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ABSTRACT

This thesis aims at studying Elif Batuman’s The Idiot and Either/Or from a transcultural
perspective. This study examines Elif Batuman’s novels from an interdisciplinary
perspective combining Wolfgang Welsch’s philosophical approach to transculturalism,
transcultural literary studies as well as Bakhtinian concepts such as polyphony and
intertextuality. Benefitting from this framework, this thesis highlights the themes of the
representation of national identity, mobility, cultural and linguistic diversity in
Batuman’s fiction. The study also emphasizes how the protagonist transcends the stable
categories related to identity and fiction writing within the framework of

transculturalism.
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OZET

Bu tez, Elif Batuman’in The ldiot ve Either/Or romanlarimi kiiltiir 6tesilik teorisi
cergevesinde incelemeyi amaclamaktadir. Bu caligma, Wolfgang Welsch’in kiiltiir
otesilik kavramini felsefi yonden ele alan bakis agisini, edebiyatta kiiltiir Gtesilik
yaklagimini, Bakhtin’in ¢ok seslilik kavramini ve metinlerarasilik kuramini birlestirerek
disiplinleraras1 bir yaklasimla Batuman’in romanlarmi inceler. Bu g¢ergevede,
Batuman’in romanlarinda, ulusal kimligin temsili, haraketlilik, kiiltiirel ve dilbilimsel
cesitlilik temalar ortaya ¢ikarilir. Ayni1 zamanda bu ¢alisma, ana karakterin kimlik ve
roman yazimina dair sabit kategorileri nasil astigini kiiltiir 6tesilik teorisi ¢ergcevesinde

degerlendirir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Kiiltiir otesilik, edebiyatta kiiltiir tesilik, ¢ok seslilik,

metinlerarasilik
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INTRODUCTION

Transculturalism, originally coined by Fernando Ortiz in 1940 as
transculturation, refers to the mutual interaction between cultures, rather than a one-
sided acculturation process. Despite the fact that it was Ortiz who put forward the term,
it has been evolving since then and it has been deployed in various disciplines.
According to Wolfgang Welsch (1999), the existing concepts of multiculturalism and
interculturalism are not enough to explain the conditions of our times. Therefore, it is
necessary to set new approaches to be able to comprehend the complex structure of
cultures today. At this point, he offers deployment of the word transculturalism pointing
out the interconnected structure of cultures today. As Welsch elaborates,
transculturalism has two dimensions: macro-level and micro-level. While the former
deals with complexities in societies which stem from the coexistence of cultures, the
latter focuses on individual domains in which identity is constructed through multiple
cultural interactions.

Welsch (1999) does not regard cultures as homogeneous and separate entities,
rather they continuously reshape through external networking. The interconnectedness
of cultures results from the dynamic process of migrations, developing communication
systems as well as economic dependencies/independencies. At a micro-level,
transculturality is an individual phenomenon. In order to illustrate how transculturalism
is observed at a micro-level, Welsh exemplifies Salman Rushdie as a transcultural
author whose identity is not shaped by a single homeland. Welsch also makes a
distinction between cultural and national identity. He asserts that cultural identity
cannot be limited to a national one since one’s cultural identity might be a mixture of
different aspects of wvarious cultural forms. Also, Welsch emphasizes that
transculturalism does not denote the homogenization of societies; on the contrary, he
emphasizes the necessity of celebrating diversity and envisions societies in which each
individual expresses themselves in their own unique way. He points out that being
transcultural is not sameness, in contrast, it is having one’s distinctive individual
identity.

Transcultural literary studies, on the other hand, dwell on the issues such as the
representation of national identities, the coexistence of multiple modes of beings,
multicultural environments, translingual practices like code-mixing or translations, and

the impact of mobility on characters/authors in literary works. While transcultural



literary analysis deals with these issues, it does not disregard the critical approach of
postcolonial theory, rather it mostly borrows the concepts such as hybridization, in-
betweenness or deals with the conditions of diasporas in literary works of cross-cultural
authors. Arianna Dagnino (2015) regards transcultural literature as a new form of
literatures of mobility which includes literary works that are influenced by “migratory
flows, wanderlust, travel experiences, diasporic, exile, or postcolonial situations, and
more recently, the multiple trajectories of transnational and neonomadic movements”
(p. 145). In Transcultural Identities in Contemporary Literature, it is stated that our
understanding of self is shaped through interaction with others; thus, it is an open and
ongoing process. Since identity formation involves fluidity, individual identity persists
in changing through interactions with others. It is also emphasized that transculturality
was once considered to be a concern of privileged ones in societies; however, it is now
regarded as a reality for the majority of the world’s population due to migrations and
advancing communication technologies. As a result of the confrontation of diverse
groups, each individual in a group constructs a unique identity, identifying with
different characteristics of local or global. (Hansen, Llena and Nordin et al., 2013, p.
iX-x-xvi) According to Mikhail Epstein (2009), transcultural individuals can redeem
themselves from the dependence on not only their native cultures but also on the culture
they live in. He defines the situation of transcultural as being beyond (p. 332). As
Epstein (1999) suggests, any kind of experience involving interconnectedness is
valuable from a transcultural perspective. He adds that the central question of
transcultural identity is how we change our perception of self in the way of evolving
from who we are (p. 94). One might argue that transculturalism prioritizes
transformation and fluidity rather than fixed categories of identity. From this
perspective, individual identity is not stable and it reshapes through personal
experiences and interactions with others.

Drawing on the features of transcultural novels as well as Bakhtinian concepts
such as heteroglossia, polyphony, dialogism and intertextuality, this study aims at
discussing Elif Batuman’s The Idiot and Either/Or from these standpoints. Batuman is
a multilingual Turkish-American novelist and literary scholar, and her novels
demonstrate the depth of her cross-cultural identity and creative writing style. In The
Idiot and its sequel Either/Or, Batuman tells the story of the experiences of Selin
Karadag who studies at Harvard. Selin’s enthusiasm for living her life as the literary

characters she admires clashes with real life experiences which are mostly painful due



to the difficulty of the transitionary stage of growing up. Readers witness the evolving
process of the protagonist from the beginning of The Idiot to the end of Either/Or. While
The Idiot revolves around the experiences of the heroine in her freshman year, its sequel
Either/Or takes readers on a journey through the narrator’s sophomore year in college.
While Selin is more inexperienced and dazzled with the complexities of life in The Idiot,
Either/Or presents Selin as a more grounded character who is gradually constructing
herself as a female author. Set in various locations, both of these novels are polyphonic,
intertextual and bear several aforementioned qualities of transcultural literature.
Batuman uses an innovative style benefitting from genres including autobiography and
academic writing and she carefully blends them in her fiction.

The friendship among the characters forms the core of dynamic interaction in
Batuman’s novels. In “Constructions of Transcultural Subjectivity”, Mats Tegmark
(2013) emphasizes that transcultural subjectivity goes beyond national identity. Despite
the differences related to their cultural background, they share similar human
experiences like love, friendship, separation, loss or loneliness (Nordin, Hansen, Llena
et al, p. 98). In Transcultural English Studies, Mike Phillips (2009) asserts that
individual identity formation is determined as individuals engage with the very structure
of languages and the interrelationship with national and personal histories (p. 145).
From Philips’ perspective, everything we learn, the specific modes of behaviors, family
histories as well as the history of the nation we belong to and personal experiences are
the factors impacting our identity formation process. All of these features are traced in
Batuman’s novels through her vivid description of the characters. While each character
differs greatly from one another, they also have similar experiences like being in love,
being on the move and building friendships.

Since its features mostly intersect with postcolonial and postmodern writing, it
is not possible to precisely pinpoint the features of transcultural novels. For this reason,
Sissy Helff (2009) indicates the challenge of defining features of transcultural novels,
acknowledging the fact that it is a relatively new concept. However, she still clarifies
some common features of transcultural literature. According to Helff, a transcultural
character continuously doubts himself/herself questioning her/his views and the world
around them (p. 83). Contrary to intercultural narratives, these novels mostly depend on
personal realities. Helff adds:

A common imagined community is thus lost to the main protagonists, since

transcultural characteristics challenge essentialist modes of identity



construction...The narrated worlds often run up against diverse idealized

notions of cultural nationalism... conventional concepts of home and gender

roles (p. 83).

Different world views are questioned by the protagonists of these novels. According to
Helff (2009), transcultural narrative perpetually crosses boundaries through a narrator
who challenges the collective identity belonging to a particular community. Also, these
border-crossing activities characterize the narrators’ lifeworld. Finally, the conventional
understanding of home is defied. These characters might feel an attachment to a place
that is different from their home or they might prefer not to fit in anywhere at all. Helff
points out that storytelling strategies such as designing an unreliable narrator in
transcultural novels sometimes enable the author to incorporate metafictional elements
within the narrative itself by inserting her/his own views in the novel (p. 83).

Concurring with Helff, Dagnino (2015) also contributes to the description of
transcultural novels. She defines the key characteristic of a transcultural novel as
follows: “physical or cultural mobility and transformative nature of its fictional
characters—together with their ability to re-envisage common situations from
alternative points of view—which mainly reflects that of its authors” (p.180). At this
point, Dagnino recalls Schoene who envisions transcultural novels to be novels that
depict the world rather than particular nations. As well as defining the features of
transcultural novels, Dagnino (2015) illustrates the attitude of transcultural authors in
five categories: 1) these authors set their novels in multiple places; however, none of
these places are exoticized by the narrator. 2) The characters in these novels represent
more than one culture and lead a transcultural life. 3) They prefer multiple narrative
voices and present their stories involving different perspectives. 4) They use foreign
words blending linguistic spaces/cultures in their texts. 5) They generally reject
classifying texts according to national literatures (p. 183). She also acknowledges that
transcultural authors tend to mix genres defying the traditional classification of them.
Dagnino relates the attitudes of transcultural authors with what Rosi Braidotti calls
nomadic subjects.

In Metamorphoses, Braidotti (2002) articulates how subjectivity has changed in
the post-industrial era which is marked by postmodernism. She deals with difference in
a positive way aiming at deconstructing phallogocentric views depending on binaries.
While articulating her thoughts, she borrows from Gilles Deleuze’s notions of empirical

transcendental and Luce Irigaray’s sexual difference. Referring to Deleuze and



Irigaray’s philosophy, Braidotti defines a nomadic subject as being mobile, changeable
in nature and transitory. As she posits it, becoming is a perpetual interconnectedness (p.
8, 70). In her article, “Writing as a Nomadic Subject” Braidotti (2014) relates the
becoming process of nomadic subjects to writing practice. As Braidotti suggests,
nomadic writers not only use language as a tool, but they also feel resided as the other
in it. As she remarks, creativity requires the riddance of fixed notions of identity.
Instead, it is a nomadic process through which writers do not cling to a stable category
of identity. Braidotti elaborates that being a nomadic subject requires one to open one’s
self to possible encounters with the ‘outside’ as Virginia Woolf does in her writings
through the detailed depictions of her observations. As Braidotti remarks, through the
mobilization of differences, it is possible to destroy the supremacy of powerful nations.
She adds that late postmodernity involves “transculturality, polylingual and multi-
cultural social space,” that is marked with “nomadic intervention.” She defines nomadic
intervention as a process of “destabilizing dogmatic, hegemonic, exclusionary power
structures” (p. 166-181). She concludes her argument as follows:

The point is not just mere deconstruction, but the relocation of identities on new

grounds that account for multiple belongings., ie: a non-unitary vision of a

subject. This subject actively...constructs itself in complex and internally

contradictory webs of social relations (p. 181).
To conclude, transcultural novels and their authors invite readers to an open space in
which all stigmas relating to one’s national, cultural or sexual identity are questioned.
Walking across languages and cultures, these authors are able to reveal differences as
well as similarities, overlapping and opposing features of cultures. These authors also
enable readers to explore different perspectives that are shaped in different
circumstances and settings. Although mobility is one of the most common features of
transcultural novels, Braidotti (2014) emphasizes that not all nomadic writers have to
be travelers, the subversion of traditional thinking or locating oneself outside the given
culture also defines the nomadic state. Thus, one might conclude that undermining
stereotypical representations of various groups based on their nationality, ethnic
background or sexual orientation, and moving beyond the notions of fixed identity
instead replacing it with fluidity are within the scope of transcultural writing.

Since one of the most defining features of transcultural literature is involving
different languages and worldviews in a single text, most transcultural novels are also

polyphonic and dialogic in their very nature. Drawing on Bakhtin, Epstein argues that



the world must shift from difference to interference which entails mutual interaction.
As Epstein suggests, only when one locates oneself outside, engaging in a dialogue with
the other, that different cultures confront thus enriching one another. This encounter
does not result in mixing; however, it leads to a different understanding (Epstein, 2004,
as cited in Rollins, 2013, p.260). Referring to Bakhtin, Michael Bell (2004) indicates
that the overlapping features of cultures resemble “a floating dialogue” (Bell, 2004, as
cited in Bostad, Brandst, Sigred Everson, Faber et al, p. 2). The idea of a dialogical
encounter of cultures and the fluidity of cultural identity resulting from these encounters
also lie at the heart of the transcultural approach. Therefore, it is significant to scrutinize
Bakhtinian terms such as heteroglossia, dialogism and polyphony to better understand
the structure of transcultural novels.

According to Bakhtin (1986), literary works are closely linked with cultural
history and inseparable from cultural context. The boundaries between the various areas
of cultures are ambiguous and the effects of these cultures are best observed in
individual areas. As Bakhtin elaborates, the attempt to encapsulate literature in a single
era or isolate it from cultural context is a vain attempt. To put it another way, literary
works ripen through time transcending the confines of our own period. A single literary
work cannot exist without bearing traces from the past as well as negotiating with the
future. Cultures are never disclosed entities; on the contrary, they spread through other
epochs. As Bakhtin clarifies, achieving creative understanding is only possible when
one locates oneself outside the norms of a given culture. Meaning can only be achieved
through a dialogue with the other. This dialogical interaction among cultures as well as
the coexistence of various cultural elements enrich the structure of a literary work.

In his seminal work The Dialogic Imagination, Bakhtin (1981) defines the novel
as a form which involves diverse languages as well as conservations in different social
circles. As he puts it, heteroglossia is one of the main principles of modern novels and
anovel is the representation of different voices in a creative way. According to Bakhtin,
people representing different groups and specific modes of expression are blended in a
novel. The interaction among these various utterances and speech styles, which he also
calls dialogism, forms the core of the stylistics of novels (p. 262-3). As Ivanov (1999)
puts it in his article, heteroglossia is the opposite of monoglossia in which a single
language dominates a text. On the contrary, a heteroglot novel involves not only
different dialects but also various speech patterns of individuals existing under a unified

language.



The dialogic nature of words creates an artistic discourse within a novel;
therefore, the style of a text is determined by internal and external relationships.
According to Bakhtin (1981), language resembles our physical environment with its
non-unitary structure. Social life and history create an abstract national language
containing various worlds and ideologies, which are expressed through “semantic and
axiological content” and each is represented by respective sounds (p. 288). Languages
encapsulate more than a fixed, stable grammatical structure. As Bakhtin puts it,
languages involve one another and it is not possible to juxtapose them since one way or
another they penetrate each other (p. 291). While languages are not self-enclosed
spheres, novels that include different world views and languages cannot be considered
closed systems, either. Literary language is not a sole, closed system, rather it is a unity
of various languages contacting and impacting one another. Namely, languages, as well
as genres, persist give and take relationships with other genres including stylistic and
linguistic characteristics of these genres (p. 295- 321). The heteroglot nature of the
novel creates double-voiced discourse mixing the voices of the characters and that of
the authors.

After he elaborates on the dialogic system and the heteroglot structure in novels,
Bakhtin scrutinizes the differences between an epic hero and a novel hero. The hero of
a novel does not serve society and they are not necessarily the representative of lofty
ideals. These characters are the embodiment of collective speech, communication and
development. They don’t rise upon the ideals of society, rather they present their
worldview. One might argue that Bakhtin paves the way to what we understand from
the postmodern novel/character today. Authors portray hybrid characters and this
hybridity in novels is designed by authors consciously with a creative understanding. In
a novel, one observes the fusion of languages, cultures as well as a mixture of different
eras. In novels, a natural culture is not a self-contained, closed system and
bildungsroman, especially autobiographical ones -which are also a subject of this study-
are the perfect representatives of heteroglossia containing everyday speech (p. 340,
365).

In Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin (1984) expounds on the features
of novels examining Dostoevsky’s works and characters as great representatives of the
modern novel. In this work, Bakhtin extends his views on key terms like multi-voice,
polyphony and heteroglossia which are the components of what is named intertextuality

by his successors. According to Bakhtin, Dostoyevsky is the originator of the



polyphonic novel and he defines it to be “a plurality of independent and unmerged
voices and consciousnesses” (p. 6-8). While each unique voice is representing itself,
their world views create a real polyphony. By its nature, a novel is a dialogized structure
and dialogue penetrates the structure of novels. Although diversity in language and
dialects remain as significant components, dialogic angle, through which styles are
counterposed, is what really matters in a polyphonic novel (p. 182). In a polyphonic
novel, each representation has an equal value, different views are not more important
than one another; therefore, there is a constant interaction among the ideas: “The
polyphonic novel is dialogic... Dialogic relationships exist among all elements of
novelistic structure... They are an almost universal phenomenon, permeating all human
speech and all relationships and manifestations of human life” (p. 40). Bakhtin defines
dialogism as a universal phenomenon, not attributing it to a single culture or language.

The components related to the dialogic nature of texts that are explained above
establish the foundation of the term intertextuality, which was coined by Julia Kristeva.
Intertextuality aims at revealing the interconnectedness of other texts and genres in the
body of a single work. From an intertextual perspective, “All texts are intertexts because
they refer to, recycle and draw from the preexisting texts. Any work of art, for Kristeva,
is an intertext which interacts with the other texts, rewrites, transforms or parodies
them” (Zengin, 2016, p. 300). As Graham Allen (2000) suggested, intertextuality is also
a way of understanding cultures and intertextual reading enables readers to reveal
connections among cultures as well as literatures (p. 5). Therefore, intertextuality
provides a lens through which readers can see the interconnectedness of various cultural
products and witness how the author transforms these materials into a new narrative.
Reading a text from an intertextual perspective is also relevant to the transcultural
reading experience since transcultural literature mostly includes literatures and literary
traditions of different nations. Due to the fact that transcultural authors are in touch with
multiple national literatures, this diversity becomes a part of their literary works.
Transcultural authors might combine various elements of literary genres as well as the
contents of other texts in their novels.

The first chapter of this study discusses the theoretical background from the
development of transcultural theory to its deployment in transcultural literary studies
today. The second chapter focuses on the issues related to national identity. Most of the
characters in Batuman’s fiction come from different parts of the world, meeting in a

university setting. Batuman reveals national stereotypes as well as prejudices directed



towards others. Selin confronts these attitudes not only in America and Turkey but also
in other countries she has visited. In accordance with one of the qualities of transcultural
novels, neither America nor Turkey is depicted in a romanticized way. She does not
favor American or Turkish attitudes, rather she points out that regardless of their
socioeconomic status, people encounter certain prejudices in all societies. The second
subsection discusses how the main characters transcend the fixed categories of identity
questioning the nature of belonging to a particular place. The third subsection has
attempted to analyze Harvard as a transcultural space being the intersection for people
coming from different national and cultural backgrounds.

In the third chapter, the focus shifts to one of the most important themes of
transcultural literature: mobility. In Batuman’s fiction, the characters are on the move,
perpetually crossing borders physically and virtually. In accordance with Braidotti’s
concept of a nomadic subject, Batuman does not only do this by portraying characters
who are traveling from one place to the other continuously, she also directs the attention
of the readers to different destinations all around the world from a university setting.
Throughout the novels, Selin and her friends, most of whom are also cross-cultural
characters, interrogate cultures, the nature of languages and national histories. Also, the
countries that are visited, their impacts on the characters as well as the symbolic
significance of these places will be analyzed from a transcultural perspective.

The fourth chapter is centered on linguistic elements existing in Batuman’s
novels. In one of her interviews, referring to Bakhtin, Batuman expresses that being
proficient in more than one language, opening a space for youth language and
implementing these features in a single national language add layers and richness to a
novel (Oreskovic, 2017). In her novels, Batuman brings together people from different
walks of life, cultural backgrounds, and people whose native languages/world views are
vastly different from one another. Both novels include various languages, mainly
English and Turkish, as well as Hungarian, French and Russian expressions. There are
also references to Creole and Pidgin which are formed as a result of a combination of
some features of different languages. Batuman’s novels contain linguistic terms,
academic language, philosophical terms, youth language, occupational language,
idiomatic Turkish expressions as well as daily English. She continuously moves among
various modes of expression creating harmony in her novels. The fourth chapter of this
study has also attempted to analyze intertextual references which also reflect the

transcultural mode of Batuman’s fiction. In the section dedicated to generic features,
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the focus is how Batuman shapes her novels destroying the boundaries of genres. She
carefully blends fiction and non-fiction in the body of her novels transcending fixed
categories of genre. Regarded to be autofictional in their essence, Batuman’s novels
reveal much about her reading and writing experience as an author as well.

At this point, since Batuman primarily elaborates the theory of the novel as well
as the general plot of The Idiot in her debut book The Possessed: Adventures with
Russian Books and the People Who Read Them, which also contains elements of fiction,
it will also be mentioned in this study. Published in 2010, The Possessed brings together
grad school life, Batuman’s favorite Russian novelists, literary theory and multiple
settings from the West to the East such as Stanford, St. Petersburg, Tashkent and
Florence. Seven years later, when The Idiot was published, Batuman explained that she
had already written The Idiot earlier than The Possessed; however, she revised it years
later and finally, the novel was published in 2017. Therefore, one might argue that The
Possessed not only foreshadows the content of The Idiot, but also reveals how the author
approached writing a novel meshing several generic qualities. Batuman’s novels build
a bridge between canonical works and the narrator’s own writing experience.

Although there are lots of intertextual references in The Idiot and Either/Or,
some specific works stand out that she compares from different national literatures such
as French, American, English and most dominantly Russian. Analyzing these literary
works from a critical eye and primarily focusing on the representation of female
characters, Selin attempts to construct her identity as a female author. As well as using
intertextual references to pay homage to her favorite novels, Batuman also subverts
patriarchal discourse in these novels through her writing experience. She illustrates how
women were eventually oppressed and suffered in these canonical works. She
demonstrates this to the readers by selecting examples from various national literatures.
For this reason, the intertextual references in Batuman’s fiction not only reflect the
polyphonic structure of her novels, but also become significant components of her
transcultural narrative.

Lastly, the final part discusses Batuman’s novels from the lens of a Turkish
reader, who reads these novels in English. Although the narrator translates most of the
Turkish conversations into English, some of the expressions are difficult to translate
since they are culture-bounded references. In this regard, it has been intended to
highlight the significance of these references from the point of view of a Turkish reader.

All in all, the present study explores the themes of individual and national identity,
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mobility, cultural and linguistic diversity in Batuman’s fiction in the light of

transcultural approach.
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CHAPTER ONE
THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

1.1 The Development of Transcultural Theory

Transculturalism, which springs from culturology, emerged as a new form of
understanding the intricate structures of cultures. As the prefix trans- suggests, the term
denotes going beyond the preexisting idea of cultures observing the dynamic nature of
cultures today at macro and micro levels. The term is not totally considered to be
isolated from other cultural approaches like multiculturalism and interculturalism,
rather it has developed benefitting from the critical approach of them. The transcultural
theory has been used in disciplines from various fields from teaching, anthropology,
and sociology to literature. However, the challenge in utilizing the transcultural
approach is that there is no fixed definition of the concept. The term transculturation
was first launched by anthropologist Ortiz (1940) in his Cuban Counterpoint. He
asserted that it is impossible to define cultural engagement from a single perspective as
deculturation or acculturation, rather there is a mutual influence among cultures that
are in a relationship, and this two-way process leads to the emergence of a new culture.

Although Ortiz launched the term transculturation, it is German philosopher
Welsch who establishes the concept of transculturalism. In his essay “Transculturality:
The Puzzling Form of Cultures Today”, Welsch (1999) asserts that the inner structure
of cultures today has become more complex because the world is much more connected
today than ever. Thus, the classic definition of culture does not suffice to explain the
existing condition of cultures anymore (p. 2). Interculturalism and multiculturism are
criticized to a certain degree by Welsch since these approaches treat cultures as closed
systems and totally separate spheres. Welsch takes up the concept from two dimensions:
macro and micro levels. At a macro-level, transculturalism refers to the diversity in
societies. Whether it is because of migration waves or colonial powers that force people
to leave their homelands, it is not possible to regard cultures as mono-structures.
According to Welsch, cultures are not homogenous; therefore, it is not possible to regard
them with a separatist approach. On the contrary, they coexist and they are
interconnected transcending national borders because of migratory flows, advanced
communication technologies and financial dependencies.

As Welsch suggests, cultures which are considered to be totally different are
dealing with global problems which result from injustices, environmental issues, and

human rights violations. He states that the most defining characteristic of cultures today
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is hybridization since nothing is foreign owing to the connectedness among cultures.
On the other hand, Welsch elaborates that cultural identity cannot be merely limited to
one’s national identity; hence, one’s identity formation might be a mix of different
aspects of various cultures (p. 5). As for Welsch, we can trace transculturalism back in
history as well as in most valuable art works that were created in places other than
artists” homeland, under the influence of different cultural confrontations. He
demolishes the separation between | and the other asserting that the hatred towards
others is actually the hatred towards ourselves. He defines future cultures and
individuals as follows: “Future culture would be one of intermixing, and the future
person a polycultural nomad” (p. 8). While clarifying transculturalism, Welsch
emphasizes that he does not refer to the dismissal of diversity; in contrast, he asserts a
new type of diversity which emerges from the infiltration of cultures. He likens cultures
to webs interconnected to one another. Being transcultural is not equal to global
uniformity, in contrast, it means having and reflecting one’s unique identity which is
not constrained to fixed notions of national identity. The term does not donate to
isolation and conflict, it rises from entanglement, exchange and interaction rather than
separation (p. 10). Therefore, societies are not monocultural, they are evolving in a way
that they transcend themselves through interconnectedness.

Viewing cultures from a mutual perspective is also significant for the
deconstruction of Eurocentrism. Referring to Welsch, Gisela Welz (2009) explains that
the dynamic nature of cultures makes it impossible to centralize modernity as Western.
Western cultures cannot be regarded as the center of the world, the dichotomy between
the West and the East is demolished. Although understanding cultures with respect to
power or hierarchical relationships is still valid and valuable, transculturalism adds
another perspective beyond these ones (p. xi-xii). In the same vein, Mike Phillips (2009)
also emphasizes that understanding injustice and discrimination in societies is
necessary; however, we have to go beyond it to really understand the society we live in.
Not only does the hybridization of societies happen through technologies and migration
at a macro-level, but also identity formation is more complex in the contemporary
world. Identity, as we can observe it today, is shaped through different patterns. As
Welz points out both societies and the individuals living in these communities are
multicultural (Welz, 2009, p. 15). Individuals tend to bond with groups that they are not
considered to be a part of or they adopt some qualities of these in their personal identity.

However, it is emphasized that transculturalism is not a uniformization process, it
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celebrates diversity which is created by differences. On the other hand, Welz (2009)
refers to anthropologist UIf Hannerz, who likens cultures to boxes including lots of
elements in them. As Hannerz points out that there must be a distinction between the
definition of the dynamic nature of cultures and globalization. While the former entails
the expansion of the world powers, the latter involves the interaction among different
groups that defy the national borders (p. 38). In another article, Hannerz (1990) asserts
that the boundaries drawn between cultures are arbitrary. From this perspective, one
cannot separate cultures as traditional or modern since both dissolve in each other.
Hannerz adds, in our postmodern world, authenticity is unobtainable and has to undergo
deconstruction. Thus, there is a parallelism between the postmodernist idea, which
stresses the impossibility of originality and transcultural stance. In this new era, the
boundaries between art and culture are blurred; likewise, it is not easy to distinguish art
and commerce. It reminds Jean Baudrillard’s concept of Simulacra and Simulation.
According to Baudrillard (1997) reality is copied and reproduced countlessly, namely,
reality is hyperreal. The real is not achievable anymore, we constantly interact with
copies in a hyper space. Different from what Baudrillard asserts, transculturalists
believe that this continuous engagement among cultures ultimately leads to the
emergence of new cultures in which separate units preserve their uniqueness and
diversity. On an individual basis, our identity is also reshaped through the dynamic
relationship with the nature of languages, specific modes of behavior, and the things we
learn (Phillips, 2009, p. 145). However, rather than being endless copies of one another,
people diverge from others meshing different features of cultures on their bodies.
Mikhail Epstein and Ellen E. Berry (1999) define transcultural as a subcategory
of culturology. As they emphasize the word transculture has no definite meaning, it is
used in various disciplinary contexts including postmodern theory, postcolonial studies
and other fields. Epstein draws an analogy between Bakhtinian understanding of culture
and transculturalism. He cites Bakhtin as follows:
[t]he study of culture (or some area of it) at the level of system and at the higher
level of organic unity: open, becoming, unresolved and predetermined, capable
of death and renewal, transcending itself, that is, exceeding its own boundaries
(Bakhtin, 1986, as cited in Epstein, p. 17).
It might be concluded that Bakhtin’s description of culture is a relevant concept in the
process of the development of transculturalism. According to Bakhtin, cultures are in

perpetual connection with one another and they are open to renewal and change through
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time. As Epstein elaborates, culturology creates a free space and alternatives beyond
cultural practices; thus, it does involve transcendence rather than opposition (p. 21).
Epstein and Berry distinguish multiculturism and transculturalism. As they suggest,
both of these approaches dislodge the view of culture as unitary and monolithic. While
multiculturism emphasizes the differences, the focus of transculturalism is the
insufficiency and incompleteness that lie at the core of all cultures.

According to Epstein (2009), the concepts of multiculturism are not abandoned,
rather they pave the ground for the emergence of transculturalism by focusing on
diversity. At this point, it just adds another layer in which the diversity is conceived in
a constructive way. In parallel with Welsch, Epstein (1999) points out the emergence
of the concept at an individual level. Be it racially, sexually or ideologically, most
people find themselves outside the norms of any given culture. Transcultural is
interpersonal and collaborative. Being transcultural is enduring the physicality of
existing cultures and being open to transcendence. It means to move beyond one’s
inborn identity through self-destruction, self-transformation and interference with other
identities. As well as endless encounters with others, films, books, and all other sign
systems are created exactly for the purpose of undermining fixed notions that are
dictated by societies. People complement each other from their differences, not because
they are alike, but because they are distinct (p. 25-93).

As Berry (1999) puts forward, the reasons such as the migration of different
groups like laborers and intellectuals, communication technologies, mobility for
economic reasons, political upheavals and strict nationalism led to the
deterritorialization of cultures, which results in the emergence of new, hybrid cultures
(p. 122). The identity of a global subject is shaped by mobility and fragmentation.
According to Epstein, apart from compulsory circumstances which force groups to
migrate, many people today want to experience other cultures be it through the internet
or travelling. Despite gravitating around their own cultures, they try to counterbalance
it through encounters with others. An increasing number of people are social media
users or migrants; that way, new sources are available to many people which ultimately
brings about new worlds (Appadurai, 1990, as cited in Berry, p. 148). Epstein
demonstrates the electronic web as a new mode of communication that connects
individuals. People from different parts of the world share and discuss critical issues
that severely affect millions of people around the world, and marginalized groups find

free/safe spaces to support each other. This new engagement creates a new culture that
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affects people all around the world. The mutual engagement among groups leads to an
emergence of a new culture that is not disconnected from existing critical perspectives,
rather develops further growing out of them. Fredric Jameson believes that
postmodernism accelerates the process of decentering cultural differences, thereby
envisioning a common ground for all people, a decentralized space (Jameson, 1993, as
cited in Berry, 1999, p.171). From this perspective, not only the dominant cultures, but
all cultures are equally important and valuable. Once we step outside the given one, we
walk through the new horizon called “no culture”. Merab Mamardashvili uses the term
"no culture,” which refers to a Bakhtinian outsideness that allows humans to transcend
genetic limitations. He also states being transcultural is not betraying his home culture.
He moves to that new space, which relates to all cultures as they are related to nature
(Mamardashvili, 1992 as cited in Epstein, 2009, p. 335). To conclude, the aim of the
transcultural approach is not to demolish or erase cultural symbols, ways of life, family
traditions and so forth; on the contrary, it claims to enrich them making them more
visible, revealing cultures not as closed spheres, but as open entities.

1.2 Tracing Transculturalism in Literature

The transcultural perspective is mostly applied in the analyses of the texts of
expatriate writers because it is easier to discern cultural diversity in their texts. In these
texts, it is easy to trace language shifts, the diversity of different cultures and
perspectives. Dagnino (2011) suggests that the term does not refer to an ideological
perspective, rather it postulates building a form of identity which centers around an
individual’s resistance against the power dynamics that are imposed on individuals by
“global capitalism and nation states in the age of mobility.” She describes
transculturality as a neo-nomadic, micro-level structure. While she considers that
transcultural theory differs from postcolonial theory, she also emphasizes that it does
not disregard the issues of exploitation and hegemony. She adds that transcultural
fiction goes beyond postcolonialism; however, it still involves it (p. 6-11). Transcultural
literary studies rise upon the basic principles of origins of the term, blending and
transcending the main elements of postcolonial studies.

In another study about transcultural literature, being aware of the difficulty in
labelling transcultural novels, Dagnino (2015) remarks that transcultural authors mostly
include different settings in their novels enabling readers to move among these
locations; however, these locations are not exoticized, rather they are reflected from the

broad perspective of the author. The characters in these novels generally have cross-
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cultural identities and transcultural lives. To illustrate, these characters might live in
multiple places or speak more than one language. The authors of transcultural literature
present different languages blending these cultural and linguistic spaces.

Transcultural authors tend to undermine the understanding of national literature,
positioning themselves outside a specific geographical literature (p. 183). As Dagnino
elaborates one of the key features of a transcultural novel is that these novels present
“plural identities through a plurality of voices. Transcultural novels tend to display a
plurivocal perspective: they look at different, often complex aspects or concerns of life
from multiplicity of angles” (p. 186). Or, the authors of these novels subtly expose the
interplay among the characters with multiple identities. Transcultural authors are mostly
bilingual, and sometimes polylingual, and these authors are also capable of revealing
overlapping and differing points of cultures that they have connections. As Dagnino
puts forward, the protagonists of transcultural novels reflect distinctive views in a self-
reflective, unique way. They mediate through different languages as well as different
world views. Dagnino emphasizes that these characters cannot be defined as restricted
to their national or cultural background since their perspective transcends the constraints
of their national identity (p. 189).

Another significant feature of transcultural literature is that these authors also
create a fusion or transcend genres, “fiction and nonfiction, auto/biography, and
novelistic narration” (p. 4). The authors of transcultural literature tend to use
metafictional devices in their texts such as the author’s intrusion in the text (p. 82-3).
To put it in another way, they defy both the limits of languages and genres forming their
literature as dialogic structures. As Helff (2009) posits, transcultural novels tend to have
protagonists who distance themselves from any definitions of an essentialist mode of
identity. Their perspective mostly affects the course of the whole narrative. It is possible
to observe an emphasis on individual realities rather than groups and this feature differs
transcultural novels from intercultural ones. In these novels, characters question
differencing world views. Also, the protagonists tend to challenge idealized notions of
identity, related to one’s national background and gender. In these novels, both the
narrator and readers constantly cross boundaries among spaces. In a transcultural novel,
the narrator mostly scrutinizes and reveals problematic issues related to national
identity. The narrator is able to see inconsistences which lie at the heart of cultures from

an objective perspective.
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Nordin, Hansen and Llena (2013) define transculturality as a productive stage
of the identity formation process which results from interactions. Identity is not merely
monocultural, instead, it is fluid and constantly in a state of flux. It transforms
individuals as they interact with one another. Hence, daily confrontations and
transnational experiences contribute to the formation of individual identity. They refer
to Welsch who considers that transculturality involves an inclusive attitude. Individuals
discover the foreign in themselves by comprehending others. Thanks to this
interconnectedness, these characters’ identities are multidimensional blending both
local and global (p. ix-xvi). As a result, literary works which involve characters who
migrate, travel, or live in multicultural environments develop their personalities and
world views by gaining a better understanding of the world.

Helff observes that transcultural identities specifically appear in cosmopolitan
settings where individuals develop their identities bringing together features of different
collective identities (Helff, 2009, as cited in Houswitschka, 2013, p. 73). One can draw
an analogy between this view and Levinas’s perspective on identity construction.
Levinas explains the position of the other through our identity construction process in
a philosophical context. The other contributes to the understanding of an individual who
transcends himself/herself. As he puts it, there is always a desire for the other (Levinas,
as cited in Eagleton, 2009, p. 231). This desire fosters communication among different
groups in cultures via the internet or multicultural environments. As Levinas argues:
“The recurrence to oneself cannot stop at oneself, but goes to the hither side of oneself.
| exist through the other and for the other, but without this being alienation: I am
inspired” (Levinas, 2006, p. 114). The idea of constructing oneself through the other is
not an alien notion for scholars who research transculturalism as well. Only trough
interaction with others, do individuals shape their identity. However, transcultural
perspective does not completely separate | and the other, rather they dissolve in each
other as a continuum.

While some theorists focus on the features of transcultural novels, Alastair
Pennycook (2007) points out the position of the English language from the transcultural
perspective. While English is associated with power and destruction, the fact that it is
widely spoken makes the position of English more complex. Pennycook relates the
position of English to transculturalism. English is not only a language associated with
globalism, but it is also a language of resistance and a medium for the articulation of

defiance and change. This quality of English enables the emergence of new cultures that
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are shaped by various groups. Being a global language and medium of instruction in
most schools, English is rather an open area where different cultural fragments are
blending, thereby creating an alternative cultural composition. The artistic works in
English also lay the ground for the emergence of new modes of expression that go
beyond the existing cultural and linguistic patterns. In a novel in English, especially if
it contains various other languages in it, fusions of the elements of various languages
are open to intermingle in the same narrative.

Transcultural literary studies also benefit from the terms such as hybridity, in-
between and third space which are widely employed in postcolonial studies. These
terms are generally used in a positive and transformative way since they are considered
to be the reality of cultures today. As Homi K. Bhabha (1994) suggests, today, we define
everything with theories starting with the prefix post- which refers to a time the past
and present are flowing together (p. 2). As he argues, the fact that people moving away
from traditional categories of class and gender led to awareness regarding identity
categories such as gender, race or generation (p. 2). Thus, individual subjectivity has
undergone a transformation. Bhabha uses the term in-between spaces to provide a
ground for the articulation of a new form of self. He quotes from African-American
writer Renée Green who states, “I wanted to make shapes or set up situations that are
kind of open... My work has a lot to do with a kind of fluidity... not making a claim to
any specific or essential way of being” (p. 4). Drawing on Green’s stairwell reference,
Bhabha clarifies that binary oppositions are replaced by an understanding that perceives
identity as multilayered. As Bhabha puts it, “boundary becomes the place from which
something begins its presencing... ambivalent articulation of the beyond” (p. 7).
According to Bhabha, beyond is an intervening space which involves the present and
future (p. 10). Bhabha states the notion of pure identity has left its place to a kind of
hybridity that transcends borders (p. 7). While Bhabha conceptualizes these terms from
a postcolonial perspective, Welsch attributes them to the quality of being the reality of
the highly hybridized world. From transcultural lenses, hybridity is defined as
confluence and the state of constant becoming. It is not a stable point rather it reshapes
itself perpetually through interaction. Roy Sommer attributes a positive connotation to
hybridity in the transcultural frame seeing it as a counter argument for so-called
exclusive national identities (Sommer, 2001, as cited in Helff, 2009, p. 80). Barbara
Scaff (2009) remarks that hybridity has evolved into a positive term. It indicates third

place where cultural elements encounter and transform each other. She refers to Salman
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Rushdie and Hanif Kureishi whose works are products of creativity and potentiality
rather than reflections of displaced migrants (p. 281). In conclusion, the deployment of
terms which are related to postcolonial studies is very common in transcultural analyses;
therefore, these terms have been used in specific parts of this study as well.
1.3 The Theory of Intertextuality

Another term which is utilized in transcultural studies is intertextuality, which
denotes the existence of other texts in a single work. While some academicians focus
on marking cultural linkages in texts that are products of different cultures, others reveal
how the dominant discourse of intertextual texts is subverted in a text of a transcultural
author. In her article “Transcultural Perspectives in Caribbean Poetry”” Sabrina Brancato
(2009) illustrates how intertextuality is utilized by Caribbean authors as a tool to
“establish a dialogue with the metropolitan tradition” (p. 236). In some studies,
intertextuality or rewriting is used as a response to existing stereotypes in canonical
works of literature.

Drawing on Bakhtinian concepts like dialogism, heteroglossia and polyphony,
Julia Kristeva (1980) first used the term intertextuality in her essays “The Bounded
Text” and “The Word, Dialogue and Novel”. As she puts it, “semiotic practices are
translinguistic,” whereby they function across the languages retaining their own
particular presence. She describes the text:

...as a translingual apparatus that redistributes the order of language by relating

communicative speech, which aims to inform directly, to different kinds of

anterior or synchronic utterances... It is a permutation of texts, an

intertextuality: in the space of a given text, several utterances, taken from other

texts, intersect and neutralize one another (p. 36).
She defines texts as consequences of a productive process in which meaning is
constructed and deconstructed. In a novel, one can trace the fusion of different
utterances and see the novel as a unity only by stepping outside it, defining its
relationship with other utterances. As Kristeva explains, oral culture penetrates written
texts and she also names this process as “transcription of speech” (p. 54). While
Kristeva is conceptualizing intertextuality, she follows Bakhtin, who defines a text to
be, “an intersection of textual surfaces rather than a point (a fixed meaning), a dialogue
among several writings” (p. 65). Bakhtin also states “...any text is constructed as a
mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another” (p. 66).

As Kristeva puts it, the inclusion of other texts is a compulsory process while an author
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IS creating a new text; in addition, this new text serves as a response to other texts. This
two-way relationship between various texts leads to ambivalence. Authors use other
texts in their narrative transforming them in an innovative way; however, this process
of merging and transforming leads to ambivalence (p. 73). Multiple texts intersect in
one text, which requires them to be analyzed considering their referents to reveal the
ambivalent nature of texts.

In Revolution in Poetic Language, Kristeva (1984) emphasizes the difference
between intertextuality and studying sources. She tries to frame the term intertextuality
which requires texts to have transpositional features. She asserts that intertextuality is
the transposition of several sign systems (p. 59-60). As it was mentioned earlier, it is
impossible to attribute words to a single meaning; they are always incomplete and plural
involving many different meanings. As Barthes (1977) puts it, a text cannot exist
without involving other texts in it, rather it is “multi-dimensional space” (p. 142). Thus,
all texts are intertextual due to the impossibility of writing a totally original work.

While theorists like Bakhtin, Kristeva and Barthes theorize intertextuality, it is
Gérrard Genette who scrutinized the term in detail demonstrating how to apply
intertextuality to a literary text. In Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree,
Genette (1997) uses the term transtextuality to define all relationships, be it explicit or
concealed, with other texts. Transtextuality subsumes five categories. One of them is
intertextuality, which means the existence of one text in another one. Intertextuality is
practised through quoting, which might appear in a text through either direct references
or without them. Another common application of intertextuality is allusion, which is a
less explicit form of referring to another text. Paratext involves the application of
signals such as titles and forewords, namely anything that is outside the main body of
the text (p. 3). Another category which is a significant form of intertextuality is
architextuality. It is not easy to determine architextuality, which is related to generic
qualities because it is mostly silent and hard to figure out in a text (p. 4). Although
Genette explains five categories of transtextuality, he warns readers about not labelling
them as totally separate units since these categories mostly overlap (p. 8). In addition,
Genette defines self-pastiche as the “stylistic or thematic imitation” that is made based
on the previous works of the authors (p.125-7). Genette also adds that self-pastiche can
only be considered as a genre if the author applies it intentionally and it requires a degree
of stylistic individuality (p. 125).

After framing intertextuality in detail, Genette introduces a term called
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autofiction, which is also one of the key terms for the analysis of Batuman’s fiction
since Batuman’s works are regarded under this category. While analyzing Proust’s
narrative, Genette uses the term autofiction. Genette states, “We know-and Proust
knows better than anyone-that this work is not true autobiography either... What to call
this genre...The best term would doubtlessly be that used by Serge Doubrovsky to
designate his own narrative: autofict