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(Abstract) 

• Full-length article in: JLT 15/1-2 (2021), 109–139. 

My paper discusses the controversial relationship between literature and literary studies by 
using the example of the term ›migration literature‹. It demonstrates in the first part that 
›migration literature‹ as a term in literary studies does not expose explications of rational 
reconstructions of a conceptual content in Harald Fricke’s and Klaus Weimar’s understanding. 
In its history (Adelson 1991; 2004), ›migration literature‹ goes back to a chain of different terms 
and definitions as Gastarbeiter- or Ausländerliteratur and reflects strategies of 
homogenization and exclusion. From the 1980s forward, those terms produce in cultural 
contexts a semantic field that propagates culture based on a definition of ex negativo (Tafazoli 
2019). The first part of my paper describes an outline of influences of homogenization and 
reductionism on the discourses of migration in literary studies and explains in the second part 
an asymmetrical relationship between motive on the one hand and terminology on the other. 
The term ›migration literature‹ seems to dominate this relationship by determination of a source 
of ›accepted truths‹ related to the life and background – specifically to the place of birth and 
the origin – of the author (Bay 2017). By prioritization of criteria beyond narrative reality, 
literary studies led in the 1980s and 1990s discourses on migration on the sidelines of canon of 
German speaking literature (Weigel 1991; Wilpert 2001). With regard to terminological 
determination in order to produce interpretative sovereignty (Foucault 1994), my paper 
exemplifies in the second part that the term ›migration literature‹ collects selected and limited 
fields of social, historical and political knowledge in perspective adjustment and in order to 
classify literature beyond aesthetic criteria. By this means, inductive standards (Müller 2010a; 
2010b) classify the literary object ›migration‹ ontologically and regardless of factuality of the 
author’s life on the one hand and fictionality of narrative text on the other. The ontological 
classification has been used, for example, in contexts that replace the figure of stranger 
(Fremder) by the figure of migrant and determines the latter as figuration of external space of 
culture. The replacement suggests a perspective rigidity in the cultural production of knowledge 
that flows into a terminological classification and claims with the term ›migration literature‹ 
sovereignty over culture. From this point of view, the author and his work should be located in 
the external space of canonized literature. The second part of my paper comes to the conclusion 
that the term ›migration literature‹ has been developed in politicized frames of external-textual 
›accepted truths‹ and bases its stability on cultural essentialism and exclusion regardless of 
heterogenetic appearance (Bhatti 2015). 

With regard to theories of »literature on the move« (Ette 2001), my paper understands that 
migration has always formed a considerable part of literary production. Therefore, migration 
could be understood as a literary motive. This meaning would undermine an ontological 
understanding of culture. Narrative texts develop poetics of migration and create by figurations 
of migration a poly-perspectivity in which migration advances to a polysemantic motive. My 
paper discusses these thoughts in the context of cultural memory in the third part and 
understands varied and multifaceted constructions of cultural memory on all sides of cultural 
borders. This part confronts the asymmetrical relationship between motive and terminology 



2 
 

with discussions on migration as narrative of cultural memory that belongs to cultural majority 
and minority equally, at the same time and in the same space. Based on this understanding, my 
paper argues that migration as a motive construct shapes and leads discourses of culture under 
the conditions of global re-formation. The shift of the perspective from conceptual classification 
to close-readings of literary constructions should lead us to considerations about the openness 
of the narrative in distinction to terminological unity and should also initiate a paradigm shift 
in locating migration in discourses of literary studies. The theoretical considerations will be 
exemplified in the fourth section by Mohammad Hossein Allafis Frankfurter Trilogie that is a 
collection of the novels Die Nächte am Main (1998), Die letzte Nacht mit Gabriela (2000) 
and Gabriela findet einen Stapel Papier (2012). The fourth part of my paper examines 
in Frankfurter Trilogie a reading that integrates migration as a motive into the discourse of 
cultural memory of global challenges. Using the example of the Trilogie, this part of my paper 
demonstrates that discussions on migration in the context of cultural memory could initiate a 
shift in the perspective of reception from conceptual homogenization to narrative openness. The 
shift of perspective shows that literature translates the questions of community into the aesthetic 
perception of the form of culture and civilization in which the community actually articulates 
and appears itself and shows also that reading of migration as a statement about one nation has 
lost its explanatory power. The last part of my paper resumes my thoughts and takes position 
in the current fields of research in literary studies. 
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