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It is certain, that the same object of distress, which pleases in a tragedy, were 

it really set before us, would give the most unfeigned uneasiness; though it be 

the most effectual cure to languor and indolence. D AV I D  H U M E  (175 7 )

In her important book on emotions in the early Middle 
Ages, Barbara H. Rosenwein has underscored how histo-
ries of emotions have long assumed a trajectory from the 
so-called barbarism of the Middle Ages to the internalized 
self-restraint characteristic of civilized culture. She argues 
that such a paradigm should no longer hold sway.1 Her call 
to examine emotions in the context of thicker descriptions 
of the contexts in which their parameters and normative 
frameworks are defi ned as well as to analyze the impact 
of various social and cultural infl uences shaping emotions 
is extremely important. At the same time, such efforts 
to use contextualization may falter in relation to certain 
questions, and it is one of those questions that I would 
like to pose: How do we assess the emotions invested in 
the reception of Holocaust survivors’ testimony? How do 
historians’ own emotions intrude into the interpretation 
and use of such memoirs? Obviously, context matters. In-
deed, I seek to contextualize recent approaches to survi-
vors’ experiences, which have changed over time and in 
relation to different kinds of affective responses to them. 
Yet, as many critics have argued,2 contextualization has 
also proved inadequate to describing extraordinary events 
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because reconstructing and interpreting context is itself fraught with 
diffi culty: the reduction of emotions to context, however creatively 
wrought, is compromised by the way in which the imaginative work 
of interpretation inevitably supplements texts and relies on multiple 
contexts (which are often hypostatized by reference to the context).3 
Context must still be interpreted in the present, and judgments must 
be made about which contexts are more signifi cant than others.

Perhaps to avoid the dramatic way in which survivor memoirs raise 
these problems about how to interpret traumatic emotional experiences 
and their relationship to events, historians and other scholars often 
bracket emotions in their approaches to memoirs by creating a concep-
tual division between history and memory. History is a reliable source 
of factual data, and memory is an unreliable source tainted by emo-
tions. This division, which most historians understand is never entirely 
stable, obscures the problem of relying on a purely contextual and em-
pirical reconstruction of the past when analyzing enormous emotional 
events such as the Holocaust and in particular the traumatic memory 
of victims. The divide between history and memory in the vast histori-
cal work on the Holocaust not only brackets emotional response but 
also often frames it as an impediment to veracity. Here, contextualiza-
tion simply reduces memoirs to a binary between the emotional experi-
ence of an event and that which historians can verify really happened. 
Many historians still treat emotion as a surplus of meaning that cannot 
be analyzed or should be controlled for in sample data. In what follows, 
I argue that victims of traumatic events pose a particular challenge for 
historians who want to reconstruct victims’ emotional experiences in 
all their complexity. I argue that victims of the Holocaust of European 
Jewry, and victims of other catastrophic or genocidal events, elicit neg-
ative emotions when they do not conform to a concept of ideal victim 
behavior that has progressively asserted itself. Thus, analyzing histori-
ans’ and others’ scholarly efforts to conceive the experiences of victims 
of persecution is an important means of approaching the challenges 
we face in writing the history of emotions, especially if we are to move 
beyond contextualization.

In discussions of victims of genocide, emotions is usually a reference 
to trauma or traumatic memory. Trauma is now a common reference in 
psychiatric studies and even in popular cultural idiom (trauma centers, 
e.g., are set up for people in the aftermath of a natural or man-made 
catastrophe). Yet the vast array of discussions about trauma by public 
intellectuals and literary theorists as well as historians embeds victims’ 
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testimony within a set of contested rhetorical and often implicitly 
negative claims about victims. The historian Annette Wieviorka dubs 
ours the era of the witness,4 in which Holocaust survivors and other vic-
tims become subjects of media spectacles, the greater their suffering, 
the better. Moreover, this quest to appeal to the popular voyeurism at-
tached to violent and extreme events encourages some people to make 
up stories about past persecution in attention-seeking ploys that un-
dermine the credibility of those who have really suffered. Thus, the 
famous child memoir by Binjamin Wilkomirski won its author prizes 
and acclaim until investigation revealed that he had made it all up.5

Many critics blame all the attention paid to Auschwitz as an icon of 
“evil in our time” for developing a public appetite for more and more 
suffering that affects our views of victims. In any event, there is lit-
tle question that a dominant strain of public debate holds that media 
transform survivors’ experiences into melodrama. In this context, some 
scholars like Michael A. Bernstein and Christopher Browning seek to re-
turn to an empirical history of injury uncontaminated by memory and 
favor a documentary style that avoids the potential conversion of suf-
fering into kitsch or hyperbole. For the most part, critics neglect ques-
tions about how broader cultural views of media exploitation and the 
skepticism or adoration of victims these views have encouraged shape 
how victims’ emotional experiences are perceived and expressed. But 
how views of victims are shaped by media exploitation is one context 
of many we might explore. Moreover, we might ask more broadly too 
how affective relations to victims are mobilized, constituted, and insti-
tutionalized and thus how victims’ experiences are shaped not only by 
contexts but also by unconscious emotional responses to them.

In order to identify real victims and focus on empirical truths about 
their experiences, some historians often inadvertently erase victims’ 
experiences and identities in ways great and small.6 Other discussions, 
mostly by literary theorists, attend more closely to victims’ emotions 
but also often dehistoricize them. Victims’ memoirs say a great deal 
about how their authors are made to feel that they impose on others, 
become objects of contempt or pity by virtue of their demands, or have 
experiences whose painfulness is blotted out by those who care the 
most for them. These experiences are often distorted by a usually inad-
vertent refusal to acknowledge fully victims’ past or present suffering. 
Moreover, this erasure of real experience is repeated, ironically, in di-
verse disciplinary discourses, all of which seek to recover the survivor’s 
experience.
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When survivors write about their postwar experiences, they tend 
to report how well-intentioned people refused in various ways to ac-
knowledge victims’ disempowerment. But scholars do not usually ad-
dress this kind of testimony or discuss it as part of a narrative of what 
happened. The Austrian survivor Ruth Klüger recounts the contempt 
with which she was treated by American Jews when she settled in the 
United States, as if having been in a camp were a source of contamina-
tion and degradation. Eva Hoffman tells of the overt condescension 
with which her Canadian benefactors treated her family when they 
emigrated from Poland after having survived the war.7 Primo Levi’s 
anxiety about others’ indifference and his own isolation is perhaps the 
most famous expression of the fear that one’s experience may not be 
acknowledged. In Auschwitz, Levi had a recurring dream in which he 
tries to explain the camps to his sister, her friend, and many other peo-
ple, but they remain uninterested, and his sister fi nally walks away.8 
Charlotte Delbo’s memoir is a long testimony not only to her time in 
Auschwitz but also to the diffi culty of being heard: to the awkwardness 
she provoked in others and even to the self-protective narcissism of a 
friend’s husband, who could not bear what his wife had suffered. In the 
guise of feeling for her, he takes her place and narrates her own experi-
ences, “remembering,” for example, the geography of Birkenau better 
than she does.9

In Anna Langfus’s fi ctionalized memoirs, the Polish social world in 
which she lives is not interested in what she endured during the war. 
She becomes, in a quest for normalcy, the companion of a man who 
speaks about his own experience of the war as if it were comparable 
to hers, about which he never asks. He merely pities her for being so 
alone.10 And, though her memoir hardly exhausts a long list, Hélène 
Berr most vividly expresses the experience of having had her persecu-
tion entirely erased even before she herself was murdered at Bergen-
Belsen. A gentile woman is horrifi ed when she realizes that the Nazis 
are deporting Jewish children from France and on a visit to the Jewish 
Berr family rushes in to share her feelings:

She asked Maman: “You mean to say they are deporting children?” She was hor-
rifi ed. It’s impossible to express the pain that I felt on seeing that she had taken all 
this time to understand, and that she had only understood because it concerned 
someone she knew. Maman presumably felt the same thing I did and replied: “We 
have been telling you so for a whole year, but you would not believe us.”

Not knowing, not understanding even when you do know, because you have 
a closed door inside you, and you only can realize what you merely know if you 
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open it. That is the enormous drama of our age. Everyone is blind to those being 
tortured.11

An interesting set of essays by Christopher Browning about how his-
torians might use both survivors’ and perpetrators’ testimony confi rms 
my observations thus far. Browning does not address how victims’ 
experiences are always embedded in broader cultural discourses, nor 
does he provide a way of recognizing these kinds of erasures, though 
he seeks to capture victims’ experiences. He argues that there are essen-
tially two ways of approaching testimony: from the critical perspective 
of the compassionate historian or from the perspective of those who 
refuse to sit in judgment on survivors and thus transform history into a 
form of commemoration. He establishes the risks involved in the latter 
by reference to the fraud perpetrated by Binjamin Wilkomirski, a Swiss 
gentile who passed himself off as a child Holocaust survivor in a best-
selling memoir, an incident to which I have already alluded. Browning 
also refers to an Israeli court’s conviction and then admission of error 
in the case of John Demjanjuk, a Ukrainian living in the United States 
who had been identifi ed at trial by survivors as the sadistic camp guard 
Ivan the Terrible. Later evidence proved survivors’ memories wrong, 
though Demjanjuk was deported from the United States to Germany in 
2009, this time to face charges of war crimes in Sobibor, a Nazi exter-
mination camp.12

Browning insists that he wishes to examine not the content of testi-
mony but the form, by which he does not mean its rhetorical style. He 
is less interested in “retelling and narrative construction,” in “how sur-
vivors live their experience,” or in trauma than in how to construct a 
history from testimonies that are often contradictory and even errone-
ous.13 His aim is to establish patterns of evidence whose preponderance 
points primarily to one conclusion rather than another. He does not 
dismiss testimony. To the contrary, he uses it in a gentle and compas-
sionate manner and seeks to demonstrate its value. But he reiterates the 
necessity of returning to a critical history that would do away with the 
idealizations and projections typical of commemoration.

Browning is too sophisticated a historian to draw a bold line between 
history and memory, as his effort to constitute patterns of evidence 
suggests. But, if memory is always part of the reconstitution of the past, 
such patterns necessarily privilege some forms of memory over others 
because they are verifi able and neglect other, messier memory traces 
that might be extremely revealing. In the end, Browning insists fi nally 
on a neopositivist use of as empirically verifi able as possible memories 
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and reintroduces the divide between history and memory through the 
back door.

In contrast, literary theorists understand that traumatic memory in 
particular compromises history conceived as a straightforward narra-
tive account of the unfolding of events that the force of trauma by defi -
nition defers, represses, renders opaque or all too vivid but diffi cult to 
recount. Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi and Sem Dresden have both discussed 
how testimonies and memoirs complicate the divide between history 
and memory because of the very nature not only of trauma but also 
of language and the representation of atrocity itself.14 More recently, 
Zoë Waxman has argued that testimony that is documentary evidence 
must be conceived not only in relation to its empirical utility but also 
as a mode of understanding how the constraints placed on victims may 
have altered the ways in which victims express their feelings. “The 
nature of the camps rendered obsolete” the “model of witnessing pre-
scribed by Emmanuel Ringelblum and the staff of Oneg Shabat [in the 
Warsaw Ghetto].” Waxman notes that “concentration camp life mili-
tated against” the kind of documentation of Jewish life still possible 
in the ghettos and that physical and psychological suffering may well 
mean that testimonies from the camps were not necessarily written, as 
she puts it, with “objectivity” and “comprehensibility.”15

When the literary critic Thomas Trezise questions the psychoana-
lyst Dori Laub’s manner of interviewing survivors, he argues that no 
understanding of victims can be divided neatly into what victims have 
told us and what historians have established happened (the former em-
phasizing a performative self-making before an audience and the lat-
ter aimed at developing a constative narrative of events).16 He would 
seem then to offer an alternative to narrow contextualization that 
echoes the concerns of other literary critics about the importance of 
the fl uid boundary between history and memory. These different lev-
els of meaning-conferring language, Trezise argues, require consistent 
attention to how different aims of inquiry limit our full grasp of testi-
mony’s hybrid nature and in particular its multidimensional relation 
to various registers of language. If our aim is to witness an individual 
experience or to understand testimony as evidence of a collective ex-
perience of persecution, we will fail to grasp that “not all our memory-
 institutions, not even all the genres [such as history or literary theory] 
in which testimony might be housed, have proven or are likely to prove 
adequate to ‘transmit the dreadful experience.’” He argues that, “since 
the experience itself pertained to the very destruction of community 
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and hence could only leave testimony to seek a temporary home in 
its cultural ruins, to haunt the remnants of genre just as more gener-
ally the Holocaust continues to haunt its own historical aftermath.”17 
In other words, no genre is ever adequate to represent the testimony of 
a community’s obliteration. Memory will forever haunt contemporary 
consciousness, but its meaning can never be fully recovered.

In Trezise’s interesting but problematic view, history is not a set of 
empirical referents but made up of fragments of a world that cannot 
be recovered. But if this is true—and we cannot deny that it is par-
tially so—we cannot explain how memory is fi gured by and embedded 
within a particular historical and social organization or location. We 
cannot identify more specifi cally how the meaning of victimization is 
constituted at the nexus of victims’ testimonies and a generalized set 
of cultural assumptions about what it means to be or have been a vic-
tim. That is, the incommensurable relationship between testimony and 
documentary evidence asserted by Trezise fails to address how memory 
that does not correlate with a stable set of empirical references is none-
theless embedded in specifi c disciplinary and even broader cultural 
construction of victims’ suffering. When Trezise, for example, argues 
that the testimony of the victims and historians’ efforts to document 
their stories are in and of themselves inadequate to “transmit the dread-
ful experience,” he seeks to make a larger point about the necessity of 
interdisciplinary inquiry in ensuring how the legacy of the Holocaust 
will be taught in the future. Selective listening to one kind of inquiry 
or another at the risk of missing the larger experience of victimization 
derives from an “anxiety of transmission,” the power of which intensi-
fi es as those who lived through the events pass away.18 Trezise is con-
cerned primarily with addressing the consequences of selective listen-
ing rather than dwelling on this anxiety, and the reference to anxiety 
remains purely descriptive and suggestive. But, however casual, his in-
vocation of this anxiety is a reference to some organization of affective 
response channeled through disciplinary inquiry, in which questions 
and assertions about victims are already embedded. We might, for ex-
ample, refer again to the bracketing of emotions in much historical in-
quiry on the topic and understand it now as derived from this anxiety 
about getting it right before eyewitnesses have perished. Thus, Laub, 
himself a survivor, seeks to support the victim at all cost, while histori-
ans, whose living witnesses are disappearing, are more than ever eager 
to establish facts and often disdain the victim’s testimony when it may 
not accord with them. Hence the irony: historians’ own emotional and 
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ethical investment in capturing the past leads them to attend to some 
victims and not others. And we might ask further, Is not the anxiety 
of transmission also about who future audiences will be and what they 
will be capable of learning? In what rhetorical contexts will this anxi-
ety of transmission be embedded? Such audiences remain abstract ex-
ternal referents in Trezise’s account.19

Indeed, with no conceptualization of any cultural referents organiz-
ing affective response, it is impossible to grasp fully the meaning and 
impact of an alleged anxiety of transmission. Surely a reference to the 
anxiety about the disappearance of Holocaust survivors is one of the 
most interesting collective emotional responses to the passing of his-
tory in recent memory and more than simply a defense against for-
getting. But Trezise provides no way of thinking about this emotional 
response historically. Neither his concept of history in ruins nor a con-
cept of history as metaphoric brick building that always requires revi-
sion can account for constructions of victimization and their conse-
quences. That is, without a concept of history conceived in terms of the 
social and rhetorical organization of affect, it is impossible to under-
stand not only why we remember victims the way we do but also why 
so many victims were and continue to be erased by contempt, over-
identifi cation, condescension, and other forms of projection or aver-
sion attested to by Klüger, Hoffman, and others.

The extent to which historical and other forms of understanding 
not only reiterate but also depend on various erasures of victims’ in-
juries remains underacknowledged, in spite of all the nuanced com-
mentary on Holocaust memory, on testimony, and the many moving 
efforts in such work to grasp victims’ emotional experiences. Though 
we may possess extraordinary readings of victims’ testimony, questions 
about what happens culturally when we know who is speaking, how he 
or she speaks, and various investments in how we listen all shape the 
reception of what is said. The more innocent the speaker, for example, 
the more dramatic the injury infl icted will seem to be, yet presump-
tions of victims’ innocence and powerlessness may also be defenses 
against or anxieties about their rage.

The French historian and essayist Georges Bensoussan notes that 
victims are told not to hate in the name of being reintegrated into the 
community. “May your suffering be discreet,” the victim is counseled. 
“May your memory be calm and your desire for revenge muted, for it 
is a matter of assuring the goodwill of humanity.” Society, Bensoussan 
continues, “has little interest in taking charge of victims, and is only 
interested in the peace between its component parts.”20 Andrés Nader 
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describes how the fi nal stanzas of some of Ruth Klüger’s poetry were 
removed from German-language anthologies of poems from the camps 
because their desire for vengeance undercut the depiction of an “in-
nocent victim worthy of pity.”21 The preference among many critics for 
the ostensibly gentle Primo Levi over the angry memoirist and survivor 
Jean Améry also implies greater comfort with familiar noble construc-
tions of enduring suffering discreetly rather than giving vent to rage. 
Améry argues that Nazi crimes will be rendered indistinct by those 
who will want to move on and writes: “Everything will be submerged 
in a general ‘Century of Barbarism.’ We, the victims, will appear as the 
truly incorrigible, irreconcilable ones, as the antihistorical reactionar-
ies in the exact sense of the word, and in the end it will seem like a 
technical mishap that some of us still survived.”22

As has been implicit thus far, testimony cannot be assigned either to 
history or to memory except as it has already been interpreted by the 
criteria that defi ne and legitimate these two categories of meaning. The 
cultural imperative that opposes one to the other and the literary theo-
retical insistence, among some critics, on their infi nite incommensura-
bility reduce the complexity of testimony either to contextualization 
or to incongruence, rendering efforts to explain how their relation-
ship might be affectively and rhetorically constituted diffi cult to grasp. 
Without attending to these sorts of questions about the cultural and 
psychic constraints that shape interpretation, we cannot understand 
how so much compassion for and knowledge of victims can coexist 
alongside a profound indifference or aversion to claims to injury and 
thus cannot acknowledge powerful defenses against recognizing how 
and why the reality of victimization itself is inextricable from the rhe-
torical fashioning of the exemplary victim.

Among an increasing number of critics, the power of particular self-
protective, normative rhetorical constructions of victims as modest, 
reticent (they proclaim their suffering quietly and never angrily), life 
affi rming, or innocent stifl es other possible representations, including 
those prominent in a great deal of victim testimony.23 In particular, 
this construction of the ideal victim renders all but opaque the depth 
of cultural ambivalence toward victims underlying so many debates 
about Jewish victimization that have endured to the present: suspicion 
of victims, numbness or impatience with them, compassion tinged 
with revulsion, and revulsion yoked to attachment, some of which 
emerged in various forms in heated discussions about Jewish passivity 
during the Holocaust, to which I will turn shortly.

In a 1980 preface to a memoir by a Dutch survivor reminiscent of 



C O D A

396

many critics’ preference for minimalism in testimony, the psychiatrist 
Albert J. Solnit writes: “Dr. Micheels is low-key in personality, in writ-
ing, and in remembering. Yet his unhistrionic, matter-of-fact style of 
telling is itself a reassuring demonstration of the patience and indomi-
tability of those who survived and found a way to bring order out of 
chaos, coherence out of horror, and an affi rmation of life out of mass 
murder.”24 Twenty-six years later, writing of his concerns about the ex-
ploitation of atrocity by false victims, the literary critic Charles Bigsby 
asserts:

Nor is it so unusual for people to present themselves as victims, itself a familiar 
tactic of those who wish to deny responsibility for their own lives or seek compensa-
tion for their supposed sufferings. In the twenty-fi rst century, this is a commonplace 
of an increasingly litigious culture. But something else is in play. Money does not 
seem to have been primary. They share something with the assassin whose mar-
ginal existence is transformed by attaching himself to history. They live vicariously. 
They live publicly. They lay claims to that twenty-fi rst century grail—fame. They 
emerge out of the shadows into the bright light of attention. . . . And so they syn-
thesise memories, often extracting what seems to them to be the active ingredient 
of the concentration camp experience. Not for them the extraordinary reticence 
shown by so many survivors. They steal memories and when those memories are 
insuffi ciently dramatic they tend to show a preference for gothic horrors.25

Thus, the preference for minimalist style in victim testimonies is but 
one component of a much broader discourse about the exemplary vic-
tim. Over and over, the presumptive cultural demands of false victims 
(here defi ned by the dramatic contrast between them and the puta-
tively “extraordinary reticence” shown by many survivors) trump any 
inquiry into how some victims are deemed more credible than others 
since we are presumed to know that “real” survivors would by defi ni-
tion be reluctant to seek attention. Reticence thus distinguishes real 
and false victims. Bigsby made this pronouncement before the head-
lines screamed a few years later about the very real Holocaust survivor 
who wrote a fantastic love story about a girl who threw him apples 
across the prison barrier. He meets her by pure chance after the war, 
and they marry. The survivor’s undoing was not that he had made up 
having survived the camps but that he had allowed this love story to 
be passed off as nonfi ction, bringing him interviews, television appear-
ances, and thus a tremendous amount of attention.26
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Jewish Innocence and Jewish Passivity

If we ask how victims are rhetorically constituted in these terms, it be-
comes clearer how certain cultural truisms are shaped to conform to 
redemptive or at least to familiar moral narratives. The truism, for ex-
ample, that all victims of genocide are fundamentally innocent obvi-
ously does not exclude passing judgment on them and distinguishes 
between some victims and others—and not only men in contrast to 
women and children. We should thus analyze under what conditions 
assertions of innocence appear to be more or less credible, of what in-
nocence really consists, and what purposes it fulfi lls.

Some of the judgments imposed on Jewish victims are by now a relic 
of earlier, self-conscious efforts to address a presumptively anti-Semitic 
audience by survivors or heirs of victims worried about the narrative 
representation of Jewish death. One important example is the ongoing, 
though now more muted, discussions about the Jewish councils in Eu-
ropean cities and ghettos. The councils were constituted normally by 
Jewish community elders and responsible for negotiating with the Na-
zis, including making decisions about who would be deported and who 
would not. Though Hannah Arendt’s famous denunciation in Eich-
mann in Jerusalem of the councils as fundamentally complicit with the 
Nazis may have been derided, the harsh judgment of or ambivalence 
about those Jews deemed to have been complicit cannot be denied.27 
Was the leader of the Jewish council of the Warsaw ghetto who com-
mitted suicide, Adam Czerniaków, guilty for having done so instead 
of having told his community what he knew to be true, or was he a 
martyr because he refused to sign the “resettlement” edict, knowing 
that children would be sent to Treblinka? His innocence hardly spares 
him judgment.

One might easily respond that the simple fact that participants were 
themselves victims does not and should not relieve them of all agency 
and that those victims who decided, for example, to became Jewish 
kapos should indeed be judged for having chosen (for the most part 
illusorily) to save themselves by hurting others. Such judgments avoid 
asking diffi cult questions about the parameters of action in a radically 
redefi ned moral economy: the point is not to dismiss the idea that vic-
tims had agency (some victims had more than others) but to ask how 
agency might be evaluated in different contexts.28 The debate about 
Jewish passivity in the face of annihilation provides more fodder for 
discussion because it exposes to what extent assertions of innocence 
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appear to be more credible when victims have resisted their tormen-
tors against the odds, especially when those victims behaved heroically 
and nobly rather than vengefully or in anger. Arendt was much de-
nounced for having raised the biblical cry about Jews going like sheep 
to the slaughter, though she had actually noted that Jews were no dif-
ferent from any other victimized group in this respect.29 Nonetheless, 
the controversy over her apparent insensitivity raged because the ques-
tion about Jewish passivity clearly touched a very raw nerve. Samuel 
Moyn has demonstrated to what extent the issue also resonated in the 
context of the French controversy over Jean-François Steiner’s book on 
Treblinka some fi ve years later. One of the central concerns of the con-
troversy was whether Jews had been passive in the camps or had orga-
nized resistance and how. Denunciations and defenses of Steiner were 
rampant.30 Similarly, when André Schwarz-Bart won the Prix Goncourt 
for The Last of the Just in 1959, several prominent Jewish intellectuals 
believed not only that he had distorted Jewish religious tradition but 
also that he had presented the Holocaust in terms of Christian martyr-
dom, charges he bitterly rejected.31

Lucy S. Dawidowicz was still troubled in the early 1980s by the 
struggle among Jewish survivors and historians to prove that Jews had 
resisted the Nazi onslaught. She speculated, however controversially, 
that the cultural tendency to blame the victim derived from a “mod-
ern sensibility which values activism and misunderstands the heroism 
of martyrdom” (meaning, as I interpret it, that heroism applies to the 
mass murder of innocents who could not fi ght back but went know-
ingly, and therefore heroically, to their deaths).32 Her reference was 
to the ongoing ambivalence toward Jews who did not evidently resist 
when rounded up to be shot or deported, but it confi rms the necessity 
of turning disempowerment itself into a form of heroism in order to 
cope with the shame associated with victimization, even when shame 
is related to industrialized murder.

In his 1992 preface to a book on the history of persecution under 
the Vichy regime, the historian François Bédarida demonstrates just 
how vibrant such questions remain, especially in Europe, even as they 
have been discredited. Bédarida notes that all the questions about Jew-
ish passivity make no sense. “Without any doubt,” he writes, “the he-
roes of the resistance saved Jewish honor, even if one may still ask what 
dishonor might reside in being the victims of a massive and systematic 
operation of extermination. Can one think of reproaching the hos-
tages killed in reprisal for armed resistance to the Germans for having 
been shot? Or the victims of Oradour-sur-Glane, or of the Ardeatine 
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Caves, for letting themselves be massacred?”33 And Berel Lang has re-
cently sought to dismantle questions about why Jews did not resist by 
proving them to be logical fallacies, and by engaging such questions 
he demonstrates their continuing relevance.34 One might also point 
to the preface to the fi rst English version of Filip Müller’s Eyewitness 
Auschwitz, in which the historian Yehuda Bauer leads the reader casu-
ally through a series of possible responses to the testimony that stand 
in stark contrast to established truisms. Some readers, he notes, “will 
notice the lack of successful resistance,” a phrase suggesting that efforts 
to resist are prevalent in the memoir. He goes on gratuitously: “Some 
will notice the fact that the author does not mention any case of Jews 
begging for their lives; some will emphasize the fact that most of the 
Jews going to the gas chambers had no inkling of what was happen-
ing to them; others will analyze the behavior of the SS murderers.”35 
In short, Bauer anticipates and then “corrects” any misapprehensions 
about Jewish passivity, in the process directing readers to envision Jews 
as unknowing and courageous in the face of death. Evidently, Israel’s 
military victory in 1967 did not put ideas about passive Jewry to rest. 
It underscored a new fantasy that Jews, now embodied by the state of 
Israel, were all-powerful, and generated the “tough Jew” phenomenon 
dissected by Paul Breines, but did not decrease the contempt for Holo-
caust survivors in Israel itself because of their alleged passivity.36

In intra-Jewish debate, post-Holocaust discussions no longer engage 
with these questions. They nonetheless reiterate skepticism about vic-
tims, as if victim blaming were no longer a cultural problem in ref-
erence to Jews. There appears to be confi dence that skepticism about 
victims provides a welcome counterweight to victim sanctifi ers. The 
questions we have mostly left behind (Were Jews too passive? Why 
didn’t they resist? Didn’t some of them collude with the Nazis?) fo-
cused primarily on degrees of agency—projecting too much or too little 
of it onto victims rather than asking what kind of agency they had and 
how it might have been exercised. Some historians’ sober assessments 
have had little impact on these questions, which are symptoms of a 
more profound cultural problem with and skepticism of constrained 
agency, constrained intention, and constrained will, even or perhaps 
especially in the context of the terrorized disempowerment that con-
fronts so many victims.

Surely these questions were given their particular force by efforts 
both to fashion and to counter images of Jews as a group deserving 
of collective punishment, weak and parasitical: a group thought not 
unlikely to have sought to survive by parasitism or by selling out their 
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own.37 Thus, many questions about Jewish passivity seem quaint or ir-
relevant now (though some critics still take time to respond to them) 
because, from the perspective of many contemporary critics, we are 
for the most part no longer in thrall to the stereotypes that motivated 
them: indeed, they say, we have sanctifi ed the survivors and trans-
formed the Holocaust into an icon of human-made catastrophe about 
which we want to speak endlessly. Most of these critics have not been 
too interested in exploring dimensions of indifference, repulsion, and 
ambivalence toward Jewish victims, except in terms of irrational fan-
tasies that can be demonstrated empirically to be irrational. They then 
determine Jewish attitudes toward gentiles to be either overblown and 
paranoid or reasonable. That is why the historian Peter Novick dis-
misses Jewish claims about anti-Semitism in the United States as fueled 
by Jewish paranoia and the allegedly high status that Western culture 
accords to victims.38

I do not wish to insist that victims should embrace their victimiza-
tion. I wish simply to note that questions about Jewish passivity reveal 
as much about profound discomfort with or contempt for constrained 
agency and abjection as they do about anti-Semitic beliefs that Jews 
occupied a different moral universe than others. Attitudes toward vic-
tims are hard to grasp not simply because of various prejudices against 
them that can be clearly identifi ed and challenged. They are also hard 
to grasp because scholars’ and other critics’ affective relationships with 
victims, especially with those already marginalized psychically and 
structurally, complicate the ability to do so. The rejection or sacraliza-
tion of victims of catastrophe are rarely examined as modes by which 
nonvictims cope with how some victims’ behavior disrupts a secure 
moral universe in which people are presumed to struggle against their 
humiliation or in some fashion retain their honor (including their 
equanimity once liberated). Critics rarely address unconscious con-
tempt, fear, and envy of victims that cannot be designated as a self-
consciously irrational attitude and controlled for as bias.

All Too Human

The sadly condescending responses to survivors by those who deemed 
themselves superior to victims before much was known or fears (like 
Primo Levi’s) that one’s own family will be indifferent merely confi rm 
the pervasiveness of these and other, equally insidious forms of nonrec-
ognition, especially those most dramatic because they took place when 
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knowledge about the Holocaust was already widespread. Ruth Klüger 
recounts an evening with her friend the famous German writer Martin 
Walser, who “forgets” in spite of their friendship that she had survived 
Auschwitz and, in reference to the tragedy that befell German Jews, 
suggests that, after all, the fear of foreigners is deep-rooted and univer-
sal. “Martin,” she writes, with a combination of weariness and pain, 
“says hatred of Jews was one of those variants of xenophobia which 
comes naturally to all men. No one wants to deal with differences if 
you haven’t been brought up to tolerate them. I wonder, however: do 
I really act and look so different from him and his family, who have 
invited me into their house and at whose table I am sitting?” And she 
asks now more contemptuously: “Didn’t our friendship come easily? Or 
did it really take virtue, courage, and deep insights on your part?”39

Walser’s oscillation between knowing and not seeming really to 
know, between forgetting Klüger’s past and remembering the general 
tragedy that befell German Jews, is not (or does not seem to be) driven 
by awkwardness or guilt (it is Walser who declared that the Holocaust 
had become a moral cudgel in postwar Germany that had outlived its 
purpose). If anything, Walser’s own friendship with Klüger becomes, 
as she notes, evidence of his own particular virtue. Indeed, Walser ex-
plains prejudice as natural unless “men” are educated otherwise. His 
assertion not only naturalizes and thus reduces the impact of prejudice 
and difference and their effects but also diminishes the violence that 
was done and is now being replayed again, albeit in the form of a less 
lethal refusal really to acknowledge the experience of his friend Ruth. 
As questions about Jewish resistance and passivity denied the impact 
of terror under certain conditions in favor of motifs of courage and 
heroism, assertions that hatred of difference is tied to a universal hu-
man fear of foreigners also diminish the impact of this fear on victims, 
leaving them out of consideration. From the victim’s point of view, this 
logic renders it impossible to understand the impact of having been a 
victim, of having been rendered abject, on recovery.

It is the absence of discussions of the abjection to which victims 
were reduced as well as its effects (in psychological rather than descrip-
tive terms) that is most striking in discourses about victims: victims 
speak of contempt, of silence, of arrogance, and, of course, of their own 
fear (born of having survived something they knew would be diffi cult 
to believe). But those who surround and might even be sympathetic 
to them speak primarily in Walser’s vocabulary. Thus, Walser’s ideas 
about the naturalness of attitudes toward foreigners, however painful 
their effects on his friend, are extremely familiar: certain social atti-
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tudes, including that which involves infl icting pain on others, are nat-
uralized so that from an ideological point of view they can be rational-
ized and explained. Prejudices can coexist with human decency and a 
commitment to universal rights because they have been transformed 
into a human attribute without cause: in this case, Walser refers to 
a hollowed-out tribalism possessed by everyone and thus by no one 
(though more prominent, he claims, in the uneducated, thus render-
ing this particular trait even more profoundly human and universal 
because more primitive). Moreover, since so many murdered Jews were 
assimilated, Klüger’s implicit question about why foreign is even appli-
cable in this context reveals that Walser’s logic is even more insidious 
because it renders anti-Semitic hatred and its effects benign.

The naturalization of discrimination and its effects, including the 
abjection of the victim, occurs in a wide variety of contexts, and its 
fl attening of the social world most dramatically obscures injury. The 
transposition from the historical to the transhistorical, the slippage 
from a conception of history as a brick-building-like narrative that at-
tends only to the facts to a narrative about human history that is ut-
terly dehistoricized in its assertions about how human beings are “like 
that,” makes even traumatic injury part of the natural course of things. 
In Tzvetan Todorov’s long essay about how Bulgarians saved Jews, there 
is little about the absence or presence of anti-Semitism and a lot about 
human frailty, decency, and historical accident.40 According to To-
dorov, Bulgarians are not particularly anti-Semitic and tend to be toler-
ant of minorities: the Orthodox Church opposed deportation (though 
particularly of converted Jews), and other Bulgarians did so because the 
Germans had not occupied the country and the regime still permit-
ted opposition. When things heated up, some men emerged as heroes 
because they were decent, courageous, and unselfi sh, in spite of having 
once supported anti-Semitic laws. Todorov distinguishes Boris Peshev, 
a member of the Bulgarian National Assembly who publicly opposed 
the government’s effort to deport Jews, “from other courageous and 
unselfi sh men” not by virtue of his conscience “but [by] his strategy. 
He did what had to be done under these particular circumstances in 
order to achieve his goal.” Peshev voted for anti-Semitic laws and thus 
presumably believed in some of their premises and goals. But, when he 
realized that the Nazis wanted to murder the Jews, he rose to the occa-
sion, behaving virtuously, courageously, and exceptionally. Todorov’s 
essay is fi nally about the virtues of decent men rather than about what 
happened to Jews, how, and why. Anti-Semitism has little to do with 
it: decent people, not necessarily destined for greatness, triumph or 
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fail. Indeed, Jews appear in the narrative only as people who plead for 
help or who are already dead: “The sacrifi ce [sic] borne by the Thracian 
Jews would thus serve to save their brothers, because it would rouse 
the conscience of Bulgaria’s legislators and high clergy.” “Under other 
circumstances,” Todorov adds, open dissent might have been “futile, 
even suicidal.”41

In such accounts, ordinary people do extraordinary things when 
natural and profoundly human attributes emerge under extraordinary 
circumstances. In other, more sophisticated historical and sociological 
accounts, this naturalization tends to be the result not of regression to 
some deep recess of what constitutes the human, for better or worse, 
but, paradoxically, of complex social processes that favor the develop-
ment of distance between victims and perpetrators, turning presum-
ably feeling people into numb ones. This post-Weberian argument in 
its mostly functionalist forms about the relationship between Nazism 
and modernity and extermination and bureaucracy is so well-known 
(or perhaps by now so seemingly self-evident) that I will summarize it 
but briefl y to demonstrate the impact of its cognitive and unsatisfying 
approach to emotions. Emotions are not only dehistoricized because 
rendered human but also naturalized in the sense that they are cogni-
tively universal responses to external stimuli.42 Christopher Browning 
argues in his work on Nazi perpetrators: “This approach emphasizes 
the degree to which modern bureaucratic life fosters a functional and 
physical distancing in the same way that war and negative racial ste-
reotyping promote a psychological distancing between perpetrator and 
victim.”43 The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman also argues that this en-
abling distance is socially produced by the institutions of modernity, 
in particular bureaucracy and its corollary, instrumental rationality.44 
Others have criticized the lack of any attention to anti-Semitic ideol-
ogy in such arguments.45

Here, I want less to emphasize ideology than to note that for the 
purposes of explaining bystander or perpetrator behavior these func-
tionalist arguments have more in common with the radically different 
but ideologically commonsensical approaches of Walser and Todorov 
than meets the eye. Of course, the reference to negative racial stereo-
typing and the modern bureaucracies and technologies that enabled its 
diffusion and implementation cannot explain why these institutions 
and tools were effective, as those who wish to focus on anti-Semitic 
ideology have long claimed. But it is also true that, in spite of their 
efforts not to revert to ahistorical categories like human nature and to 
put Nazi action into a specifi c historical context, these accounts fi -
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nally explain how modernity turned Jews into things by reference to 
what human beings (in these cases, non-Jews) do under extraordinary 
 circumstances—meaning that these are somehow natural emotional 
responses. That is, the brutalization of bystanders effected by moder-
nity and its institutions may mean simply that under brutal conditions 
human beings behave brutally. Thus, as Browning and others have 
noted, when circumstances generate an insuperable divide between 
communities, people do not wish to be excluded from the group to 
which they are designated as belonging.46 It is perhaps not surprising 
that responses by social scientists to the question of how the vast ma-
jority in Nazi Germany or societies occupied by the Nazis allowed the 
Jews to be exterminated also use references to how humans behave 
universally under extraordinary circumstances: not wanting to know, 
indifference, tacit consent under pressure, and a focus on one’s own 
deprivation and fear.47

It is not simply that none of these accounts provides explanations 
about how anti-Semitism took the extreme forms that it did—a partic-
ularly diffi cult question and one that has not been answered by those 
who focus on ideology—but that all these accounts naturalize the re-
sponses of bystanders (and sometimes perpetrators) as quintessentially 
human behavior under pressure.48 They do so by universalizing human 
emotion, with the result that anti-Semitism disappears into the vast 
and self-evident history of how human beings behave, shorn of any 
historical specifi city, aim, or object.49 Thus, many social scientists as 
well as humanist writers do not address the sometimes hallucinatory 
quality of victims’ experiences, especially those that cannot be assimi-
lated into normative understandings of everyday life.

The recasting of anti-Semitism into human experience under pres-
sure also fails to acknowledge the affective relations between Germans 
and Jews, for example, or between the writers we have discussed and 
the victims themselves. It is diffi cult to understand how these writers 
think about victims or whether they do so at all. Walser re-creates his 
and Klüger’s past in his surely unconscious effort to exculpate Ger-
mans, and one has to presume that Todorov’s desire to redeem Bulgar-
ians comes at the expense, again unconsciously, of any attention to 
Jewish victims (other than those who were already dead). Other his-
torians do not address Jewish victims at all except as already other, al-
ready abject.

Historians of Jewish experience have decried in other terms the 
scholarly reiteration of Martin Walser’s erasure of Ruth Klüger’s experi-
ence of victimization (at least as I have characterized it here). They have 
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noted that functionalist and cognitive psychological accounts not only 
neglect anti-Semitic ideology (and thus neglect the force of prejudice 
understood as the projection of fears about one’s self onto alien others) 
but also transform Jews into fi gures in the background that are hard 
to make out and focus solely on Nazi perpetrators (and bystanders to a 
lesser extent). Saul Friedländer has suggested that historians may even 
defl ect their anxiety about the abjection of the victims by rendering 
them invisible or mass-like.50 Most historians of anti-Semitism counter 
these tendencies primarily, if not exclusively, by documenting the vic-
tim’s point of view. But they often still engage testimony as exemplary 
of the verifi able consequences of discrimination. Though literary theo-
rists tend to focus on texts and the representation of atrocity,51 with 
only moderate interest in those texts’ relationship to historical context, 
historians, as noted previously, often bracket the quality of testimony 
that exceeds contextualization (its often hallucinatory quality, its gaps, 
its performative potential to heal) because it is insuffi ciently related to 
the context that generated it.

To the extent that prejudice is defi ned as natural, if regrettable, dis-
crimination and its impact are evacuated of power to injure. To the 
extent that most, if not all, historians who emphasize anti-Semitism 
acknowledge that injury disturbs the putatively natural order of things 
(meaning that injury can really be recognized as catastrophic), it is re-
duced for the most part to a condition that must be documented rather 
than an ongoing struggle to live and recover. This tendency to bracket 
those aspects of testimony that exceed such documentation and to 
identify them with memory goes far in explaining how scholars as well 
as other critical commentators interpret this ongoing struggle to live 
or to recover in the form of a return to the ordinary, that is to say, to a 
recognizable human condition characterized by all that history is and 
memory is not: reticence, caution, modesty, and the absence of histri-
onics. Michael A. Bernstein argues that these experiences (or the event 
the Holocaust) should be rendered ordinary and thus remain within the 
realm of the recognizably human and historical not because they are 
ordinary but because the Holocaust proves that human beings react in 
extreme fashion to extreme circumstances.52

This logic still begs the question not only of how ordinary or ex-
treme human response is constituted ideologically rather than as a nat-
ural reaction to events as they occur but also of what counts as ordinary 
and extraordinary and thus how victims’ experiences are evaluated 
and constituted as real injuries. It also begs the question of what these 
experiences tell us about the making and unmaking of social identity 
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(a question that mostly literary theorists have pondered primarily in 
psychological or psychoanalytic terms, as has Trezise) as well as of how 
people might be made to disappear psychically and even literally. Most 
important, perhaps, we can see now that human, history, and ordinary 
are tautologies whose impact is to cause the presumption that even 
extraordinary responses are ultimately ordinary because human and 
historical, leaving those experiences that cannot be so assimilated no 
conceptual space other than that of the thoroughly suspect realm of 
memory, now cast as a traumatic injury that has not been mastered 
and must be bracketed. The tendency to address attitudes toward these 
experiences as human responses to crises embedded or not in modes of 
distantiation leaves theoretical room for a tendency to treat these ex-
periences as things that are sacred and defy any sort of human under-
standing other than religious or in terms of secularized forms of abjec-
tion that evoke fascination and pleasure. In short, under pressure of the 
so-called surfeit of Holocaust memory, the imperative to return to the 
ordinary and to history against memory has intensifi ed at the expense 
of understanding how victims must be constituted to be credible and 
at what cost and tends, as do all forms of neopositivism, to deepen the 
abyss in which mysticism and things sacred reside.

Toward an Ethics of Writing about Victims

The idea that we have embraced victims in this era of the witness (at 
least Jewish victims of the Holocaust) evades to what extent this new 
moral economy is a part of the ongoing historical refashioning of cul-
tural attitudes to victims. These attitudes can be understood only in 
relational and affective terms in which suspicion, envy, attachment, 
and aversion are all in the process of being reformulated in reference to 
a new historical context in which the Holocaust of European Jewry has 
become problematically the paradigmatic catastrophe. It is crucial to 
recognize the power of a moral economy in which victims who demon-
strated no agency under pressure of circumstances were least respected, 
least dignifi ed, and perhaps even suspect. The narrative of the Holo-
caust is one of human willfulness against the odds, of human willful-
ness and its power to make or unmake the world, that is always im-
plicated in any discussion about victims and victimization, including 
a profound cultural investment in the moral soundness of those who 
suffer. The introduction of the traumatized victim of catastrophe in his 
or her extreme disempowerment and traumatic, deferred, and thus of-
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ten empirically indecipherable grief appears to have generated as much 
aversion and suspicion as sympathy. We might recall that Dr. Louis Mi-
cheel’s memoir, to which I alluded earlier, was extolled because it was 
not histrionic and was thus reassuring and life affi rming. His words not 
only suggest that we cannot identify with victims who do not reassure 
and affi rm life but also beg the question of why we need victims to do 
so. This praise of Micheels, like the more pervasive praise of a far more 
famous memoirist like Primo Levi, avoids focusing on the aversion to 
their plight that victims themselves so often discuss.53

One might also note that those theorists who are not skeptical of 
victims, like Wendy Brown, still fail to diagnose why victims’ recovery 
is so diffi cult except in terms that reiterate the importance of insight, 
will, and agency in seeing through and resisting oppression. According 
to her, minorities believe that pluralistic political systems will better 
hear their grievances if they work within the system by defi ning them-
selves as having injuries they believe it might respond to. In Brown’s 
work, the appropriation of traumatized identity (or “identity politics”) 
by victims themselves constitutes a misguided concession to dominant 
culture: the victim’s embrace of his wounds reveals an attachment to 
the recognition accorded his suffering. If neoliberalism is the source 
not simply of wounds created by inequity but also of an attachment to 
the wounds it creates, then only a willful struggle for what you want 
against the state, the refusal to accept its handouts in the form of ac-
knowledgment that you suffer, can make a difference. This argument, 
whether we agree with its substance or not, does not address the ex-
istence of the deep cultural aversion to having been wounded, to the 
victim’s debilitation (as opposed to the perpetrator’s self-lacerations) 
and its impact on self-making and the constitution of exemplary and 
less desirable forms of personhood. The history of injury may be con-
stituted by the patterns of survivors’ testimony that correlate so that 
memories are verifi able and trustworthy and thus immune to the va-
garies of victims’ efforts to remember. But it is only criticism that em-
beds injury in the social relations that shape responses to it (and thus 
criticism that refuses to avert its eyes from injury) that will allow us to 
conceptualize impediments to recovery. In so doing, it might enable us 
to address from victims’ points of view how a cultural aversion to or 
discomfort with their pain might generate the need for narratives that 
in one way or another reiterate that pain by denying, repressing, or 
erasing it, thereby compromising recovery.

Cultural discomfort both with constrained agency and with fanta-
sies about others’ abjection is present even when victims are unmistak-
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ably survivors. Indeed, there is perhaps no better current statement of 
the discomfort generated by the state of having been victimized than 
the historian Annette Wieviorka’s claim that, merely because she was 
a historian of Auschwitz, her colleagues behaved as if the subject mat-
ter would contaminate her, transform her “into a mournful being, liv-
ing in between evil and death, forbidden the pleasures of life.”54 Surely 
Wieviorka’s own denunciation of our era of the witness is informed by 
anxiety that media representations of survivors invoke and encourage 
such a response.

In conclusion, the emotions implicit in Holocaust survivor mem-
oirs appear to be commensurate with a culture in which critics deem 
emotion to dominate over a rational quest for the truth about victims. 
Does the proliferation of melodrama pressure victims to appropriate 
minimalism and emotional neutrality to sustain credibility? Does the 
rejection of happy endings in nonredemptive works of some memoir-
ists contribute to their marginality (or at least a preference for those 
with another style)? Surely the postwar emphasis on national redemp-
tion in different countries led to the sidelining of victims’ stories and 
to the deemphasis of Jewish suffering in favor of the universal category 
victims of fascism.55 That is, narratives of redemption—from Schindler’s 
List to De Gaulle’s touting of the French Resistance against Nazism—
risk stigmatizing victims’ anger. But one might argue tentatively that a 
general cultural emphasis on the comportment of victims is a legacy of 
dignifi ed bearing under pressure so much a part of humanist construc-
tions of dignity. At the very least, we learn by contextualizing views 
about such memoirs that they offer a surplus of meaning that exceeds 
efforts to make them conform to an emotional regime.

It is less than clear how we interpret that surplus, which for the most 
part critics have deemed overwrought, inessential, important but im-
possible to discuss, and, even in the worst cases, to distort the truth 
about events. For the victims we have discussed, there is as yet no way 
of writing the history of the traumatic emotions they have witnessed 
that at once places them in historical context while respecting the par-
ticular truths that memoirs, even those whose truths are not empiri-
cally verifi able, can help us understand about events. Gabrielle Speigel 
has recently remarked: “To incorporate ‘terror’ into historical represen-
tation will mean acknowledging and accepting as historiographically 
legitimate the differing status of analytically recuperated ‘facts’ and 
victim testimony; to fi nd a way to theorize (as has yet to be done) the 
materiality and reality of ‘voices’ from the past, without assuming the 
necessary ‘truth’ of what they convey, at least in terms of the factuality 
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of its content.”56 Her words caution us against writing a history of the 
emotions of persecuted people in whatever context that cannot account 
for different kinds of truths. Her words expand Rosenwein’s warning 
about avoiding reductive normative parameters that defi ne how the 
scope for feeling changes over time (the modern paradigm of internal-
ized self-restraint). When they write the history of emotional traumas, 
it is crucial that historians become conscious of their own affective re-
sponses to victims and recognize that pursuing one kind of truth may 
well lead to the neglect of the very voices they seek to recuperate.
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