by ex-
tension in the nation.28 In contrast to the mobility implied by the 
harnessed horses, the “mother”—a markedly gendered kinship 
concept—stresses a static mode of belonging to the national col-
lective. Schleiermacher does not need to elaborate that one can-
not willfully change one’s mother like one can a team of horses; 
this point appears self-evident and underscores the effectiveness 
of the chosen metaphor.

The uniqueness and organic nature of language imagined as 
“mother tongue” lends its authority to an aesthetics of original-
ity and authenticity. In this view, a writer can become the origin 
of creative works only with an origin in a mother tongue, itself 
imagined to originate in a mother. The result is a disavowal of 
the possibility of writing in nonnative languages or in multiple 
languages at the same time.29 By the mid-nineteenth century, this 
position has become a truism, as borne out by composer Richard 
Wagner’s assertion that “to make poetry in a foreign tongue has 
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Introduction10

hitherto been impossible, even to geniuses of highest rank” (Das 
Judentum in der Musik 150; tr. Judaism in Music 85).30 Such a 
“retrospective monolingualization of the West European literary 
system, based on the Romantic stress on the mother tongue as 
the primary material for literary creation,” as decried by transla-
tion scholar André Lefevere (“Translated Literature” 76), effects 
a historical amnesia about all earlier multilingual configurations 
while it seeks to deter future turns to any language other than the 
solely sanctioned “mother tongue.”

the mother tongue: a linguistic  
family romance

The “mother tongue” is the affective knot at the center of the 
monolingual paradigm and therefore a knot worth unraveling. 
This knot relies heavily on the invocation of the maternal, with-
out however necessarily referencing actual mothers.31 As the dis-
cussion of Schleiermacher begins to illustrate, the “mother” in 
“mother tongue” stands in for the allegedly organic nature of 
this structure by supplying it with notions of maternal origin, 
affective and corporeal intimacy, and natural kinship. Yet the 
emotional and ideological connotations of “mother tongue” on 
which Schleiermacher draws and with which we are still famil-
iar today are themselves historical artifacts and not transhistori-
cal constants. Originally a Latin term, lingua materna was used 
in the Middle Ages and the Early Modern period to refer to lay 
people’s vernaculars in contrast to learned Latin.32 Mutterspra-
che first began to be an emotionalized term in the late eighteenth 
century, when it was newly linked to a notion of linguistic social-
ization—that is, at the same time as the monolingual paradigm 
took shape. This change itself occurred in the context of larger 
social and political transformations that produced new and inter-
related conceptions of family, kinship, motherhood, nation, and 
state. The family, for instance, only then began to be thought of 
as consisting solely of biological kin and excluding other mem-
bers of the household such as servants. This rethinking corre-
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Introduction 11

sponded to the reorganization of labor and the household that 
resulted in a stricter separation of the private and public realms. 
The new context defined (bourgeois) motherhood increasingly as 
the site of affective care rather than simply physical care.33 It was 
this image of the bourgeois mother that entered into the modern 
“mother tongue” discourse.

That the ensuing constellation of “mother” and “language” 
continues to be a complicated one is demonstrated by the diverse 
perspectives on it among contemporary feminists. Some feminist 
critics celebrate the “mother tongue” as bearing residues or traces 
of the maternal body. Feminists who view the mother tongue in 
this manner valorize it as the expression of the repressed and 
dominated maternal and set it against male authority.34 Yet, other 
feminists, working within a psychoanalytic framework, stress 
the divergence between the maternal and the linguistic. For in-
stance, some readings align the maternal with the pre-Oedipal 
and preverbal. Developed in particular by Julia Kristeva, this vi-
sion sees the maternal as preceding language. Kristeva’s proposed 
structure thus locates language and the law of the father as sepa-
rate from the mother, who is “pure bodily closeness” (Johnson, 
Mother Tongues 66). A third strand, which guides my approach 
here, rejects both of these utopian figurations of the mother. As 
feminist philosopher Rosi Braidotti puts it, “Lacanian psycho-
analysis shows us that there is no such [ . . . ] thing as a mother 
tongue, that all tongues carry the name of the father and are 
stamped by its register” (Nomadic Subjects 11). For Braidotti, 
“mother” does not stand for something outside the law of the fa-
ther but rather resides squarely within it. Nevertheless, the moth-
er’s body and all that it suggests about affection, proximity, and 
presence continues to function implicitly in the still-active con-
cept of the mother tongue.

The complex imbrication of the mother’s body with language 
and male authority is underscored by media theorist Friedrich 
Kittler’s historical account of the turn to phonetics in literacy 
education.35 Around 1800, the bourgeois mother began to be in-
corporated into the role of teaching her children to read. Kit-
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Introduction12

tler demonstrates in great detail how the mother’s mouth be-
came the central conduit in the production of proper sounds in 
the mother tongue.36 The child was supposed to see and hear the 
mother’s mouth produce sound at the same time that she pointed 
to the corresponding written letter. Thereby, a connection would 
emerge between the mother’s mouth, the sound, and the letter. 
The mother, however, was first instructed in textbooks by male 
experts in how to produce the sounds properly. Her body was 
meant to function as a medium for those male experts in their 
attempt to control the proper (re)production of language. As 
this scenario strikingly demonstrates, the “mother tongue” com-
ing out of a women’s mouth was not just any language that a 
mother spoke, but rather the result of male ventriloquism. While 
this technique supported the ongoing standardization of the lan-
guage, it also relied on the child’s associating the written letter 
with the proximity and intimacy of the maternal body.

As this historical account illustrates, the manufactured prox-
imity between “mother” and “language” stages the fantasy be-
hind the modern notion of the mother tongue—namely, that 
the mother tongue emanates from the mother’s body. This no-
tion indicates that, within the monolingual paradigm, “mother 
tongue” is more than a metaphor. Instead, it constitutes a con-
densed narrative about origin and identity. Freud describes ori-
gin fantasies that take the shape of narratives in order to give rise 
to new subjects as “family romances.” In these family romances, 
children reimagine parents in a grandiose manner in order to de-
flect their growing sense of the parents’ ordinariness.37 Using this 
basic structure, I propose to read the modern notion of “mother 
tongue” as a linguistic family romance. The linguistic family 
romance helps to fantasize a bodily as well as familial ground-
ing in language that does not exist, say, in Schleiermacher’s im-
age of language as changeable horses strapped to a carriage. At 
the same time, this model offers a blueprint for tracing the emer-
gence of possible alternative family romances that produce differ-
ent conceptions of the relationship between languages and sub-
jects and the origins of their affective ties. As we will see, the 
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Introduction 13

key elements of this linguistic family romance—namely, affect, 
gender, and kinship, tied to a story of origin and identity—re-
appear in numerous texts, albeit in altered form. Yoko Tawada, 
for instance, interpellates a German typewriter as her new  
“Sprachmutter” (language mother), in an ironic reversal of the or-
ganicist notions of “Muttersprache” (mother language). Time and 
again, going beyond the mother tongue towards a potential multi-
lingual paradigm entails rewriting this linguistic family romance.

The notion of the unique “mother” insists on one predeter-
mined and socially sanctioned language as the single locus of af-
fect and attachment and thus attempts to obscure the possibility 
that languages other than the first or even primary one can take 
on emotional meaning. However, despite these strictures, differ-
ent languages can and do elicit heterogeneous affective invest-
ments and emotional reactions. In fact, as psychoanalyst Jacque-
line Amati-Mehler and her colleagues note, new languages can 
open up “new intellectual and affective pathways.”38 Such a no-
tion differs from presumptions that the mother tongue is always 
the language of emotion and subsequent languages are merely 
languages of distance and detachment.39 In the case of Kafka, 
for instance, French serves to negotiate a much-needed opening 
between German and Yiddish, as I demonstrate in chapter 1. For 
Özdamar, on the other hand, German is the language in which 
she successfully works through trauma that took place in Turk-
ish, her erstwhile “mother tongue” (see chapter 4).

The fact that “mother tongue” is a highly ideological, charged, 
and misleading term is in some ways easy to recognize. Yet sim-
ply avoiding this term and substituting it with a more neutral 
one, such as “first language,” does not in itself resolve the issues 
tied up in it. The conception of language, origin, and identity 
that “mother tongue” marks is very much in effect today, even 
when the term itself is not explicitly invoked.40 It is therefore use-
ful to think with this term rather than to ignore it. In fact, I ar-
gue that it is the affectively charged dimension of the “mother 
tongue” that accounts for the persistence of the monolingual par-
adigm and its homologous logic. We thus need to work through 
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Introduction14

the mother tongue and not simply sidestep its force. Viewed from 
this vantage point, writing “beyond the mother tongue” does 
not simply mean writing in a nonnative language or in multiple 
languages. Rather, it means writing beyond the concept of the 
mother tongue.

situating BEYOND THE MOTHER TONGUE

The postmonolingual perspective helps to throw a new light on 
the simultaneous presence and absence of multilingual dimen-
sions across many disciplines. As Doris Sommer demonstrates in 
her important contribution to a “bilingual aesthetics,” multiple 
languages appear in the margins or even at the center of many 
twentieth-century texts from philosophy, linguistics, psychology, 
literary and cultural criticism, and political theory, but remain 
unexplored. She points, for example, to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
philosophy of language, and draws attention to the fact that he 
seems to explore every possible language game, but does not ever 
consider “bilingual games,” although he himself lived in multiple 
languages.41 Yet, Wittgenstein’s insistence on publishing the Ger-
man original of his text in the English edition of his work leads 
to the bilingualism of his Philosophical Investigations, in which 
German and English face each other on opposite pages. Such a 
“language game” goes “unremarked while monolanguage games 
get tireless attention from Wittgenstein,” Sommer comments (Bi-
lingual Aesthetics 159). With the lens of the present study, Witt-
genstein’s practice becomes legible as caught up in the postmono-
lingual condition. In contrast to scholars such as Sommer, who 
emphasize multilingual experimentation alone, this book keeps 
its focus on the tension between experimental practices and the 
dominant paradigm in order to explore why and how the mono-
lingual persists even in the face of multilingual forays.

This focus on the postmonolingual tension is enabled by the 
interdisciplinary scholarship of the last two decades that has 
brought out the significance of multilingualism, albeit not that 
of monolingualism. Since the 1990s, literary and cultural studies 
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Introduction 15

have begun in earnest to note multilingualism both in the present 
and in the past. Because of the amnesia about multilingualism, 
the first step has been to reestablish its existence as a widespread 
phenomenon. Building on the pioneering but long ignored work of 
Leonard Forster, contemporary literary scholars have expanded 
on his initial archive of multilingualism in literature.42 This has 
meant collecting diverse forms of multilingualism—from authors 
writing in two or more languages (such as Samuel Beckett, Yoko 
Tawada), writing in a so-called nonnative language (such as Jo-
seph Conrad, Edwige Danticat), to mixing different languages in 
one text (such as James Joyce, Gloria Anzaldúa), to simply be-
ing multilingual, while writing in one language (such as Anita 
Desai).43 Considering the twentieth century alone, these archives 
help to reveal the significance of multilingualism for modernism 
on the one hand and for postcolonial and transnational writing 
on the other. The makeup of Beyond the Mother Tongue pays 
heed to both of these realms of multilingual writing, and com-
bines two chapters exploring a modernist framework (Kafka, 
Adorno) with three chapters exploring the globalizing present 
(Tawada, Özdamar, Zaimoğlu).

However, as this grouping of authors reveals, my archive differs 
from that of most scholars working in literary multilingualism. 
Most significantly, much scholarship on multilingualism focuses 
on constellations that involve English. Evelyn Ch’ien even goes so 
far as to claim that “weird English constitutes the new language 
of literature” (Weird English 4). Yet “weird German”—a version 
of which I will discuss via Zaimoğlu’s book Kanak Sprak (Kanak 
Speak) in chapter 5—and many other multilingualized languages 
surely are also producing new literary effects.44 It is also impor-
tant to understand that the global circulation of English may even 
have limiting effects for multilingual experimentation. Tawada’s 
German and Japanese writing, for instance, frequently builds on 
the presumption that her audiences do not understand one of the 
two languages she uses and therefore listen to its sounds or con-
sider its forms more closely, a situation that would be radically 
different if she wrote in English and Japanese. To be sure, English 
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Introduction16

figures as an important element of multilingualism in other places 
in this book, such as in its role in defining the place and racial-
ized masculinity of young male migrants in Germany (chapter 5). 
However, considering constellations that involve languages other 
than English also opens up a view of different historical legacies. 
While the postcolonial legacy of German continues to be investi-
gated, German has figured more prominently as a post-Holocaust 
language.45 Embracing such a “tainted” language and bringing it 
into contact with others thus has different connotations, both for 
Jewish and non-Jewish writers of German, as chapter 2 demon-
strates with regard to the crucial function of the “foreign-derived 
word” for Adorno’s attachment to the language after Auschwitz. 
Beyond the Mother Tongue thus aims to contribute to the decen-
tering of the study of multilingualism as a phenomenon limited 
to English.

This book’s interest in monolingualism is partially inspired by 
Jacques Derrida and his reflections on the topic. In his autobio-
graphically informed book, Monolingualism of the Other, or, the 
Prosthesis of Origin, which I discuss at greater length in chapter 
1, Derrida suggests the exclusionary institutional force of this con-
cept as well as the inherent fissures that could help unravel it. In his 
focus on monolingualism, even if it is the “monolingualism of the 
Other,” he tends to overlook multilingualism too completely, how-
ever.46 His discussion of German-Jewish political theorist Han-
nah Arendt’s famous 1964 TV interview “Was bleibt? Es bleibt die 
Muttersprache” (What Remains? The Mother Tongue Remains), 
for instance, demonstrates this tendency. In that interview with a 
West German TV station, Arendt insists on the singularity of the 
German “mother tongue” and the place it occupies for her. Just as 
she attempts to articulate this position, however, she is suddenly at 
a loss for words and briefly switches into English.47 This momen-
tary code-switching constitutes a multilingual practice that slips 
into the very assertion of the unalterable monolingual core of the 
subject, and yet it has until now gone uncommented upon. Der-
rida beautifully unravels the notion of the singularity of the mother 
tongue that Arendt articulates, yet he does not register the multi-
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Introduction 17

lingual practice, and thus postmonolingual tension, that occur at 
the very moment of articulation.

The institutional nature of monolingualism is a significant as-
pect of the postmonolingual condition that other scholars are 
also beginning to stress. In an important contribution, Brian Len-
non draws attention specifically to the role of the Anglophone 
trade publishing industry and the ways in which its conventions 
stifle the actual expression of “plurilingualism,” his term for 
the presence of untranslated words, phrases, and passages from 
other languages in a text (In Babel’s Shadow). To put it in the 
terms suggested in the present book, Lennon demonstrates the 
workings of the monolingual paradigm in the very publishing 
of multilingual texts and the ways that industry actively limits 
the types of multilingualism that circulate widely in the public 
sphere. While Lennon’s case study of publishing is a timely inter-
vention, his exclusive focus on plurilingualism as a multilingual 
form cannot account for other writing strategies and the particu-
larity of their challenges to the monolingual paradigm. Beyond 
the Mother Tongue, in contrast, insists on the necessity of ana-
lyzing a range of forms that multilingual writing can take and of 
seeing these in their context.48

With its focus on “German” writing, this book not only con-
tributes to the ongoing discussion of multilingualism in Anglo-
phone literary and cultural studies, but also seeks to recast the 
German language both inside and outside German studies as de-
tached from German ethnicity. Instead of viewing German either 
as a dominant, oppressive language that is the property of so-
cially sanctioned, ethnically German subjects or, inversely, as a 
minor language threatened by global English, Beyond the Mother 
Tongue makes visible contradictory, changing, and surprising 
meanings that can accrue to the multilingualized language, espe-
cially when delinked from ethnicity.49 Even post-Holocaust Ger-
man can then become an antitraumatic, healing language in new 
ways and for different subjects, as chapter 4 shows.

Because of the long history of Jewish engagements with the 
German language and the rich tradition of thinking about Jew-
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Introduction18

ish multilingualism, (German-) Jewish studies informs the book 
throughout.50 As chronicled in chapter 1, neither Jewish mul-
tilingualism nor Jewish monolingualism ever fit easily into the 
monolingual paradigm. Contemporary reemergent multilingual-
ism can draw productively on the history of Jewish encounters 
with the monolingual paradigm, which now appears as a privi-
leged vantage point. In this regard, “Kafka,” specifically, con-
stitutes both a particular case of the postmonolingual condition 
and a shorthand for a linguistic position outside the monolin-
gual paradigm usefully employed in contemporary contexts. The 
postmonolingual lens this book offers may also productively be 
used to approach other German-Jewish writers than the ones dis-
cussed here. Paul Celan, for instance, famously dismissed the no-
tion of bilingualism in no uncertain terms and insisted on the 
singularity of the “mother tongue” for his poetry (“Antwort”). 
Yet the configuration of this mother tongue differed significantly 
from the monolingual ideal: although German was the language 
he learned from and spoke with his beloved mother, it was not 
sanctioned by ethnic, religious, or national categories. In the end, 
it was also the language of his mother’s murderers. At the same 
time, Celan was thoroughly multilingual in many ways: from his 
multilingual upbringing in Czernowitz and the fact that he never 
wrote in a purely monolingually German environment to his spe-
cific multilingual poetic practices. Charting the tension between 
his monolingual assertion and his multilingual contexts and 
practices may illuminate his work in new ways. In his case, voic-
ing adherence to the monolingual paradigm may even be a case of 
resistance precisely because he is not supposed to fit into it.

While notions of Jewish “assimilation into” and “enrichment 
of” German culture through the use of the German language had 
long prevailed in German-Jewish studies, alternative conceptu-
alizations have been emerging more recently.51 Stephan Braese’s 
study of German as a Jewish language is an important step in 
the reimagination of German beyond its status as the allegedly 
exclusive property of fully sanctioned, ethnic, Christian German 
speakers (Eine europäische Sprache). Braese’s account shows 
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Introduction 19

Jewish speakers of German as active and important agents vis-
à-vis the language rather than as passive assimilators to a ready-
made product. He thus contributes to a scholarly decentering of 
the purely national definition of the German “mother tongue” 
and provides evidence for the long-standing function of German 
as a nonethnic lingua franca.

As the final three chapters of this book argue, this decenter-
ing of German is not limited to the German-Jewish context but 
extends to contemporary “migratory settings” as well (Aydemir 
and Rotas). Expanding Braese’s use of the phrase, German may 
even be a “Turkish” language, or a “Kurdish” one, just as mi-
grations may have turned Turkish into a “German” language, as 
I elaborate in the concluding chapter. The parallels and differ-
ences between German-Jewish experiences with the monolingual 
paradigm and those of young Turkish-Germans that chapter 5 in 
particular draws out also situate the longer Jewish history with 
German in greater proximity to new globalized developments in 
contexts that might at first appear rather distant. Like a number 
of scholars, I believe that these two fields are not entirely sepa-
rate but that cross-connections exist. Following the lead of Leslie 
Adelson, this study takes up multilingualism as a site of “touch-
ing tales”—that is, as a site where “things Jewish” and “things 
Turkish” touch without being equated or translated into each 
other (The Turkish Turn 85).52

With two chapters on prominent Turkish-German writers, this 
book also participates in the field of Turkish-German studies. Like 
many other literatures born from migration, Turkish-German lit-
erature does not fit the monolingual paradigm. The majority of 
Turkish-German authors speak both languages, albeit with vary-
ing fluency. While most do not write in both languages, this mul-
tilingual context is ever-present in the reception of their works, if 
not their production.53 Scholars have long been preoccupied with 
the question of how to classify this literature, using differing la-
bels over the years.54 If this question continues to be unresolved 
today, it is not due to a lack of scholarly agreement, I contend, but 
rather to the challenge that this literature poses to conceptions 
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Introduction20

dominated by the monolingual paradigm.55 Existing categoriza-
tions are inadequate for literatures where the language(s) of the 
author, his or her ethnicity and residence as well as the content 
and the language(s) of their texts no longer fit the monolingual 
equation of language, ethnicity, and culture. Because of this pro-
nounced yet varied multilingual dimension, Turkish-German lit-
erature offers a fruitful site to investigate the tension between 
monolingual paradigm and multilingual practice.

Situating Turkish-German literature in relationship to the 
postmonolingual condition, in turn, adds a new analytic frame-
work to the study of this writing, which complements and broad-
ens existing approaches.56 By shifting the focus to the monolin-
gual paradigm, unexpected constellations and potential literary 
affiliations that had heretofore remained obscure can become vis-
ible, such as the ways in which Zaimoğlu’s Kanak Sprak relates to 
Kafka’s linguistic situation, on the one hand, and to James Joyce’s 
literary experiments, on the other. I consider this broadening as 
contributing to the project of undoing the “presumption,” criti-
cally diagnosed by Adelson, “that Turks figure a cultural differ-
ence and a social reality that are a priori known and knowable 
only in predetermined ways” (The Turkish Turn 17).

Among scholars investigating the multilingual dimension of 
Turkish-German literature, Azade Seyhan has been most force-
ful. In Writing outside the Nation, she specifically focuses on 
diasporic, exilic, and transnational literatures that are also mul-
tilingual in some form, adding a welcome comparative perspec-
tive through the inclusion of U.S. minority literatures alongside 
Turkish-German ones. Because of the particular nature of these 
texts, which frequently thematize loss and displacement, Sey-
han stresses the recuperative power of literature, where cultural 
memories of a lost land can be safeguarded and reconfigured. 
This approach yields valuable insights into some forms of mul-
tilingualism. However, it also risks limiting the understanding 
of other potential literary effects. While multilingualism can in-
deed be used to restore and recuperate loss and memory, it can 
also function to liberate from and challenge the mother tongue, 
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Introduction 21

as this study emphasizes. More importantly, while “bi- and mul-
tilingualism” are important reference points for Seyhan through-
out her study, her actual analyses do not necessarily highlight 
multiple linguistic perspectives. In her readings of Özdamar, to 
which I return in chapter 4, for instance, Seyhan offers insight-
ful readings of the Turkish linguistic dimension inherent in Öz-
damar’s literary texts. Yet the impact of the German dimension 
of this writing remains absent from her discussion. This book, in 
contrast, proposes to think multilingualism in open-ended ways 
and from multiple vantage points simultaneously.

But how does a postmonolingual mode of reading—that is, a 
mode of reading that is attentive to both multilingual practices 
and the monolingual paradigm—proceed, and what does it re-
veal? A return to the artwork that I introduced at the outset dem-
onstrates the productivity of this approach.

WORDSEARCH : a postmonolingual reading

The difficulty of moving into a new multilingual paradigm is ex-
emplified by the artwork Wordsearch. A closer look at Sander’s 
piece demonstrates that even forms that appear to be highly mul-
tilingual may ultimately follow a monolingual paradigm and thus 
do not automatically carry an innovative potential. Most strik-
ingly, Wordsearch’s focus on the image of societal multilingual-
ism in a global city, in fact, rests on a conception of the mono-
lingualism of individuals. The magazine insert, which functions 
as the catalogue to the final art piece, features numerous full-
page color photographs of individuals in the midst of their busy 
workdays as they take a moment to write down their particular 
words on pieces of paper. In these pictures, the catalogue high-
lights the individuals constituting the multilingual global city as 
speakers of distinct mother tongues who are effectively associ-
ated with that language only. Although the magazine insert men-
tions the multilingual competencies of the pictured individuals 
(Deutsche Bank Art 28; “Julia [ . . . ] speaks Tajiki, Russian, and 
English”), it identifies them solely with one language, their osten-
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Introduction22

sible mother tongue: Julia is introduced under the heading “Ta-
jiki” and is asked to contribute a word from this one language 
only. While the artwork does render the social space as marked 
by the presence of multiple disparate languages, it also continues 
to cast the individual according to a monolingual model where all 
languages but the singular mother tongue are treated as second-
ary and irrelevant.

The claim to the exclusivity of the mother tongue, however, 
rests on the continued disavowal of multilingualism. Like Ju-
lia, many of the participating individuals actually speak mul-
tiple languages, as the brief notes on the speakers in the cata-
logue and the accompanying website reveal. Gambian immigrant 
Sanna Kanuteh, who contributes a word in the West African lan-
guage Soninke, for instance, also speaks “nine languages,” with 
Soninke just “one of his mother tongues.”57 By denying what it 
also acknowledges on the margins, the artwork effects a form of 
disavowal: “I know very well that these are speakers of multiple 
languages but nevertheless I will present them as possessing a 
single language only.” This “I know very well, but nevertheless” 
structure is, of course, the signature of fetishism. Fetishism, we 
recall, preserves the wholeness of the mother in order to disavow 
castration and lack.58 In the case of the monolingual paradigm, 
it is the mother tongue whose wholeness and exclusivity needs to 
be preserved.

What is at stake in this staging of individuals as primarily 
monolingual, as defined by their mother tongue, when at the 
same time they are posited as the building blocks of a larger mul-
tilingual whole? Throughout the catalogue text, printed in both 
English and German, the predominantly German commentators 
equate language with culture. Sander, for instance, states about 
the prospective reader of her translinguistic sculpture: “through 
the use of his language [. . .] the reader finds his own culture of 
origin represented” (“Wordsearch, 2002” 17).59 The reference to 
“origin” suggests that the term “culture” is in fact used in the 
anthropological sense of ethnicity. The prevalence of embassies 
and consulates as sources for native speakers for the project ex-
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Introduction 23

tends and further underscores the assumed homology between 
language, culture, ethnicity, and nationality that underwrites 
the project.60 The insistence on identifying the individual with 
one language only—namely, the presumed mother tongue—then 
amounts to the insistence on the continued validity of a Herd-
erian conception of language. The individual, in other words, be-
comes the site (or scale) at which the Herderian conception can be 
preserved even in the face of globalization.

To understand more fully the stakes behind reestablishing the 
distinctness of cultures and ethnicities, it is necessary to turn to 
another issue that Wordsearch raises but does not explicitly ad-
dress. The project is the brainchild of a German artist who real-
izes it for a nominally German, but in fact transnational financial 
institution. To explore the coexistence of multiple languages, she 
turns to New York rather than considering a German site. Frank-
furt am Main, the bank’s headquarters, would have been a viable 
alternative as it is one of the country’s most diverse, multiethnic, 
and multilingual cities.61 Instead, it serves only as a place of re-
ception, where the entire New York Times issue with the Word-
search insert was printed by special arrangement and distributed 
to pedestrians on the same day. As so often since the nineteenth 
century, the United States—and New York in particular—serves 
as a site for German fantasies about cultural heterogeneity that 
are implicitly contrasted with an imagined German homogene-
ity.62 Wordsearch displaces multilingualism outside Germany, 
into a space whose globalized and transnational nature is more 
readily recognized and acceptable than that of Germany. The dis-
placed form of the project’s multilingualism offers a safe distance 
for savoring difference and internal heterogeneity without having 
to acknowledge it at home. Ultimately, the assertion of the dis-
tinctness and separateness of cultures and ethnicities attempts to 
assuage the often-voiced German fears of being leveled by global-
ization. Rather than reconfiguring and altering languages, cul-
tures, and ethnicities, the Wordsearch catalogue presents global-
ization as preserving and accommodating them harmoniously. 
The configuration of languages in this artwork thus carefully 
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Introduction24

manages difference by producing it along preserved homoge-
neous, ethno-cultural lines and by situating it outside Germany. 
Multilingualism, in other words, does not simply constitute a 
straightforward expression of multiplicity, but rather a malleable 
form that can be put to different, and contradictory uses.

Wordsearch itself demonstrates this possibility in its dual 
form. The catalogue to Wordsearch is after all only one side of 
this artwork. The final piece itself lays out an entirely different 
logic. In contrast to the emphasis on particularity, cultural ori-
gin, and identity in the colorful catalogue, and to its stress on 
hand-written, and thus authenticated, words, the final “translin-
guistic sculpture” itself celebrates abstraction, universality, and 
equivalency. The arrangement of the words in stock market ta-
bles suggests that language is a commodity to be traded like any 
other, while translation becomes the means of producing equiva-
lency and surplus value. As in a financial dream, the collected 
words begin to multiply; through translation, the starting capital 
of 250 words generates a massive 62,500.

This proliferation differs from heteroglossia by its very order-
liness.63 While multilingual environments generally lead to lan-
guage contact and thus to new linguistic forms via borrowing 
and code-mixing, the words in these stock market columns stay 
separate and untouched by each other. They too, thus, reproduce 
globalization as a process that preserves distinctness. In this case, 
the unchanged nature of the words obscures the results of the 
global financial activity to which the arrangement of the words 
refers—namely, the deep-seated transformations such financial 
activity causes, the destabilization it brings, and the uneven dis-
tribution of wealth to which it leads.

Between the pictures of individuals in the catalogue and the 
endless columns of words in the verbal sculpture, Wordsearch 
performs multilingualism as a fantasy of preserved particulari-
ties and individuality, on the one hand, and as a fantasy of com-
plete equivalency, anonymity, and unencumbered universality of 
the financial markets, on the other. Given this perfect self-im-
age of neoliberal globalization, it may be symptomatic that an 

Yildiz, Yasemin. Beyond the Mother Tongue : The Postmonolingual Condition, University of Virginia Press, 2013. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/upenn-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3239621.
Created from upenn-ebooks on 2020-01-28 17:11:01.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

3.
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f V

irg
in

ia
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Introduction 25

art critic refers to Wordsearch as an “artwork” and “exhibition” 
by Sander (Gregory Volk), while a business news report calls it 
a Deutsche Bank “integrated advertising campaign” (Business-
wire). Through its form, Wordsearch enacts the tension between 
reemergent multilingualism and persistent monolingualism that 
defines the postmonolingual condition, but it does so in a way 
that recasts the monolingual paradigm for a new age and thus 
retains it.

outline of the book

As the example of Wordsearch begins to indicate, the configura-
tion of languages in aesthetic works shapes how social formations 
are imagined. That is, the particular form of multilingualism in 
a given cultural text encodes visions of social formations, indi-
viduals, and modes of belonging. As a result, the fact that an art-
work—or any other cultural production—features multiple lan-
guages does not automatically mean that it stands for pluralism 
or multiplicity. Not the fact of multiple languages, but the form in 
which they are brought together and related to entities such as the 
social, the individual, and the affective plane matters. The work 
of multilingualism in the cultural sphere can thus only be under-
stood if the particular form it takes is analyzed. Therefore, each 
of the subsequent chapters focuses on specific formal strategies of 
breaking with the premises of monolingualism and evaluates the 
promises and shortcomings of those strategies. While these strat-
egies of literary multilingualism are in the forefront, my analysis 
also takes into account multilingualism in everyday practices. In 
many cases, the texts I examine take everyday practices (such as 
code-switching) as a starting point, yet they rework them in dif-
ferent ways. In other words, literary multilingualism may relate 
to quotidian, sociolinguistic practices but does not simply reflect 
them. In contrast to Wordsearch, the literary and essayistic texts 
to which I turn in the remainder of the book configure languages 
in ways that imagine new formations, subjects, and modes of be-
longing and, most crucially, offer a more critical way of dealing 
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Introduction26

with the monolingual paradigm. Though the texts that I consider 
grapple with the ongoing force of the “mother tongue,” they do 
so in ways that seek to disrupt the homology between language 
and ethno-cultural identity that the paradigm installs. In the pro-
cess, they create a wide variety of multilingual aesthetics.

While monolingualism is a quintessentially modern structure, 
it is modernism that most clearly begins to unsettle it and that at-
tempts to find ways out of it, even if the language crisis that ani-
mates modernism is generally articulated around “language” in 
the singular. The first two chapters of Beyond the Mother Tongue 
therefore consider authors working within a modernist frame-
work. Because the book is interested in the force of the monolin-
gual paradigm, however, it focuses on authors who seem to be 
indebted to it to some degree. Chapter 1 turns to Franz Kafka, 
who wrote in one language only, yet nevertheless did not fit eas-
ily into the monolingual paradigm because he did not have a so-
cially sanctioned “mother tongue.” As a Jewish speaker of Ger-
man in the increasingly polarized multilingual environment of 
early twentieth-century Prague, Kafka had to contend with what 
Derrida calls the “monolingualism of the Other.” I focus on Kaf-
ka’s 1911 encounter with the Yiddish theater, which not only pre-
pared the artistic breakthrough to his mature style, as has been 
well documented, but also, I argue, confronted him with a lan-
guage through which Jews could potentially inhabit the monolin-
gual paradigm. Although Kafka never considered writing in Yid-
dish, this chapter reveals that his writings about that language 
productively altered his relationship to the German language and 
allowed him to express the uncanniness of his “mother tongue.”

Chapter 2 takes up a form of multilingualism frequently over-
looked in contemporary scholarship in the field—namely, the 
presence within a given language of other languages via words of 
foreign derivation. Their presence constitutes a form of “internal 
multilingualism,” as I call it, that inheres in all languages but that 
takes on different meanings in different contexts. Foreign-derived 
words have long been the objects of charged attacks by language 
purists, who have treated them as intruders to be repelled and ex-
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Introduction 27

cised from a “mother tongue” held to be pure. With his privileging 
of the German language, German-Jewish philosopher Theodor 
W. Adorno would not seem to be an obvious choice for thinking 
about multilingualism. Yet essays such as “Words from Abroad” 
(1959) offer important insights into Fremdwörter (words of for-
eign derivation) as indicative of the tensions of the postmono-
lingual condition. Adorno, who grew up at the historical height 
of chauvinistic anti-Fremdwort sentiment in the early twentieth 
century, explicitly comments on this category at significant mo-
ments in the development of his thought. In Minima Moralia, he 
memorably calls Fremdwörter “the Jews of language,” thus sug-
gestively linking linguistic conditions and historical experiences 
(200; tr. 110). In reading both his explicit commentary on these 
“words from abroad” and his own writing practice in drawing on 
them, this chapter shows how Adorno held on to German even 
after Auschwitz: he redefines the presence of the unassimilated 
Fremdwort as the core characteristic of the German language 
that retains the memory of enforced foreignness and fundamental 
alienation. As my chapter demonstrates, moreover, Adorno con-
sistently relies on the interplay between “native” and “foreign-
derived” words as part of his dialectical mode of writing, a strat-
egy that turns his writing into a critically postmonolingual form.

The next three chapters move from the post–World War II pe-
riod to the post–Cold War present and to prominent contempo-
rary writers who embrace a much more visible multilingualism 
than Kafka or Adorno. Chapter 3 discusses a writer who draws 
on earlier avant-garde and modernist forms of writing, yet trans-
forms these in new, globalized ways. It focuses specifically on 
“bilingual writing,” defined here as writing and publishing in 
two (or more) languages.64 Since the late 1980s, Yoko Tawada 
has produced two minimally overlapping oeuvres in Japanese and 
in German, for which she has been recognized separately in both 
countries. In contrast to her most famous twentieth-century pre-
decessors in bilingual writing, Beckett and Nabokov, however, 
she does not go through periods of only writing in one of her 
languages, but rather uses the defamiliarizing effect of constantly 
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Introduction28

switching between them. As this chapter demonstrates, Tawada’s 
particular multilingual strategies serve to illuminate and alter a 
condition not often recognized as problematic—namely, inclu-
sion into the monolingual paradigm. With Tawada we can see 
the cost of this inclusion, in addition to the forms of exclusion il-
luminated by the other writers.

While Tawada can be described as an expatriate writer in Ger-
many, the last two chapters turn to multilingual effects coming 
out of different modalities of movement in the late twentieth-
century: exile and mass migration. As a result of postwar labor 
recruitment, Germany has become home to a large resident Turk-
ish community. The last two writers considered both hail from 
this group, although they belong to different generations and are 
differently situated in relationship to the monolingual paradigm. 
The striking dimension of Emine Sevgi Özdamar’s texts has long 
been recognized as her strategy of literally translating Turkish 
expressions into German, thereby creating a jarring and poetic 
effect. This multilingual form, which I refer to as “literal transla-
tion” and which has analogues among postcolonial writers such 
as Gabriel Okara, has been primarily read as an expression of 
migration. My reading of Özdamar’s key text “Mutterzunge” 
(Mother Tongue, 1990), however, reveals a different underlying 
issue that this form addresses, which is the traumatic experience 
of state violence prior to migration. Özdamar’s literal transla-
tions both recall and forget that violence in German and in the 
process become a means of working through the original trauma, 
underscoring the affective possibilities opened up by going be-
yond the mother tongue.

In contrast to Özdamar and Tawada, who both arrived in Ger-
many as adults and learned (one of) their literary language(s) be-
latedly, Feridun Zaimoğlu grew up with two languages from the 
start, so that German was never a foreign language to him. Yet 
it has been difficult for him, as it has for many nonethnic Ger-
mans, to be accepted as a legitimate user of the language by his 
ethnically German compatriots, confirming how the monolin-
gual paradigm reproduces ethnically based exclusions. Accord-
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Introduction 29

ing to this logic, a “Turk” could only ever have Turkish as his 
mother tongue never German, and certainly not both. In his best-
seller Kanak Sprak (1995), Zaimoğlu responds to this situation 
by creating a stylized language inspired by the code-switching 
creativity of socially marginalized young Turkish-German men. 
In a virtuoso performance mixing different codes drawn from 
such diverse sources as biblical German, hip-hop English, and 
Germanized Yiddish to render a provocative, dense, and highly 
original language, Zaimoğlu aims to unsettle the exclusionary 
logic of the monolingual paradigm by laying claim to a broad 
linguistic home. His book thus allows a consideration of the par-
ticular multilingual form of “mixed writing”—that is, of featur-
ing multiple languages within one literary text. The surprising 
absence of Turkish from this mix, however—an absence moti-
vated by fear of “feminization”—indicates that even innovative 
and critical projects of multilingualism remain haunted by as-
pects of the paradigm.

The concluding chapter reflects on the political significance of 
introducing a postmonolingual analysis today. It takes stock of 
contradictory developments in contemporary Germany and sug-
gests a highly “selective” embrace of multilingualism at work. 
Asking how a critical multilingual paradigm might look based 
on the readings developed throughout this book, it finally offers 
an alternative conceptualization of the mother tongue that disag-
gregates linguistic origins, communal belongings, and affective 
investments.

Multilingual forms are most productive and promising when 
they help to change the conceptual frameworks through which 
we perceive languages and the arenas in which they circulate. A 
critical multilingualism can help open “new affective paths” via 
linguistic practices not tied to kinship and ethnic identity. As this 
book argues throughout, the postmonolingual condition holds 
this promise, but without guarantees.
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue
Monolingualism and Jewishness  
in Franz Kafka

producing monolingualism  
in a multilingual context

With the current revalorization of multilingualism, the Austro-
Hungarian empire has gained importance as a reference point.1 
In contrast to the German Kaiserreich, which was conceived as 
a monolingual nation-state, the Habsburg empire acknowledged 
its broad multilingual makeup in its political structure. Yet the 
multilingualism of the empire does not offer a positive model to 
be emulated in the present. In fact it cautions us against facile cel-
ebration of what appears to be a state of multilingualism without 
closer scrutiny of its configuration of—and its underlying prem-
ises regarding—language, culture, and ethnicity. For the mul-
tilingualism of the empire increasingly shifted from being con-
stituted by subjects with diverse multilingual competences to a 
multilingualism constituted by the side-by-side existence of a se-
ries of monolingual communities. Through educational and cul-
tural policies, such as the opening of separate schools, the mul-
tilingual empire increasingly produced monolingual subjects and 
participated in what Hanna Burger calls the “expulsion of mul-
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 31

tilingualism” (“Vertreibung der Mehrsprachigkeit”). Thus, what 
looks like a multilingual context can indeed be governed by a 
monolingual paradigm.2

This insight puts a prominent “multilingual” site such as early 
twentieth-century Prague in a new light. A city in which Ger-
man and Czech were historically anchored and widely spoken, 
Prague became one of the frontlines in the language wars of the 
Austro-Hungarian empire.3 By the turn of the twentieth century, 
a primarily Czech-speaking majority with national aspirations 
was fighting against the dominance of a small, primarily Ger-
man-speaking middle and upper class whose power was gradu-
ally eroding. Because nationalist movements—be they Czech or 
German—treated a person’s native language as a solid indica-
tor of his or her nationality, they were invested in asserting that 
the people they represented had only one language. In this man-
ner, an increasingly combative nationalism propelled the turn 
to monolingualism and sought to discourage existing practices 
and attitudes that crisscrossed between languages.4 The city’s lin-
guistic situation was thus “multilingual” insofar as multiple lan-
guages were spoken, but increasingly “monolingual” in the man-
ner in which individuals were forced to conceive of themselves as 
members of one language community only.

Early twentieth-century Prague was then not just a site of ten-
sions between specific languages and language communities who 
fought for hegemony, as has been so well documented already. 
Rather, as my framework suggests, it was also a site of tensions 
between different linguistic paradigms: a multilingual paradigm, 
in which linguistic practices did not necessarily follow exclusive 
identitarian logics, and an emergent monolingual one, for which 
the connection between language and identity was paramount. 
Even as multilingual practices persisted to differing degrees, how-
ever, it was the monolingual paradigm’s conception of subjects, 
communities, and modes of belonging that carried the day. In this 
conception, the “mother tongue” was the medium through which 
one was tied organically to one’s nation as well as the only basis 
of access to proper subjectivity and legitimacy.
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue32

This ascendant monolingual paradigm, in which mother 
tongue putatively equaled nationality, persisted even in the face of 
its own inconsistency, as nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 
German-speaking Jews experienced firsthand. In Prague, as in 
many parts of the Austro-Hungarian empire, the Jewish minority 
had predominantly embraced German as their language by the 
nineteenth century. In fact, more than half of German-speakers 
in the city were Jewish (Spector 4). This attachment arose from 
the particular emancipatory promise of German-language cul-
ture in the late eighteenth century and was encouraged by leading 
Jewish thinkers such as Moses Mendelssohn. Austrian emperor 
Joseph II’s 1782 Edict of Toleration, which allowed Central Eu-
ropean Jews entry into the gentile world for the first time, seemed 
to manifest this promise in political terms, while the writings of 
Lessing, Schiller, and Goethe offered a cultural vision of belong-
ing to which their Jewish readers responded strongly. Yet most 
Christian Germans did not accept German-speaking Jews as part 
of their community or view them as fellow Germans, just as most 
Christian Czechs did not accept Czech-speaking Jews as Czechs. 
As the assimilated Jewish communities experienced, the link be-
tween mother tongue and identity, solid and unbreachable ac-
cording to the monolingual paradigm, was in fact highly tenuous.

How does one relate to languages and write in such a con-
text? This complex political and cultural conjunction proved fer-
tile ground for literature.5 Prague was home to a large number 
of significant German-language writers, many of them Jewish.6 
Yet while writers such as Franz Werfel, Max Brod, Egon Erwin 
Kisch, and Hugo Bergmann shared a linguistic predicament, 
their aesthetic production sharply differed from each other and 
from that of their most famous peer, Franz Kafka, whose writ-
ing constitutes the focus of this chapter.7 More so than his fellow 
writers, Kafka explored from within the impossibility of the lin-
guistic situation in which he found himself, a situation brought 
about by the monolingual paradigm.

The combination of Kafka’s distinct writing style and his com-
plex linguistic situation has given rise to numerous claims about 
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the status of his language. To this day, Kafka’s language contin-
ues to be a controversial site at which competing models of lin-
guistic affiliation are formulated. Already in the 1960s, critics de-
bated whether the peculiarity of Kafka’s literary language could 
be related to a linguistic entity other than standard High Ger-
man—namely, the distinct Prague dialect.8 This debate occurred 
at a time when Prague German was almost extinct as a spoken 
community language due to the Holocaust and large-scale popu-
lation movements after the war. When scholars considered Kaf-
ka’s language as Prague German at that point, it appeared as a 
dead language belonging to a specific time and place. Given that 
many German speakers in Prague were Jewish, this reference also 
gestured to what some critics implicitly presumed to be a specifi-
cally Jewish form of local German.

More recently, scholars have attempted to relate Kafka’s writ-
ing explicitly to languages considered Jewish. On the one hand, 
David Suchoff, citing Yoram Ben-David, speaks of Kafka’s writ-
ings as “exercises in ‘how to write Hebrew in German words’” 
(255). Pascale Casanova, in a short section of her book The World 
Republic of Letters, on the other hand, situates Kafka with other 
“translated men,” primarily Anglophone and Francophone post-
colonial writers, and asserts that Kafka’s work “can be consid-
ered as entirely translated from a language that he could not 
write, Yiddish” (269). These scholarly evaluations move in dif-
ferent directions. Suchoff attempts to bring out a more Jewish 
Kafka. In his account, the assertion of a positive Jewish identifi-
cation rests on a linguistic claim of proximity to Hebrew. For Ca-
sanova, in contrast, Kafka’s Jewishness is secondary to the fact 
of his “translated” nature, which gives him a more recognizable, 
even “contemporary” place in world literature.

Even when scholars highlight Kafka’s relation to the German 
language, their view of this relationship varies. As Gilles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari argue in their influential study, Kafka: To-
ward a Minor Literature, Kafka’s writing amounts to an inten-
sification and subversion of the German language from within. 
They do not relate Kafka’s literary language back either to a di-
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alect, or to other languages, but rather to an aesthetic form in 
which he is said to bring out the “polylingualism” of language in 
general. On this basis, they define “minor” literature as a form of 
writing in a major, well-established language, such as German, in 
a way that destabilizes it.9 Against such attempts to account for 
Kafka’s literary language through recourse to other languages, 
local dialects, or even anticanonical aesthetics, other critics, such 
as the eminent Kafka scholar Stanley Corngold, emphasize Kaf-
ka’s affinity to canonical German literary traditions and his in-
debtedness to Goethe.

These contradictory assessments arise, I suggest, because Kaf-
ka’s writing itself explores the modern problem of a putative ho-
mology between native language and ethno-cultural identity—
that is, the monolingual paradigm—in a concentrated manner as 
part of his very aesthetics. Although raised in an environment in 
which multiple languages were spoken, and personally fluent in 
a number of languages, Kafka wrote his literary texts indeed en-
tirely in German.10 Neither the context, in which he confronted 
social challenges to his claim on his primary language, nor his 
own multilingual competence led him to consider writing in an-
other language, or even to incorporate other languages in any 
immediately visible way into his texts.11 He thus fashioned him-
self as a monolingual writer. Yet the context necessarily left a 
mark on his writing as it continuously forced him to reflect on 
his relationship to language. Ultimately, Kafka embraced a para-
digm that fundamentally excluded him and from this impossible 
situation developed his characteristic high modernist aesthetics 
of negativity.

What Kafka helps to reveal, then, is the force of the monolin-
gual paradigm even for those excluded from it. The postmonolin-
gual condition cannot be understood without a proper grasp of 
this force as well as its disjunctures. This chapter illuminates the 
postmonolingual condition by pursuing the tensions inherent in 
the monolingual paradigm and the mother tongue. Because the 
paradigm structures much of modern life and the subject’s intel-
ligibility within it, it cannot simply be disregarded or willfully 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 35

changed, but must be worked through. Kafka undertakes such a 
working-through from within the paradigm itself.

Kafka explores the tension within the monolingual paradigm 
and his position towards it most incisively in his writings on Yid-
dish. That language entered his life in a transformative manner 
through a Yiddish theater group in 1911, when he was 28 years 
old.12 It was thus not a native or familiar language for him. Yet 
as a language defined as distinctly Jewish, it offered a glimpse 
of what it might mean to be within the homology posited by the 
monolingual paradigm as a Jew, a glimpse of an alleged sense of 
continuity between language and identity. While Kafka’s engage-
ment with Yiddish did not result in his using or explicitly thema-
tizing the language in any of his fictional texts, he reflected on 
Yiddish extensively in other sites of his writing, particularly in 
his diaries, letters, and, most publicly, in a speech he delivered 
in February 1912. Neither the speech nor his diaries and letters 
can easily be separated from his more explicitly fictional writings, 
however. As many scholars agree, Kafka’s diaries and letters are 
not simply sites of biographical information, but rather form an 
important part of his textual production.13

Writing on Yiddish but in German in these varied genres, Kafka 
addresses the problem of having a mother tongue that is socially 
unsanctioned within a larger structure increasingly governed by 
the monolingual paradigm. In the process, he rearticulates the 
mother tongue itself as inescapably uncanny (unheimlich) rather 
than familiar, as the paradigm would have it. At the same time, 
the fact that writing on another language is key to (re)articulat-
ing his relationship to this mother tongue underscores that a much 
more “multilingual” practice is at work than appears at first sight. 
Kafka’s inquiry into and repositioning of the monolingual para-
digm as an uncanny one takes place in relation to other languages 
that are decidedly not “native.” As the following discussion will 
show, nonnative languages such as Yiddish and French play a cru-
cial identity- and affect-producing role, even if they never enter the 
texts themselves. Thus, what looks like a monolingual text may, in 
fact, suggest the contours of a multilingual paradigm.
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monolingualism and jewishness

In order to grasp the specificity of Kafka’s relationship to the 
monolingual paradigm, it is necessary to understand the broader 
discourses on Jewishness and language that he was inevitably 
forced to confront, as well as to consider contemporary schol-
arly attempts to redescribe those discourses. The notion that Jews 
could not possibly be legitimate speakers of German or any other 
European language, even if they spoke it flawlessly, was most in-
famously and influentially advanced by composer Richard Wag-
ner. In his essay “Judaism in Music” (1850, revised and expanded 
1869), Wagner not only denies Jews’ aesthetic sense and musical 
creativity, but goes further to claim that Jews are inherently un-
able to master any so-called non-Jewish languages:

The Jew speaks the language of the nation in whose midst 
he dwells from generation to generation, but he speaks it 
always as an alien. [ . . . ] In the first place, then, the gen-
eral circumstance that the Jew talks the modern European 
languages merely as learnt, and not as mother tongues, 
must necessarily debar him from all capability of therein 
expressing himself idiomatically, independently, and con-
formably to his nature. A language, with its expression 
and its evolution, is not the work of scattered units, but of 
an historical community: only he who has unconsciously 
grown up within the bond of this community, takes also 
any share in its creations. [ . . . ] Now, to make poetry in a 
foreign tongue has hitherto been impossible, even to geni-
uses of highest rank. Our whole European art and civilisa-
tion, however, have remained to the Jew a foreign tongue; 
for, just as he has taken no part in the evolution of the one, 
so has he taken none in that of the other; but at most the 
homeless wight has been a cold, nay more, a hostile looker-
on. In this Speech, this Art, the Jew can only after-speak 
and after-patch—not truly make a poem of his words, an 
artwork of his doings. (149–50; trans. 84–85)14

While Wagner’s central point is the denial of aesthetic creativ-
ity to Jews—the immediate occasion for the essay is a polemical 
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attack against the success of the German-Jewish composer Gia-
como Meyerbeer—he extends this denial to language.15 He ob-
sessively repeats the assertion that Jews, or rather his figure of 
“the Jew,” cannot possibly be native speakers of German or other 
European languages. His denial, of course, is necessitated by the 
very existence of such native speakers. By the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury, the vast majority of German Jews had been native speakers 
of German for at least two generations, and poets such as Hein-
rich Heine had been leaving their mark on German literature. 
Based on the notion that the mother tongue ties the individual or-
ganically to a community, Wagner would thus need to acknowl-
edge German Jews as fellow Germans. By denying that German 
could ever be a mother tongue to Jewish speakers, Wagner not 
only excludes Jews but also attempts to maintain the fantasy of 
the natural link between mother tongue and identity.

Wagner links aesthetics and language in his discourse because 
he sees both of them as depending on authenticity and grounded-
ness. True creativity and the ability to express oneself, in his view, 
are only possible with a deep, innate connection to the mother 
tongue. With that, Wagner builds and expands on the Roman-
tic notion of the link between mother tongue and creativity. As 
discussed in this book’s introduction, Friedrich Schleiermacher 
had already stated in 1813 that “every writer can produce origi-
nal work only in his mother tongue, and therefore the question 
cannot even be raised how he would have written his works in 
another language” (“From On the Different Methods of Trans-
lating” 50). The composer offers a specifically antisemitic read-
ing of this premise by denying the possibility that Jews could be 
native speakers of European languages and therefore creative and 
original in them.16

Wagner participates in what Sander Gilman has identified as 
the key element of German discourses on Jewishness and lan-
guage: the trope of the “hidden language of Jews.” Gilman argues 
for the existence of a discourse ranging from the Middle Ages to 
the twentieth century in which linguistic difference is ascribed 
to Jews, though the content of that projected difference changes 
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over time. According to this trope, Jews are set apart from their 
Christian neighbors through their language, be it because they 
are said to speak another language (Hebrew, Yiddish) or to speak 
German with a “Jewish” accent. As Gilman elaborates, the (real 
or supposed) presence of this other language is read by majority 
culture as a sign of duplicity and deception. Linguistic difference 
is taken to attest to an essential, unalterable difference that by the 
late nineteenth century is couched in biological and racial terms. 
By then, the keyword for this linguistic difference becomes “mau-mau-
scheln.” This word, derived from the name “Moishe,” refers to 
the idea of a Jewish-inflected German, marked by “altered syntax 
and bits of Hebrew vocabulary and a specific pattern of gestures 
[ . . . ]. What is stressed is the specifically ‘Jewish’ intonation, the 
mode of articulation, as well as the semantic context” (Jewish 
Self-Hatred 139). In the increased emphasis on intonation, ges-
tures, and discursive practices of argumentation, the notion of 
linguistic difference becomes fully disconnected from criteria of 
grammatical correctness and moves to an even more subjective, 
in fact, phantasmatic level. The effects of this discourse of deny-
ing German and other languages as proper “mother tongues” to 
Jews reverberated strongly among German Jews of the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth century and posed a problem for Ger-
man-Jewish writers especially. They were confronted with a the-
ory of subjectivity, collectivity, and belonging, as well as with a 
theory of aesthetic creativity, that required possessing a “mother 
tongue,” yet they were denied access to it—“debar[red],” as Wag-
ner puts it—at the same time.

While the obvious antisemitic dimensions of this discourse are 
naturally repudiated today, one of its central premises still re-
curs in different guises, which is the notion that a language is 
the property of a particular social group. For instance, it is still 
common to define Yiddish and Hebrew as “Jewish” languages, 
in contrast to German and other European languages, which are 
viewed as “non-Jewish” languages.17 Although this widespread 
perspective on language as a group’s property certainly does not 
by itself lead to or signify the antisemitic attitude that the likes 
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of Wagner display, the latter’s reliance on it reveals the potential 
problems inherent in this premise. This proprietary perspective 
on language has long determined the approach to German-Jew-
ish studies. Literary scholar Dieter Lamping, for instance, writes:

A Jewish writer, [ . . . ] who had decided for German, gen-
erally moved away from Jewish culture. German was for 
Jews first of all the language of Lessing, Kant, Schiller, and 
Goethe that they associated with a certain rationalistic-hu-
manistic non-Jewish tradition. [ . . . ] German—like Eng-
lish—hence was the language of assimilation. (255)

This view presumes a demarcation of Jewish culture and Ger-
man culture in which individual writers may move from one dis-
tinct side to another by switching languages but in which the 
understanding of these sides themselves—“their” languages and 
“their” cultures—does not change as a result.18

Yet German may also be considered a site of Jewish identity. 
Indeed, some scholars in German and Jewish studies have begun 
to argue in recent years for an understanding of German as a 
Jewish language. Andreas Gotzmann, a scholar of religion, docu-
ments how nineteenth-century German Jews increasingly came to 
see German as the only appropriate language for Jewish religious 
practice, while considering Hebrew an outdated and foreign lan-
guage. Rather than serving assimilation or an abandonment of 
Jewishness, German was adopted as a language for Jewish reli-
gious practice. Gotzmann demonstrates how the changing atti-
tude to German and Hebrew was closely connected to a changing 
notion of Jewish religion in the nineteenth century in Germany. 
The shift away from a religious practice based on fulfilling ritual 
duties and towards a practice emphasizing inward feeling seemed 
to require the concomitant shift from a primarily ritualistic lan-
guage to one comprehensible to the believer. In accordance with 
the dominant monolingual paradigm, only a native language, in 
this case, German, was seen as allowing the experience of inner 
feeling. In a different vein, in Eine europäische Sprache, literary 
scholar Stephan Braese argues for German as a Jewish language 
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because German was adopted as a Kultursprache in Central and 
Eastern Europe predominantly by Jews. The spread of the lan-
guage thus does not necessarily signal assimilation into German 
culture, but rather an appropriation of the language and its in-
tegration into a Central and Eastern European Jewish culture. 
In both cases, the emphasis on German as a Jewish language is 
an important corrective to views that situate Jewishness as ex-
ternal to German language and culture. Both scholars accom-
plish this correction by abandoning the still-dominant paradigm 
of uniform assimilation to describe the linguistic and cultural 
changes that Jewish communities and individuals underwent in 
the modern period.19 Instead of assimilation, these scholars turn 
to a model of appropriation, a model that foregrounds the appro-
priation of a majority language for a minority’s own purposes.

Although the model of language appropriation redefines 
which identities are produced and mediated through a given lan-
guage and thereby undermines the notion of a simple homology 
between one language and one identity, it continues to rest on 
a fundamental assumption of language as property. This means 
that it imagines language as an object that one can acquire, pos-
sess, and lose rather than a structure of signification or a practice. 
The second model to question a homologous monolingualism, 
language depropriation, emerges from the scrutiny of this very 
assumption. While the proponents of language appropriation aim 
to counter a framework of linguistic exclusion—in this case, the 
discursive exclusion of Jewish subjects from German—a focus on 
language depropriation explores the very condition of possibil-
ity of this exclusion: the assumption that language is a form of 
property.

Jacques Derrida’s short book Monolingualism of the Other or 
The Prosthesis of Origin offers one of the most productive ex-
plorations along these lines. Drawing on his own experience as a 
monolingual, French-speaking Algerian Jew whose claim to his 
only language became unsettled at an early age, Derrida reflects 
on what it means to “have” a language. He recounts how the 
withdrawal of French citizenship from Algerian Jews during the 
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Vichy regime did not just leave his community stateless for several 
years, but also shook the sense of legitimate linguistic grounding 
and direct, inalienable connection to its only language, French. 
What he describes, in other words, is the painful revelation that 
a subject’s relationship to his or her language is institutionally 
mediated and can be ruptured. “Having” a language, even if it 
is one’s only language, does not ensure the recognition of one’s 
claims on it. This “other” monolingualism lacks the attributes 
ascribed to the mother tongue: the sense of an almost organic, 
intimate link to a language that results in socially sanctioned and 
reproduced identitarian claims.

Probing further, Derrida relates this form of language dispos-
session, which is politically engineered and historically specific, 
to the impossibility of language possession in general. Even those 
in the position of “master,” as he puts it, are subject to a univer-
sal condition—namely, that language as such is not and cannot 
be possessed. Yet some subjects can enforce the notion that they 
possess a language and have sole mastery over it, while others 
do not. In fact, the master’s claim seems to arise out of the felt 
lack of such control, in fits of “appropriative madness” (24), a 
formulation that brings Wagner’s feverish rhetoric to mind. The 
master’s attempts at control, meanwhile, proceed through “po-
litico-phantasmatic constructions” (that is, through the realm of 
belief and ideology), facilitated by concrete institutions such as 
schools and armies (23). According to Derrida, only a strategy 
that does not reestablish language as a property through its own 
ideological and institutional constructions—even in the form of 
minoritarian appropriation—can hope to overcome the histori-
cal structures that enabled linguistic power relations in the first 
place. To this end, he identifies the impossibility of “assimilating” 
or “owning” language as the common ground that all speaking 
subjects share. He writes: “Anyone should be able to declare un-
der oath: I have only one language and it is not mine; my ‘own’ 
language is, for me, a language that cannot be assimilated” (25). 
Whereas the language appropriation model rejects the assimila-
tion paradigm for minoritarian subjects and cultural practices, 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue42

Derrida’s call for depropriation insists that language itself is not 
assimilable by anyone.

While both critical models respond to monolingualism’s prem-
ise that a language is the property of a particular group (with the 
mother tongue as the access point for the individual), they focus 
on different elements of this premise. The model of language ap-
propriation takes issue with the number of groups that can be 
proprietors and suggests that a language can be an identitarian 
site for multiple communities at the same time. The model of lan-
guage depropriation, in contrast, focuses on the aspect of prop-
erty and offers an ethical injunction to transcend proprietary 
thinking vis-à-vis language(s). Both of these conceptualizations 
offer valuable perspectives and useful distinctions—between acts 
of appropriation, the experience of historically imposed dispos-
session, and unavoidable structural depropriation—for an analy-
sis of the postmonolingual condition. Indeed, only when taken 
together do they describe the tensions inherent in the monolin-
gual paradigm and the steps necessary towards a nonhomolo-
gous multilingual practice. A look at the early twentieth-century 
Prague context and Kafka’s writing within it begins to indicate 
the overlap between these tendencies.

Although the dispossession of the mother tongue concerned 
all German-Jewish writers, they did not all respond to this pre-
dicament in the same way. Reactions to this lack of authorization 
in the mother tongue led to a range of responses and attempts 
to grapple with the condition.20 Some turned to other “autho-
rized” languages, such as Hugo Bergmann, who embraced He-
brew. Others, such as Max Brod, attempted to compensate in 
German by appropriating the language for an explicitly Jewish 
discourse. What makes Kafka stand out and what has inspired 
much commentary is the fact that he does not seek to claim such 
authorization, but writes in a manner that is cognizant of that 
lack of authorization. This writing style is part of his negative 
aesthetics of sobriety, of a hunger art, rather than an art of pleni-
tude and multiplicity. In the following section, I demonstrate how 
Kafka’s underlying depropriated relationship to German actually 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 43

is enabled by traversing the possibility of language appropriation 
in the encounter with Yiddish.

kafka in the yiddish theater:  
finding a foreign mother

In the fall of 1911, Kafka and his friend Max Brod went to 
see a wandering Yiddish theater troupe in a rather run-down 
café on a makeshift stage and then returned with great enthusi-
asm to the plays and the actors for the next few months.21 The 
majority of their friends and family did not share this enthu-
siasm and instead held a skeptical, if not hostile, attitude to-
wards both the language and the Eastern Jewish culture that the 
Yiddish theater (re)presented. In the assimilatory attempts of 
the Prague Jewish middle-class, a clear distinction between so-
called Eastern and Western Jewish life and, concomitantly, be-
tween Yiddish and German, was paramount. Many in the older 
generation of Western Jews thus considered the slowly growing 
interest of the younger generation in Yiddish and Eastern Jewish 
culture as a threat.22

For Kafka, meanwhile, this encounter proved deeply transfor-
mative. As an immediate effect, it led to a sudden and intense 
interest in Jewish history and Eastern European Jewish life, as 
his diaries demonstrate.23 More importantly, it had a long-term 
effect on his literary development. Evelyn Torton Beck’s detailed 
study documents how Kafka drew on the Yiddish plays he saw 
during this period in much of his subsequent writing. Beck iden-
tifies specific plot elements, scenes, and characters in the Yiddish 
plays that reappear throughout Kafka’s literary writing, albeit in 
a transformed manner. Besides this manner of incorporating Yid-
dish literary forms in his writing, some of Kafka’s texts are also 
read as commentaries on his experience with the Yiddish theater. 
The singing and dancing dogs that the narrator of “Forschungen 
eines Hundes” (Investigations of a Dog) encounters in his youth 
and that leave a life-long impression, for instance, have frequently 
been read as references to the Yiddish troupe.
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue44

What does not enter Kafka’s writing, however, is the language 
itself. From the first encounter, Kafka is excited by the Yiddish 
language and the Eastern European Jewish culture he sees ex-
pressed in it, and he quickly begins learning the language from 
the lead actor Yitzhak Löwy. Yet, he does not attempt to use it as 
his own literary language or even to mix a few Yiddish expres-
sions directly into his writing. Instead of appropriating Yiddish, 
Kafka’s interest in that language leads to a depropriation of Ger-
man. His diaries record this process as it unfolds.

Yiddish, as staged in the theater, provides Kafka with the first 
experience of what it might mean to inhabit the homologous 
structure of language and identity, posited by the monolingual 
paradigm as essential, as a Jew. His very first diary entry on the 
theater already expresses this sentiment. Written over a period of 
a few days, the lengthy entry provides a detailed portrayal of the 
actress Frau Klug, a description of some people in the audience, 
an account of the impression the entire performance made, and a 
plot summary of the play. As Kafka repeatedly acknowledges, he 
does not fully understand the play or the characters—that is, he 
neither understands the language nor the cultural context fully 
(48; tr. 79). After describing in detail Frau Klug, who performs 
both solo and with the ensemble, Kafka writes:

Some songs, the pronunciation “jüdische Kinderloch,” the 
sight of this woman, who, on the stage, because she is a 
Jewess, draws us listeners to her because we are Jews, with-
out any longing for or curiosity about Christians, made my 
cheeks tremble. (Tagebücher 1:49, Oktober 6, 1911; Diaries 
80–81, trans. modified)24

The Yiddish theater creates a space for a communal experience of 
Jewishness. In Kafka’s depiction, this communal experience out-
weighs any artistic one. The identitarian aspect of this experience 
is articulated in the way that the actress is not directly identified 
as a performer but rather as “this woman” and “a Jewess.” Her 
performance does not consist solely of her songs, but also her 
pronunciation, her looks, and most importantly her Jewishness. 
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As the title of Vivian Liska’s illuminating study suggests, it is al-
ways noteworthy When Kafka Says We. In this case, the perfor-
mance of Jewishness that the actress provides on stage prompts 
such a communal configuration, as it leads him to write “because 
we are Jews” (weil wir Juden sind; emphasis added). Part of this 
configuration is the concomitant marginalization of Christians, 
which Kafka also notes with some astonishment regarding the 
play’s disinterest in its gentile characters. This unabashed mar-
ginalization of Christians and the unquestioned centrality of Jew-
ish figures further add to the experience of an unfamiliar social 
and representational order. The notion of a language native to 
Jews and functioning as the basis for asserting a positive Jew-
ish identity offers Kafka the glimpse of a Jewish existence within 
the structures of homology. It allows for an affective space in 
which a non-marginalized, explicitly Jewish, communal identity 
is possible.

Despite the promise of a collective identity, however, this scene 
is not free of an unsettling quality. The sense of community re-
corded in the identification as “wir Juden” quickly gives way to 
an individual subject’s physical experience of the situation. As a 
first-person narrator, Kafka writes of this physical sensation, the 
shiver that travels across his cheeks. Through attention to this 
sensation, he both marks his bodily affectedness by the situation 
as well as his continued separate existence, even in a state of be-
ing interpellated as part of a community. This disjuncture further 
underscores that while Kafka glimpses the possibility of a Jew-
ish existence within the homologous structure of language and 
identity asserted by the monolingual paradigm, he himself is not 
located within it.

This experience, both collective and set apart, is prompted by 
a specifically gendered performance of Jewishness in Yiddish. 
Kafka stresses Yiddish as produced by a Jewish woman, while 
the only line that he records of that performance is the actress’s 
pronunciation of the phrase “jüdische Kinderloch” (little Jewish 
children). These gender and language coordinates make her into 
a Jewish mother, who is calling on Jewish children in her Yiddish 
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pronunciation. The actress draws the audience into an embrace 
(“an sich ziehen”) that is thus coded as maternal.25 For a moment, 
Kafka becomes interpellated as one of those Jewish children and 
seems to respond to this interpellation. Briefly, the fantasy of an 
alternative—Yiddish-speaking—mother, affirming a positively 
lived Jewish origin and belonging, takes shape.

The elements of this fantasy—language, mother, affective 
power, and identity—help to identify it as a linguistic family ro-
mance. As detailed in the introduction to this book, a linguis-
tic family romance is a particular fantasy encapsulated in a con-
densed narrative about linguistic origin giving rise to an ensuing 
“true” identity. Seen in this light, the notion of a “mother tongue” 
itself constitutes a linguistic family romance as it produces a fan-
tasy about the natural, bodily origin of one’s native language and 
its inalienable familiarity that is said to establish kinship and be-
longing. At the same time, it is this imagined familial link that 
seemingly justifies proprietary claims on one’s “own” language.

The fantasized Yiddish “mother” does not lead Kafka to a new 
Yiddish “mother tongue,” however, but rather to a recalibration 
of the link both to the “mother” and the “mother tongue” in Ger-
man. “Mutter” (mother) becomes the pivot through which the 
experience of Yiddish leads to the questioning of German. In a 
famous passage in his diary, composed just over two weeks after 
the earlier entry about Frau Klug, Kafka writes:

Yesterday it occurred to me that I did not always love 
mother as she deserved and as I could, only because the 
German language prevented it. The Jewish mother is no 
“mother” [Mutter], the designation as mother makes her a 
little comic (not itself, because we are in Germany), we give 
a Jewish woman the name of a German mother, but for-
get the contradiction that sinks into the emotions so much 
the more heavily, “mother” is peculiarly German for the 
Jew, it unconsciously contains, together with the Christian 
splendor Christian coldness also, the Jewish woman who is 
referred to as mother therefore becomes not only comic but 
strange [fremd]. Mama would be a better name if only one 

�&(!&4����/")&*���"3+*!�0%"��+0%".��+*$1"����%"��+/0)+*+(&*$1�(��+*!&0&+*���*&2"./&03�+#��&.$&*&���."//�����	���.+�1"/0
�����������++'��"*0.�(��%00,���"�++' "*0.�(�,.+-1"/0� +)�(&��1,"**�"�++'/�!"0�&(�� 0&+*�!+ ���	�	

���
�."�0"!�#.+)�1,"**�"�++'/�+*����������������	��
�

�
+,

3.
&$
%0
�5

��
��

	�
��
*&
2"

./
&03
�+
#��

&.$
&*
&�
��
."
//
���

((�
.&$

%0
/�
."
/"

.2
"!

�



The Uncanny Mother Tongue 47

didn’t imagine “mother” behind it. I believe that it is only 
the memories of the ghetto that still preserve the Jewish 
family, for the word father too is far from meaning the Jew-
ish father. (Tagebücher 1:84, October 24, 1911; Diaries 111, 
trans. modified)

In contrast to the maternal embrace that Yiddish promises, Kafka 
casts the German language as profoundly alienating. From the 
beginning of this passage, he does not speak of his mother, but 
calls her “die Mutter” (“the mother”) thereby stressing the ge-
neric and impersonal aspect of this word. After a series of refor-
mulations (e.g., “Jewish mother,” “designation as mother,” “Jew-
ish woman”), “the mother” becomes “the Jewish woman who 
is referred to as mother.” In this gradual elaboration, “Mutter” 
becomes a mere signifier that is not attached to this specific signi-
fied, since the signified in question (the German-Jewish woman as 
mother) is always already alien to it.

In Kafka’s depiction, the German language produces an alien-
ated Jewish subject without grounding because there does not 
seem to be continuity between his language and his identity. This 
perspective owes much, of course, to the notion that a language 
is the property of a particular ethno-cultural group and that this 
property can only be shared through biological inheritance but 
not through appropriation. Far from challenging it, Kafka takes 
this central premise of the monolingual paradigm for granted and 
thinks his own position from within it.

Yet Kafka’s depiction of German also constitutes a fantasy. 
Where “mother tongue” stands for an authentic, bodily origin 
from which language is supposed to emanate and thus guarantee 
a deep natural link, Kafka’s fantasy is of the “mother tongue” as 
a barrier. However alienating, this fantasy of the German lan-
guage as an insurmountable barrier between him and his mother, 
between German-Jewish sons and German-Jewish mothers, also 
has a positive effect: it is a means of liberation from guilt for 
the lack of emotional closeness to the mother. Both mother and 
son are equally guiltless in this scenario: “I did not always love 
mother as she deserved and as I could, only because the German 
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language prevented it.” The son can assert his capability for fil-
ial love, while also allowing himself to describe the mother as 
“comic” and “strange.” It is thus that the passage carries a sense 
of relief rather than guilt. Taken together, the ability to name the 
strangeness of the mother (tongue) and the mother tongue’s in-
ability to provide grounding are unsettling and liberating at the 
same time.

By unearthing the defamiliarizing potential of German, Yid-
dish—unfamiliar as a language and as a configuration of lan-
guage and identity—helps to open up a new affective path in the 
familiar tongue. This new affective path leads to the production 
of more German, not less. Kafka cannot find another name for 
“Mutter,” but instead adds and supplements the term to empha-
size its Jewishness—with more German descriptions. This find-
ing, in other words, propels his writing forward rather than ar-
resting it. Kafka can now express the strangeness within the 
family, within his own mother tongue in German, because he has 
become aware of it in his encounter with Yiddish. He thus con-
tinues to be a “monolingual” writer in German, yet in contrast to 
the claims of the monolingual paradigm about the exclusive link 
between mother tongue and identity, mother tongue and affect, 
mother tongue and creative expression, it is the detour through 
another, nonnative language that is enabling and productive in 
this context.

“jargon” and the uncanniness of german

In February 1912, four months after first encountering the Yid-
dish theater group, Kafka organized an evening of Yiddish po-
etry and song performances in the Prague Jewish town hall. He 
introduced the event with a short speech.26 Long overlooked, this 
speech has drawn a great deal of critical attention in recent years 
and is now considered as a poetic text in its own right.27 Written 
after months of exposure to the Yiddish theater and its actors, 
and after Kafka had immersed himself in much reading on the 
language, literature, and general Jewish history, the speech con-
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 49

stitutes the culmination of Kafka’s engagement with and reflec-
tions on Yiddish. At the same time, this culmination also marks 
the endpoint of this intensive phase, as Kafka soon loses interest 
in Yiddish. Although he later refers back to this intensive phase 
and fondly tells Felice Bauer in his letters about this encounter, he 
never engages with Yiddish in the same manner again. Instead, 
several years later, he begins to learn Hebrew and continues to do 
so for seven years until his death.28

The speech introduces an evening with recitations of poems 
by well-known contemporary Yiddish writers Morris Rosenfeld, 
Simon Samuel Frug, and David Frischmann that Kafka himself 
had chosen and arranged to be performed by his friend Yitzhak 
Löwy.29 Kafka, in fact, single-handedly organized the entire 
event in order to help the struggling actor. According to scholar 
Giuliano Baioni, this event, and in particular his speech, was the 
most important cultural contribution Kafka made to the public 
life of his hometown during his lifetime (Kafka 50). Besides the 
concrete goal of raising money for the impoverished Löwy, the 
evening was also meant to raise interest in Yiddish performance 
and in Eastern European Jewish culture among the German-
speaking middle-class Jewish population of Prague, to which 
Kafka himself belonged.

Given this ostensible objective of introducing a low-status lan-
guage, along with its literature and culture, and gaining sympa-
thy for it, the actual direction of the speech is surprising. Instead 
of making it more respectable and attractive, as Martin Buber at-
tempted to do, Kafka insists on the ways in which the language is 
a site of disturbance and unsettles the “order of things” in West-
ern Jewish life (149). Preoccupied on the one hand with the char-
acteristics of the language, and on the other hand with the audi-
ence’s presumed relationship to it and to itself, the speech invokes 
a number of key terms of Kafka’s writing such as anxiety, law, 
punishment, and the difficulty of belonging. These terms appear 
as part of a public speech act that stages the uncanny nature of 
the mother tongue for German-speaking Jews via a confrontation 
with Yiddish. The speech thus seeks to reenact for the audience 
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Kafka’s own experience of being productively unsettled by Yid-
dish—yet in German. In this German-language speech on Yid-
dish Kafka brings language anxieties to the fore that result from 
the pressures of the monolingual paradigm.

Kafka’s first significant rhetorical move towards this end is to 
speak to his audience not about Yiddish, but about “Jargon.”30 Al-
though Max Brod published Kafka’s remarks for the first time in 
1953 under the title “Rede über die jiddische Sprache” (Speech on the 
Yiddish Language), the critical edition’s title, “Einleitungsvortrag 
über Jargon” (Introductory Lecture on Jargon), follows Kafka’s 
own terminology more closely.31 This difference in nomenclature 
has wide-ranging implications due to the history of these labels 
and their respective affective charges.

The word “Jargon” carries with it an entire complex social 
history. As the term is used today in German, Jargon refers to 
the overly specialized, inaccessible language of a social or profes-
sional group. The word entered German as a French loan word 
in this sense in the eighteenth century and even then had a pe-
jorative connotation. Yet in another strand, this word is closely 
connected to discourses of the Jewish enlightenment (Haskalah) 
and assimilation. Language played a central role for the adher-
ents of the Haskalah and their views of Jewish life in the dias-
pora. They viewed the colloquial language spoken by most Jews 
in German lands in the eighteenth century, the so-called Juden-
deutsch or taytsch, as a flawed, incorrect German into which 
other languages and especially Hebrew were mixed. Considering 
this idiom as indicative of a degraded and degrading status, and 
moreover as incapable of providing the means for articulating 
complex—enlightened—ideas, they rejected it and instead propa-
gated a turn to what they considered to be pure German. Moses 
Mendelssohn and his fellow Maskilim underscored this rejection 
by calling the idiom a Jargon.32 Mendelssohn’s linguistic purism 
quickly took hold among Jews in German-speaking lands and 
led to their massive turn to High German by the early nineteenth 
century.33 At the same time, the negative view of Jargon grew and 
became dominant. By the end of the nineteenth century, the in-
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fluential German-Jewish historian Heinrich Graetz, for example, 
contemptuously called it a “lallendes Kauderwelsch” (mumbling 
gibberish) in his 1888–89 work, Volkstümliche Geschichte der 
Juden (cit. in Natzmer Cooper 47), a text Kafka read with great 
interest after discovering the Yiddish theater.34 In such formu-
lations, Jargon is constituted not as a language, but rather as a 
hodgepodge of incoherent sounds produced without rational con-
trol and self-discipline; lallen (to slur one’s speech; to babble), 
after all, refers to the way one speaks in an intoxicated state in 
which one has no control over one’s tongue, or as an infant before 
mastering language.

In contrast to the German-Jewish rejection of Jargon, Eastern 
European Jews continued to speak their “Jewish language,” or 
mame-loshn (mother language), and at times even referred to it 
as zhargon, though treating the latter as a neutral term. However, 
the pejorative connotation of zhargon became an issue in the early 
twentieth-century debate over which language should be the na-
tional one for the Jewish people. This question became urgent with 
the founding of the Zionist movement and pitted advocates of He-
brew against those of Yiddish.35 In order to give their language a 
more positive connotation, adherents abandoned the term Jargon 
in favor of Jiddisch (Yiddish).36 In German usage, Jargon also was 
displaced around the years of World War I (Weinreich 322).37 This 
shift from Jargon to Jiddisch was an important indicator of the 
changed prestige of the language in the German-speaking Kultur-
bereich, according to historian Israel Bartal.

Around 1912, the time of Kafka’s speech, Jargon was thus a 
negatively connoted word that was being challenged by the alter-
native, more positively connoted term Jiddisch, though the for-
mer was still widely used by German-speaking Jews at that time. 
Through his readings, Kafka was aware of the origin and the 
negative connotation of Jargon and of the existence of the alter-
native word Yiddish.38 Yet, he nevertheless uses the word in his 
speech. Even if we assume that he is using the term with which 
his audience would have been most familiar, his actual rhetoric 
suggests that his terminology is not accidental.
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue52

Kafka draws out precisely the dimensions of “Jargon” that 
seem to make it different and unsettling to a bourgeois Western 
Jewish audience. Rather than reducing the language’s otherness, 
he in fact goes to the other extreme of romanticizing and exoticiz-
ing its difference. He asserts, for instance, that “Jargon” consists 
only of dialects and is made up of words from many languages:

It consists only of foreign-derived words (Fremdwörtern). 
Yet these do not rest in it, but retain the hurry and liveliness 
with which they were taken. Great migrations move through 
Jargon, from one end to the other. All this German, He-
brew, French, English, Slavic, Dutch, Romanian, and even 
Latin is seized with curiosity and frivolity once it is within 
Jargon. (“Jargon” 150; tr. 264)

Instead of being a proper language with clear boundaries and its 
own designated vocabulary, Kafka casts “Jargon” as a realm of 
ceaseless activity, driven by “curiosity and frivolity,” in which for-
eign words are appropriated without hesitation. At a time of acute 
antipathy against Fremdwörter and all signs of language mixture, 
this characterization amounts to a provocative assertion of all that 
is disdainful to the reigning norms of authenticity, purity, and re-
spectability.39 Kafka further plays up this difference by asserting 
that “Jargon” cannot be contained within a grammar: “Devotees at-
tempt to write grammars but Jargon is ceaselessly spoken; it does not 
come to rest. The people (Volk) will not leave it to the grammarians” 
(149; tr. 264). This vision invokes the notion of a people so close to 
its language that it does not allow any mediating institutions and a 
language so dynamic that it cannot be reified. Ultimately, “Jargon” 
is different because it is both less and more of a “proper” language 
than other languages. By speaking of “Jargon” rather than Jiddisch, 
Kafka continuously reminds the audience of this difference and in-
jects a provocative affective charge into his speech.

This charge continues in other aspects of the speech. Through-
out the speech, the audience figures as an affective site, while the 
affect that Kafka foregrounds time and again is anxiety (Angst). 
Already at the outset he announces:
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 53

I would like [the effect of the verses of the Eastern Jewish 
poets] to be released, if it deserves it. Yet this cannot occur 
so long as many of you are so afraid of Jargon that one can 
almost see it in your faces. Of those who take an arrogant 
attitude to Jargon I do not even speak. But fear [Angst] of 
Jargon, fear [Angst] with a certain aversion at bottom, is, 
after all, understandable, if one will. (149; tr. 263)

Since this opening is part of the text that he composed prior to 
the event, Kafka’s reference to the faces of the audience is not 
based on what he sees in front of him, but what he seeks to pro-
duce rhetorically as part of his presentation.40 This peculiar ad-
dress to the audience and its figuration in the speech itself consti-
tutes Kafka’s second major rhetorical move. In what sounds like 
a warning rather than an invitation, Kafka promises those who 
allow themselves the experience of the language: “Then you will 
get to feel the true unity of Jargon, so strongly, that you will be 
frightened, but no longer of Jargon, but rather of yourself” (153; 
tr. 266). He closes with a statement that is more threatening than 
reassuring in light of what he has just said: “Enjoy yourself as 
best as you can! [ . . . ] Because we do not mean to punish you” 
(153; tr. 266).

Kafka seeks to bring out an anxiety that negates the safe, reg-
ulated distance between the audience and “Jargon.”41 He states 
that the audience’s anxiety is so powerful that it “almost” mani-
fests itself physically. In this description, he implicitly locates anx-
iety just beneath the surface. Although it remains in the interior, 
anxiety still threatens to come out and become both visible and 
legible. The form of anxiety at play here is the uncanny.42 Freud 
defines the uncanny as a special case of anxiety—namely, one in 
which the familiar and unfamiliar slide disturbingly into each 
other and disable the comforting distinction between them. This 
form of disquiet emerges when something heretofore familiar be-
comes strange, thus revealing that that which was assumed to be 
familiar might have been strange all along and vice versa. It is not 
any object in itself, but the process of revelation that gives rise to 
the uncanny: “Uncanny is everything that was a secret and meant 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue54

to remain hidden but has stepped forth” (“Das Unheimliche” 
236; tr. “Uncanny” 375, trans. modified), writes Freud, para-
phrasing a definition derived from Schelling.

The uncanny, however, has also a distinctly linguistic side, sit-
uating it between mother tongue and foreign language. Freud ap-
proaches the uncanny first and at great length through a reading 
of dictionary entries in numerous languages in what appears to be 
a multilingual move. He turns to the archives of other languages 
in order to consider if they add something to the understanding 
of the social/psychic/aesthetic phenomenon of the uncanny. This 
engagement with other languages leads him to conclude that as 
Fremdsprachige (nonnative speakers), we cannot discern the un-
canny in other languages (232; tr. 370, trans. modified). What 
this means is that the Unheimliche is not specific to German, as 
it might at first appear, but rather accessible only to a speaker in-
timately familiar with a given language. Otherwise, the distance 
is too large and the effect is lost. In this manner, not a “foreign” 
language but a “familiar” one becomes a potential site of the un-
canny. The ability to arouse a feeling of uncanniness then attests 
to a high degree of familiarity with that which provokes such 
feeling. While “Jargon” appears as the source of anxiety in Kaf-
ka’s rhetoric in the speech, it is German, I contend, that becomes 
truly uncanny.43

Of all the languages “Jargon” relates to, Kafka highlights its 
relationship to German and through this emphasis begins a simul-
taneous discourse on the German language in the speech. This 
discourse presents German through the lens of “Jargon”—that 
is, from an unfamiliar, defamiliarizing angle. Kafka character-
izes the linguistic relationship between “Jargon” and German as 
simultaneously close and separate: “Jargon stems for example in 
its beginnings from the time when Middle High German crossed 
over into New High German. At that moment, there existed for-
mal options, Middle High German took one, Jargon the other” 
(150; tr. 264). He characterizes New High German and “Jargon” 
as equally legitimate forms coming from the same root, rather 
than “Jargon” being a symptom of decay, as much discourse of 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 55

his own time would have it, or relating it primarily to Hebrew, as 
the language’s characteristics could also warrant. In fact, Kafka 
even claims that “Jargon” developed Middle High German words 
“more logically than even New High German [ . . . ] and more 
naturally” (150; tr. 264). He thereby links the language on the 
one hand to a higher rationality (“more logically”), and on the 
other to a more organic development (“more naturally”), some-
what in contrast to the earlier characterization of “Jargon” as 
filled with “curiosity and frivolity.” Significantly, the example he 
gives of the common root and divergent development of the lan-
guages is the phrase “we are.” He proclaims: “Jargon’s ‘mir seien’ 
(New High German ‘wir sind’) is developed from Middle High 
German ‘sîn’ more naturally than the New High German ‘wir 
sind’ [we are]” (150; tr. 264).44 The claim that “Jargon” provides 
a more naturally developed form of communal being (in the form 
“we are”) suggests a critique of modern German forms of such 
community.45 In this instance, linguistic evidence is suggestively 
cast as corresponding to social organization.

This differential proximity affects both “Jargon” and German 
in Kafka’s further elaboration. Because “the external comprehen-
sibility of Jargon” is constituted by German, every speaker of that 
language is able to understand “Jargon,” he asserts. This situa-
tion sets German apart from all other languages: “this is a privi-
lege over all languages of the world” (152; tr. 265). Yet while Ger-
man enjoys this privilege, it is also set apart from other languages 
through a unique lack:

As a matter of fairness, it also has a disadvantage over all 
other languages. The fact is, Jargon cannot be translated 
into the German language. The links between Jargon and 
German are too delicate and significant not to be imme-
diately torn if Jargon is led back to German, that is, it is 
no longer Jargon which is led back, but rather something 
without essence. If it is translated into French, for example, 
Jargon can be conveyed to the French, if it is translated into 
German it is annihilated. Toit, for instance, is simply not tot 
[dead] and Blüt is by no means Blut [blood]. (152; 266)
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German is distinct because of the impossibility of translation into 
it from “Jargon.” In an essay focusing on Kafka’s speech, Bern-
hard Siegert argues that this untranslatability is due to the “in-
compatibility of two different structures of signification. [ . . . ] 
German is a priori not going to offer a synonymous sign. [ . . . ] 
Geography cannot be translated into history” (228). In Sieg-
ert’s reading, Yiddish, equated with “Geography,” is not just the 
Other of German but emerges as “the Other of all languages that 
have made history” (225–26). In the above-cited passage from the 
speech there is indeed incompatibility between modes of signifi-
cation. However, in Kafka’s construction, this incompatibility is 
specifically between “Jargon” and German, whose relations are 
both “delicate and significant.” Untranslatability is not a property 
of “Jargon” as such, since it can be translated into French. While 
Kafka represents French as functioning unhampered in a system 
of translational exchanges, the unique relationship between Ger-
man and “Jargon” identifies something unique to German.

As evidenced by the morbid vocabulary of the passage (annihi-
lated, dead, blood), Kafka implies that there is something like a 
dead zone within German. To be sure, it is “Jargon” that suffers 
in this special relationship, since its words are in danger of being 
vernichtet (annihilated) by German. For it, translation into Ger-
man is deadly. At the same time, this deadliness throws an unset-
tling light on German. Tot and Blut are not simply proper, flaw-
less German words, but also the inessential remains, the lifeless 
corpses of the “Jargon” expressions toit and Blüt. We can no lon-
ger be sure if we are dealing with a “German” word at all or with 
the related remains of another language and a related structure of 
signification. In this uncertainty, German becomes uncanny, as 
its boundaries, coherence, and identity are put into question from 
within. This uncanniness does not rely on any change of Ger-
man words, but precisely on their seeming self-sameness. Kafka’s 
speech on “Jargon,” ostensibly a rehabilitation of that much-de-
spised idiom, is in fact a text that explores German from within. 
It does so not by turning to “Jargon” as an alternative language. 
Rather, this exploration of German, which emerges in the course 
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of writing about another language, is a doubling from within in 
which German ceases to be a unified language with impermeable 
boundaries. The uncanny thus paradoxically creates the space 
within German in which to articulate a German-Jewish existence 
in early twentieth-century Prague. The monolingual paradigm 
can only be inhabited as an uncanny space.

french detours, new affects

If Yiddish provides Kafka the sense of what it might mean to 
live within the homologous structure of language and identity, 
the further context of his engagement with the language suggests 
that, in actuality, it developed along an even more nonhomolo-
gous affective-linguistic path than that. While Yiddish still might 
be seen as part of a possible identitarian monolingual paradigm, 
it is French, another nonnative language, that creates a new af-
fective path, a fact whose significance has been overlooked by 
scholarship until now.

Kafka’s main source on the Yiddish language and literature 
is a French text: namely, Meyer Isser Pinès’s Histoire de la lit-
térature judéo-allemande (1911).46 In fact, various parts of the 
speech draw closely on the arguments of this book, albeit with-
out ever simply reproducing them.47 In his diary, Kafka remarks 
on the extraordinary joy he felt while reading, if not devouring, 
the French book. After finishing Pinès’s book in January 1912, he 
writes that he read “500 pages, with such thoroughness, haste, 
and joy as I have never yet shown in the case of similar books” 
(Tagebücher 2:22; tr. Diaries 223).48 The intensity of this reading 
experience is also evidenced in the detailed excerpts he makes in 
his diary (Tagebücher 2:23–28; tr. Diaries 224–27).

Kafka’s intense reaction is provoked by a text that is largely in 
French and not in Yiddish. Pinès’s book is meant to introduce a 
largely unfamiliar literature to a non-Yiddish speaking audience. 
As part of his mission, he provides numerous long citations of 
poetry and prose. Yet these citations are for the most part French 
translations of the originals. Only intermittently are the transla-
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tions accompanied by passages in Yiddish. Where Pinès quotes 
directly in Yiddish, he transcribes it in Latin letters rather than 
rendering it in its customary Hebrew script. Kafka follows a sim-
ilar pattern. In his excerpts, he at times quotes Pinès in French, 
and at times translates the French or Yiddish text into German. 
The only full Yiddish passage that he cites from Pinès is a defiant 
declaration of Jewishness: “Wos mir seinen, seinen mir / Ober 
jueden seinen mir” (Tagebücher 2:24; tr. Diaries 224; Pinès 72; 
What we are, we are / But Jews we are). This assertion of a col-
lective Jewish identity stands apart, untranslated, in his diary. 
It recalls the earlier passage on the Yiddish theater in which he 
recorded a temporary experience of Jewishness, following a Yid-
dish interpellation: “weil wir Juden sind” (because we are Jews). 
Now Kafka notes an expression in which a Jewish language and 
identity seem to correspond to each other affirmatively, yet the 
expression remains disconnected from and uncommented in his 
own writing.

This Yiddish quote is an exception. More often Kafka writes 
down his own German renditions of Pinès’s French translations 
from Yiddish. Hence, when Pinès cites a popular song about the 
plight of Jewish conscripts in the Russian army: “On nous coupe 
la barbe et les pattes / Et on nous empêche d’observer les samedis 
et les jours de fête” (Pinès 69), Kafka notes in his diary: “Man 
schneidet uns Bart und Schläfenlocken / Und man verbietet uns 
den Samstag und die Festtage zu feiern” (Tagebücher 2:24; tr. 
Diaries 224; They cut off our beard and earlocks / and they for-
bid us to keep the Saturday and the holy days; trans. modified). In 
other places, Kafka summarizes in his own translation entire po-
ems and stories.49 As it turns out, then, Kafka’s study of Yiddish 
literature is a translational interaction primarily between French 
and High German in which Yiddish appears largely absent as a 
language.

What language is Kafka engaging with when he reads in 
French about Yiddish? Is the joy he expresses about reading Pi-
nès directed at Yiddish literature or at the French book? Kafka’s 
reading of this book barely involves Yiddish, insofar as the words 
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he is reading are for the most part in French. Yet the French ac-
count is about Yiddish and does render the literature of that lan-
guage in translation. What this means is that the new affective 
path forged in Kafka’s reading is significantly mediated through 
French, another entirely “nonnative” language to Kafka. Though 
in his speech Kafka portrays the French translations as a means 
of conveying the nature of “Jargon” to “the French,” thus equat-
ing a language and a nationality, his own triangulated reading ex-
perience of “Jargon,” which he understands on the basis of Ger-
man, but reads about in French, does not obey such national and 
identitarian affiliations. In fact, in his own practice, language, 
identity and identification, affective engagement and emotional 
transformation, do not line up and do not reestablish proprietary 
claims. This multilingual configuration belies the claims of the 
monolingual paradigm and its structuring power.

language and legitimacy: on ungerman mothers 
and stolen children

The speech on “Jargon,” as I noted earlier, is the culmination of 
Kafka’s interest in Yiddish. Following it, references to the lan-
guage almost entirely disappear from his writings. What remains 
is Kafka’s altered relationship to German. Yet the uncanny space 
within a self-same German that Kafka explores in early 1912 and 
that marks his mature style is not an easy space to inhabit. Just 
think of the burrow in which the animal-narrator of the story 
“Der Bau” (The Burrow) relentlessly moves from one spot to  
another in his labyrinthine home, yet can only imagine being at 
ease in the place where he is not. Like the animal he conjures 
up and whose ceaseless expression of unease at home allows the 
story to keep moving—and thus allows Kafka’s writing to con-
tinue—Kafka has to push his depropriation further and further 
in order to have any space at all. Yet he is always haunted by 
the specter of illegitimacy and struggles to keep the purity of his 
monolingualism of the Other from falling into a mode of linguis-
tic appropriation. This struggle emerges time and again in crucial 
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passages in his letters to Max Brod in which he faces the ambiva-
lence of German-Jewish language affiliations.

Several years after his speech on “Jargon,” Kafka encounters 
the very problem of translation from Yiddish into German that 
he described in his speech. He is once again attempting to help 
his actor-friend Löwy, this time to publish an autobiographical 
sketch in Martin Buber’s journal Der Jude. In a letter to Max 
Brod in September 1917, Kafka writes about the draft that he had 
just received from Löwy:

I consider the piece very usable but naturally it needs to be 
polished up grammatically ever so slightly and this would 
take an impossibly delicate hand. [ . . . ] An example of the 
difficulties: [Löwy] comments on the Polish theater’s audi-
ence, as opposed to the audience for the Jewish theater: tux-
edoed men and ballgowned ladies. Excellently put, but the 
German language balks. And there is a great deal like that; 
his mistakes are the more striking since his language veers 
between Yiddish and German, inclining more toward the 
German. If only I had your powers of translation! (Briefe 
173; Letters 148, trans. modified)

Kafka recognizes Löwy’s expressions “tuxedoed men and ball-
gowned ladies” (“frackierte Herren und negligierte Damen” for 
the grammatically correct “Herren im Frack und Damen im  
Neglige” [men in tuxedos and ladies in ball gowns]) for their  
stylistic appropriateness and enjoys them, yet he believes that 
they do not sufficiently conform to the rules of German language. 
From the point of view of normative German grammar, frackiert 
(tuxedoed) is incorrect insofar as it treats a noun (Frack [tuxedo]) 
as a verb (in this case, the nonexistent frackieren [to tuxedo]) 
and then turns it into an adjective (frackiert [tuxedoed]) but the 
form itself follows the grammatically correct logic of transform-
ing verbs into adjectives. That is, the morphology is correct, but 
not the word to which it is applied. From a “German” perspec-
tive, the word thus indeed mixes Willkür und Gesetz (whim and 
law), a characteristic Kafka ascribed to “Jargon” in his earlier 
speech. What is so “excellent” about Löwy’s formulation is the 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 61

way it performs the dislocation that the scene describes at the 
very level of language. Just as Löwy felt himself an interloper into 
the cultural sphere of properly dressed bourgeois theatergoers in 
the central site of turn-of-the-century high culture, his expres-
sions diverge from the rules of High German. In Kafka’s depic-
tion, the German language appears as a subject able to refuse this 
offer of stylistic innovation (“but the German language balks”). It 
cannot refuse the construction of such expressions, but according 
to Kafka it refuses to acknowledge their legitimacy. Kafka does 
not see himself as the censor, but as the hapless mediator who 
might not have the necessary “impossibly delicate hand.” The re-
lations between German and “Jargon,” we recall from the earlier 
speech, are highly “delicate.”

Though Kafka in his comment on Löwy’s writing identifies the 
German language as the law, he himself is the one who repeatedly 
guards its boundaries. Commenting on Max Brod’s translation of 
a Czech opera libretto into German, Kafka remarks: “‘You see, 
then one is supposed to love you?’ Is that not German that we 
still have in our ears from our ungerman mothers?” (Briefe 178; 
“Siehst Du, dann soll man Dich lieben?” Ist das nicht Deutsch, 
das wir von unseren undeutschen Müttern noch im Ohre ha-
ben?). Once again, “mother” and “language” appear jointly with 
the problematic of German-Jewish mothers and sons, as a site of 
rupture rather than conjunction. The occasion for this commen-
tary—namely, a translation from Czech—indicates the “multi-
lingual” world of Kafka and his peers and their engagement with 
the majority language around them. Yet Kafka holds on to a lin-
guistic purism and a concept of proper linguistic descent based 
on the monolingual paradigm. In the present case he is telling 
Brod that their German sounds too Jewish. He recognizes their 
“mother tongue,” but not its legitimacy. In contrast to Pascale 
Casanova’s assertion that Kafka has to be seen in the vicinity of 
translated authors, these comments indicate that Kafka aims to 
shed any “translated” quality whenever it threatens to become 
visible, betraying an anxiety similar to the one he ascribed to the 
“Jargon” speech audience.
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue62

A full decade after his encounter with Yiddish, in a well-known 
letter to Max Brod from June 1921 that deals extensively with the 
problematic of German-Jewish literature, Kafka echoes the sense 
of illegitimacy about using the German language that was propa-
gated by Wagner and his likes in reference to Jews:

in this German-Jewish world hardly anyone can do anything 
else [but mauscheln]. This mauscheln—taken in a wider 
sense, and that is the only way it should be taken—consists 
in a bumptious, tacit, or self-pitying appropriation of some-
one else’s property, something not earned, but stolen by 
means of a relatively casual gesture. Yet it remains some-
one else’s property, even though there is no evidence of a 
single-most [einzigste] solecism. That does not matter, for 
in this realm, the whispering voice of conscience confesses 
the whole crime in a penitent hour. (Briefe 336; Letters 288; 
trans. modified, emphasis added)

Here, Kafka speaks of German as a foreign property.50 The guid-
ing premise that remained implicit in his take on Mutter in his 
1911 diary, becomes explicit and more sharply worded in the 
later letter. He asserts that the German language as an historical 
entity belongs to Germans and cannot ever be “acquired” (erwor-
ben) by German Jews, even if they master it perfectly.51 The only 
form of appropriation is theft, in contrast to a legitimate acquisi-
tion or inheritance.52

But in contrast to Wagner’s denial of creativity to Jews on this 
basis, Kafka describes the torn loyalties of young German-Jewish 
writers “who began to write German” as their main source of 
inspiration: “the ensuing despair became their inspiration” (337; 
tr. 289). Not wholeness and seamless integration into a commu-
nity is the source of creativity, as a Romanticist conception would 
have it, but, in a characteristic modernist turn, alienation and a 
liminal position. Yet in another twist, Kafka does not celebrate 
this inspiration. In fact, he does not even consider the literature 
that arises out of this despair as the “German literature, though 
outwardly it seemed to be so” (337; tr. 289). The external appear-
ance of this literature as German derives from the fact that it is 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 63

written in German. But what is written in German words is not 
automatically German literature for Kafka, contrary to a model 
of appropriation. Instead, he sees German-Jewish literature as 
constituted by a series of impossibilities:

The impossibility of not writing, the impossibility of writ-
ing in German, the impossibility of writing otherwise. One 
might also add a fourth impossibility, the impossibility of 
writing [ . . . ]. Thus what resulted was a literature impos-
sible in all respects, a gypsy literature, which had stolen 
the German child out of its cradle and in great haste put it 
through some kind of training, for someone has to dance 
on the tightrope. (But it wasn’t even a German child, it was 
nothing; people merely said that somebody was dancing) 
[BREAKS OFF] (Briefe 338; Letters 289; final brackets in 
original)

Neither writing in German nor writing “otherwise” (anders) is 
possible, Kafka asserts as he builds a series of antinomies. As he 
had expressed with regard to the German word “Mutter” years 
earlier, the German language is forbidding, yet also inescapable. 
These impossibilities are the very condition of possibility of Ger-
man-Jewish literature. What results out of these impossibilities is 
an illegitimate, socially abject “gypsy literature.”53

The image of “gypsy literature,” building on the racist stereo-
type of gypsies stealing children—thus substituting the social ab-
jection of mostly middle-class Jewish writers with that of the even 
more outcast Roma and Sinti—provides a new image of relation 
to the German language. Kafka figures German as an infant in 
a crib, thereby reversing the usual figuration of language as a 
“mother tongue.” The “child” in Kafka’s figuration is native to 
his or her own family, but not the source of further nativeness to 
those who “steal” it. The parents of this child, and therefore the 
rightful “owners,” if we follow the logic of the passage, are gen-
tile Germans. With this image of an infant stolen from the crib, 
the notion of language as someone’s property slips over into a 
family romance. Language is both a child and a property that can 
be stolen. In either case, those outside the family can never gain a 
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue64

sanctioned and legitimate relationship to it. The child itself, like 
an object, remains mute: it is pure material. Even the reversal of 
figuration from language as “mother” to language as “infant” 
maintains the fantasy that this infant does have “natural” links 
to “Germans.” Appropriation via “theft” does not fundamen-
tally put this notion into question. Kafka’s casting of German as 
an uncanny mother tongue or a kidnapped child still accepts the 
notion of the mother tongue as a natural property and source of 
kinship for non-Jewish Germans.

Yet before ending the letter abruptly—perhaps as a sign of hav-
ing reached a point of impossibility for further writing—Kafka 
rewrites the scene once again. In the parenthetical remark follow-
ing the image of the stolen child and the tightrope, he denies the 
scene itself: “(But it wasn’t even a German child, it was nothing; 
people merely said that somebody was dancing).” In this denial, 
Kafka shifts from the image of a marginal art (Zigeunerliteratur 
and tightrope walking), which could be seen in a framework of 
appropriation that itself reestablishes the concept of language as 
property, to a hallucination. The materiality of the reference dis-
solves into a collective hallucination. It is here that Kafka aban-
dons the fantasy of language as property or as source of kin-
ship altogether, because “it was not even a German child.” The 
“mother tongue” becomes a mere rumor. In this way, this let-
ter shifts from portraying German-Jewish literature as an illegiti-
mate appropriation of the German language to the writing of a 
more radical depropriation, “es war nichts” (there was nothing).

conclusion

As I have suggested, early twentieth-century Prague was marked 
by tensions between different linguistic paradigms insofar as 
multilingual practices were increasingly subject to a process of 
monolingualization, itself driven by nationalism, that sought to 
remake both the communities and individuals within it in its own 
image. Monolingualism, in this context, did not so much mean 
speaking only one language, as being defined solely by one lan-
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The Uncanny Mother Tongue 65

guage—one’s “mother tongue”—as a proper subject fully em-
bedded in a national community. German-speaking Prague Jews 
were among those who most acutely experienced the effects of 
this monolingualizing process, because they were denied posses-
sion of a “mother tongue” that would assure their identity and 
even basic intelligibility as subjects. In this manner, they were 
barred from the central access point for partaking in the mono-
lingual paradigm. At the same time, the paradigm influenced 
their conceptions of communities, subjects, and modes of belong-
ing just as much as that of their fellow non-Jewish Germans or 
Czechs. Franz Kafka’s reflections on Yiddish in his diaries, letters 
and his 1912 speech are a testament to this complex situation of 
being excluded by a paradigm, yet sharing many of its premises 
and therefore trying to operate from within it.

Even as Kafka is deeply wedded to the monolingual paradigm, 
however, the contours of a different configuration—if not decou-
pling—of language and identity, that is, of a multilingual para-
digm for a postmonolingual age, emerge in his writing at vari-
ous points. His 1921 letter to Max Brod seemingly accedes to 
the most anti-Semitic versions of mother tongue and monolin-
gual paradigm for long stretches, then attempts a reversal of the 
mother tongue figuration via the image of language as a stolen 
child, before finally abandoning the figuration of language both 
in kinship and property terms altogether. Kafka goes beyond the 
premises of the mother tongue family romance and towards a 
yet-to-be-explored new realm of radical depropriation via nega-
tion and a negative aesthetics (“there was nothing”). The abrupt 
ending of the letter at this point underscores that this is neither an 
easy step to take nor a comfortable space to inhabit.

While this negative aesthetics recalls the uncanny nature of 
the mother tongue that Kafka brings to the fore in his speech 
on “Jargon,” not all explorations of multilingual configurations 
need necessarily be connected to “negative” affects. This be-
comes apparent in the context of Kafka’s French reading on Yid-
dish. The significance of French for his relationship to Yiddish, 
and through it to German, points to a linguistic configuration 

�&(!&4����/")&*���"3+*!�0%"��+0%".��+*$1"����%"��+/0)+*+(&*$1�(��+*!&0&+*���*&2"./&03�+#��&.$&*&���."//�����	���.+�1"/0
�����������++'��"*0.�(��%00,���"�++' "*0.�(�,.+-1"/0� +)�(&��1,"**�"�++'/�!"0�&(�� 0&+*�!+ ���	�	

���
�."�0"!�#.+)�1,"**�"�++'/�+*����������������	��
�

�
+,

3.
&$
%0
�5

��
��

	�
��
*&
2"

./
&03
�+
#��

&.$
&*
&�
��
."
//
���

((�
.&$

%0
/�
."
/"

.2
"!

�



The Uncanny Mother Tongue66

in which language, origin, identity, and affective investment do 
not line up. It is the “nonnative” language French that opens up 
a path through which joy runs unencumbered by identitarian or 
even appropriative modes imposed by the monolingual paradigm 
and held in place by the figure of the “mother” in its different 
guises. The “mother tongue” is indeed unheimlich (uncanny), but 
other languages beckon.

The word “Jargon,” which helped Kafka to bring out this un-
canny dimension of the mother tongue during his speech, belongs 
to a peculiar category of words with a long and charged history 
in the German tradition: it is a Fremdwort, a word derived from 
another language, whose foreign (fremd) provenance is said to be 
still perceptible to a German speaker. The next chapter turns to 
the functioning of this ambivalent category, which establishes the 
presence of other languages within a national language and thus 
makes visible how any language is always already internally mul-
tilingual. In other words, it puts into question the alleged “pu-
rity” and “nativeness” of the mother tongue for all its speakers, 
and not just those excluded from it. In the postmonolingual con-
dition, the mobilization of this internal difference can be an il-
luminating path on the way to recoding the mother tongue, as 
Kafka’s example begins to indicate and as Theodor W. Ador-
no’s writings on Fremdwörter, to be considered next, will help 
elaborate.
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c on c l u s ion

Toward a Multilingual 
Paradigm? 
The Disaggregated Mother Tongue

the disaggregated mother tongue

What is the relationship between language and identity today? 
According to the monolingual paradigm, there is one privileged 
language, the mother tongue. This language is special because 
one is born into it, one acquires it with the “mother’s milk” (H. 
Weinrich, “Chamisso”) or at least at the “mother’s knee” (B. An-
derson, Imagined Communities). The individual is connected 
to it through family and kinship ties and experiences childhood 
through it. The sounds of this language can stir something deep 
down inside a person; this is the language of primary attach-
ments, the language in which one first says and becomes “I.” It is 
a language that signifies belonging and reaffirms it. On a practical 
level, it is the language one masters best and has full command of. 
Other languages may be enjoyed but will never be mastered in the 
same way and can never attain the same deep meaning, they can 
never penetrate to the very core of the subject in the same man-
ner. This story about language and identity, I have argued, can 
best be understood as a linguistic family romance that constructs 
a narrative of true origin and ensuing identity. The concept of the 
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Conclusion204

mother tongue and its rich connotations, in other words, offers a 
strong model of the exclusive link between language and identity.

Yet, while this vision may be true for some, it is just as often 
untrue for others. The “mother tongue” can be a site of alienation 
and disjuncture, as German was for Kafka; it can be the medium 
of chauvinist expulsion from, and endogamous self-enclosure 
into, identity (Adorno); the “mother tongue” can be experienced 
as enforcing a limiting, suffocating inclusion (Tawada) as well as 
being a carrier of state violence (Özdamar) and social abjection 
(Zaimoğlu). These dimensions are part of the less told story of the 
“mother tongue.”

More importantly, however, this concept blocks from view the 
possibility of multiple, and even contradictory, attachments, of 
desire for something unfamiliar and unrelated as well as the plea-
sure derived from new childhoods and new connections. Reading 
multilingual forms against the backdrop of the monolingual par-
adigm reveals that languages not considered “mother tongues” 
can be the site of joy and significant reconfiguration, as French 
and Yiddish were for Kafka. It may be the “foreign” elements of 
a language that enable attachment to it in the first place, as in the 
case of Adorno. For him, as we have seen, foreign-derived words 
secure nonidentity and retain the memory of historical failures 
rather than smoothing them over. They also carry the utopian 
promise of a “language without soil.” Such detachment from 
the mother tongue is also a desired outcome of Tawada’s bilin-
gualism, where a foreign language is a gateway to liberation and 
pleasure and provides new perspectives on the world and new 
experiences of it. Against the violence of the mother tongue, a 
new language can be the means of working through trauma and 
recovering liveliness (Özdamar). Additional languages can help 
project new locations on transnational maps, as English does in 
Zaimoğlu’s Kanak Sprak, or they can locate subjects in relation-
ship to national histories from which they are excluded, as Yid-
dish and Hebrew fragments do in the same text.

But what about those for whom the “mother tongue” does in-
deed fulfill its promise and to whom it gives a sense of wholeness, 
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Conclusion 205

belonging, and affective attachment, one might rightly ask at this 
moment? What if the loss of a “mother tongue” is a painful expe-
rience rather than a liberating one? Eva Hoffman’s memoir of be-
ing “lost in translation” provides such an account of leaving be-
hind her beloved Polish to become a new person in English. The 
readings in this book lead me to argue that while the “mother 
tongue” may indeed be experienced as a wholesome unity by 
some, the problem lies in the monolingual paradigm’s insistence 
that this is always and exclusively the case.

The distinct aspects of the monolingual paradigm that are tack-
led by each of the writers discussed in this book ultimately indicate 
that, rather than being a seamless whole, the “mother tongue” is 
an aggregate of differential elements, all of which are subject to 
historical and social configuration. They reveal that what is called 
the “mother tongue” combines within it a number of ways of re-
lating to and through language, be it familial inheritance, social 
embeddedness, emotional attachment, personal identification, or 
linguistic competence. Contrary to the monolingual paradigm, it is 
possible for all these different dimensions to be distributed across 
multiple languages, a possibility that becomes visible only in mul-
tilingual formations or when the monolingual paradigm is held in 
abeyance. Multiple origins, relations, and emotional investments 
are possible and occur daily—something to which the texts ana-
lyzed in this book variously testify. This means that we need to rei-
magine subjects as open to crisscrossing linguistic identifications, 
if not woven from the fabric of numerous linguistic sources. Such 
multiplicity breaks with the monolingual premise so often hidden 
in the notion that language correlates to identity. Languages do in-
deed relate to identities, but not in any predetermined, predictable 
way, as this book demonstrates.

political stakes: multilingual subjects and 
monolingual containment strategies

Recognizing the monolingual paradigm and its workings can 
be a step towards denaturalizing monolingualism as an unques-
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Conclusion206

tioned norm and standard according to which other linguistic 
configurations and practices are measured. Given the political in-
vestments in language as a boundary marker, such an undertak-
ing necessarily has political implications. For a look at how the 
postmonolingual condition plays out in current public discourse 
in Germany and how it could be refigured, it is worth considering 
a recent media campaign sponsored by major corporations and 
endorsed by the German state.

In spring 2010, the Deutschlandstiftung Integration (Ger-
many Integration Foundation), a foundation sponsored by ma-
jor media corporations in Germany, started its first public cam-
paign under the title “Raus mit der Sprache. Rein ins Leben.” Its  
ostensible goal was to encourage immigrants living in Germany 
to learn German. To this end, the foundation produced publicity 
materials that were carried in newspapers and magazines, and on 
websites and public billboards. In all these formats, the campaign 
slogan was superimposed on a series of photographs, each show-
ing a more or less prominent minority figure in his or her twen-
ties, thirties, or forties. Ranging from sports stars and politicians 
to hip-hop musicians and other entertainers, the depicted subjects 
appear as lively, excited, and happy, or hipster cool. The focal 
point of each of these largely grey-hued pictures, meanwhile, is 
the tongue: each subject sticks out a tongue that has been painted 
in bright stripes of the German national colors of black, red, and 
gold. In this manner, the campaign promises inclusion and enjoy-
ment to those who allow their bodies to be painted in the national 
colors exclusively.

The campaign’s slogan underscores this exclusivist agenda: 
Raus mit der Sprache is an idiomatic expression that can be best 
translated as “spit it out.” This demand to speak is usually ad-
dressed to a person reluctant to provide information. The cam-
paign’s message of “speak already” thus construes an addressee 
who is willfully silent and who needs to be playfully challenged 
to give up that position. The second part of the slogan, rein ins 
Leben, (throw yourself into life) promises the gain from follow-
ing this challenge, while it likewise suggests that the addressees 
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Conclusion 207

are not yet “in” life. As the English equivalent “spit it out” im-
plies, this entry “into” life first requires the abjection of (another) 
language, for the literal meaning of Raus mit der Sprache is “out 
with the language.” In order to enter life, you have to eject lan-
guage. The economy of “in” and “out” follows a substitutional 
logic, in which there is no room for the coexistence and interplay 
of languages.1 Instead, one language has to make room for the 
other. The images illustrating the campaign assert this monolin-
gualizing assumption visually: this tongue can only have one na-
tional coloring; no blurring of the colors, no blurring of the lines 
is visible.

This campaign represents in some ways the opposite of the art-
work Wordsearch, with which I began this book. As I have shown 
there, in Wordsearch the individual becomes the scale at which 
the mother tongue concept is preserved, while the global city on 
which it draws—New York—is imagined as multilingual via the 
side-by-side coexistence of undisturbed “mother tongues.” In this 
way, Wordsearch may be multilingual but it does not go “beyond 
the mother tongue.” The media campaign, on the other hand, 
responds to potential multilingualism in the national space by 
wanting to paint all tongues in the same colors. Here, the ques-
tion of the “mother tongue” of the depicted individuals remains 
secondary to the desire to represent the nation as a linguistically 
homogeneous place.2 As the campaign slogan suggests: out with 
the (other) language. Even the campaign’s design underscores this 
attitude, as it advertises German language courses primarily in 
German rather than in languages that beginning learners might 
know. That is, the campaign refuses even to acknowledge the 
multilingualism of the very public it is allegedly addressing and 
instead insists on reproducing the vision of a purely monolingual 
national space.

With the recuperation of the notion of a “national tongue” 
and its inscription onto the very bodies of minorities, this cam-
paign is symptomatic of recent political and social developments 
in contemporary Germany that once again stress homogeneity 
as an ideal.3 Despite the deep-seated demographic changes in the 
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postwar period due to migration, elaborated in chapter 5, politi-
cal elites admitted only in the late 1990s that such migration was 
not a temporary or marginal issue. Yet this admission and some 
accompanying legal changes—such as modifications of the citi-
zenship law—provoked a defensive response that sought to assert 
the continued primacy of German culture. The term Leitkultur 
(guiding or lead culture), coined by political scientist Bassam Tibi 
and popularized by Christian Democratic politician Friedrich 
Merz in the late 1990s, articulated this desire for continued cul-
tural hegemony. The German language was from the beginning 
the sine qua non of this Leitkultur. Rather than simply see Ger-
man as a necessary language for navigating in the country, this 
debate increasingly cast other languages as damaging and coun-
ter to “integration.”4

This stress on homogeneity, I would argue, constitutes an 
inadvertent admission of the reality of heterogeneity. In post-
monolingual terms, it constitutes an attempted reassertion of the 
monolingual paradigm vis-à-vis the realization of multilingual 
realities. Coloring the tongue is a response to recognizing that 
not all tongues are German, that the country is multilingually in-
habited. This particular vision does not want to admit the nature 
of multilingual practices, the ability to live multiple belongings, 
but neither does it want to admit the reality that many minorities 
are already German speakers, even if the dominant society does 
not yet believe that.

This move to homogeneity does not target all languages in the 
same way, however. Recent debates about bilingual schools dem-
onstrate differential treatment of multilingualisms in the Ger-
man context.5 While bilingual English-German schools are rap-
idly gaining in popularity and are welcome, the call for opening 
Turkish-German bilingual schools has been met with a strong 
negative reaction by the public.6 Green Party head Cem Özdemir 
noted in this context that the responses to a proposal for a bi-
lingual Turkish-German school almost gave the impression that 
“Turkish was a language of lepers” (quoted in Wierth, “Zwei-
sprachige Gymnasien”), expressing the abjection of Turkish in 
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Conclusion 209

contemporary Germany. Multilingualism thus takes on a differ-
ent status depending on the languages involved. This is even true 
when the individuals involved are not themselves working-class 
immigrants. The experiences of a Turkish-American academic 
couple residing in Germany for research purposes illustrate this 
differential treatment across levels of class and education.7 Rais-
ing their children bilingually at home, with Turkish and English, 
the couple also facilitated their German-learning in daycare dur-
ing their temporary stay in the country. Despite this fact, daycare 
workers reprimanded one parent for speaking in Turkish to the 
children. No such situation arose for the parent speaking in Eng-
lish to the same children, however.

The differential attitude towards Turkish in the contemporary 
German linguascape is closely connected to what anthropologist 
Ruth Mandel helpfully calls “selective cosmopolitanism” (Cos-
mopolitan Anxieties 14). With this term, Mandel describes the 
fact that Turkishness and forms of Turkish culture pose a chal-
lenge to German self-conceptions of cosmopolitanism. While 
seeing themselves as cosmopolitan—as consumers of Italian or 
Chinese food, Brazilian or African dancing, and so on—many 
majority Germans cannot accept Turkishness as part of this cos-
mopolitanism. This means that, on the one hand, Turkish-Ger-
mans are not considered cosmopolitan themselves and, on the 
other hand, that Turkish-German cultural expressions are not 
considered part of a cosmopolitan spectrum, but rather are stig-
matized and viewed as abject. Using Mandel’s term, we could 
therefore speak of a “selective multilingualism” reigning in con-
temporary Germany. Not all multilingual practices are rejected; 
instead, some, involving particular languages, are more heavily 
policed than others.

Given the selective multilingualism of the present vis-à-vis 
Turkish (and Arabic), a historical memory of how various minor-
ity subjects have grappled with inclusion into and exclusion from 
the German language could be a helpful corrective to the pathol-
ogizing attitudes towards Turkish and the position of Turkish-
German speakers in the contemporary political scene. The design 
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of my book, which combines pre- and post-Holocaust German-
Jewish writing with postunification Turkish-German writing, as 
well as a Japanese-German writer, evokes that historical memory. 
There is a continuity of grappling with linguistic difference that 
affects primarily those deemed internal others, even if the specific 
linguistic practices, languages, and styles, as well as the larger 
historical dynamics, differ.

embracing a deethnicized german, or,  
german beyond the mother tongue

Especially in light of the selective multilingualism of the pub-
lic sphere and although they relate stories of loss and exclu-
sion, what is remarkable in the chapters of this book focusing 
on Turkish-German constellations is the turn towards German, 
accompanied by a—postmonolingual—twist. In fact, contrary 
to expectations, Beyond the Mother Tongue does not document 
multilingual moves against German. Rather, the writings dis-
cussed here all embrace German, but as something other than 
the public discourse would have it. The German that emerges 
here in postmonolingual perspective has been and continues to be 
a home for many—a home that is itself undergoing transforma-
tion, a home that is not exclusionary, that it is impure, marked, 
tainted, “enriched,” and charged. The use of German by those 
not deemed legitimate speakers, whether Kafka or Zaimoğlu, in-
dicates that German is already a lingua franca—with all the de/
formations that happen to such a language, as the different forms 
of “Englishes” in the world demonstrate. This view of German as 
a lingua franca rather than as a purely national language could 
be a curative to the proprietary, exclusionary claims made on the 
language today. Instead of coloring the tongues of minorities in 
national colors, it would mean bringing out the new colors the 
language takes on through its multitude of new speakers.

How else to understand what German is doing in the periphery 
of Mongolia today? This question is raised by the German-lan-
guage writings of Galsan Tschinag, a member of the Tuvan mi-
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Conclusion 211

nority in Mongolia who learned German in the socialist “brother 
republic” of the GDR. After his return home, he transformed 
the heretofore solely oral traditions of his Tuvan people into lit-
erature in German. Tschinag continues to live in Mongolia and 
write in German. His use of the language radically delinks it from 
ethnicity and territory and turns German into a “nomadic” lan-
guage and transnational cultural archive to inscribe a minority 
history in another national context. But Tschinag is not alone.

Let me end with a brief glance at another easily overlooked 
route through the contemporary linguascape. In the 1999 Turk-
ish film Güneşe Yolculuk (Journey to the Sun) by director Yeşim 
Ustaoğlu, the German language makes an unexpected appear-
ance. The film takes place in Turkey and combines a story about 
the repression of Kurds with a story about Turkish-Kurdish 
friendship and love. In the midst of this film, which moves from 
Istanbul to rural eastern Turkey and at first sight has nothing 
to do with Germany or Germans, a shy teenager, who does not 
speak any German, confesses his love to his girlfriend—in Ger-
man. Through this shy, secretly learned Ich liebe Dich—or, as 
it is pronounced in the film “Ih libbe dih”—German becomes, 
for a short, moving moment, the language of a love in Anatolia. 
This German is not tied to nationality or ethnicity, but rather 
constitutes a moment in which the oppressive ethnic ascriptions 
that set the story into motion are held at bay in utopian fashion. 
This confession of love does not refer back to ethnicity but comes 
out of new linguascapes enabled by migration. The teenager ad-
dresses his girlfriend in German because she is one of the “re-
migrants,” a return immigrant from Germany. Through this re-
turn migration, the German language has also migrated into new 
spaces, and just as, despite all animosity towards them, Turkish 
and Kurdish have found a new home in Europe, German has also 
become a “Turkish” and “Kurdish” language. Like the German-
language writings discussed in this book, this deterritorialized 
German confession of love is also an expression of the postmono-
lingual condition.
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