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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文提要 

 

 

論文名稱: 雙重見證: 論說書者中的創傷與原諒 

指導教授: 邱彥彬 教授 

研究生: 林亭妤 

論文提要內容: 

    茱迪．皮考特 (Jodi Picoult) 小說 « The Storyteller»中的女主角(Sage Singer)

身為第三代納粹大屠殺生還者經歷的複雜見證過程豐富了當代大屠殺小說系列

關於生存者見證與創傷經驗的描述，其中把錯殺當作對見證的回應更是值得深思，

本文因而將其經驗置放於見證與創傷的理論框架，並且針對女主角對於原諒加害

者一事的糾結展開一系列對於原諒的叩問。創傷記憶的傳承讓第三代也成為間接

的大屠殺見證者，錯殺間接強化了這個論點，而 Sage Singer錯殺的這起事件為

存在於復仇和原諒這個永久的對立關係開闢了新的道路，因為錯殺，Singer 第

一次考慮原諒的可能性，也開始仔細重新思量整個錯殺事件的意義。從原本單純

的旁觀傾聽者、第二見證人到變成整個見證過程的要角，這樣的轉變證明了見證

過程的感染性是不容忽視的，事實上，聽者不是單純的被動者，聽者在說者講述

的過程扮演如同心理治療師的地位，藉由傾聽來幫助說者走出自己內心找不到出

口的創傷深淵，然而，聽者在陪伴說者重返創傷場域的同時，聽者也深陷了，以
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Singer的例子來說，復仇是對這見證經驗的反饋，因此，探討聽者該如何適當

地反饋也是本文試圖想討論的重點。 

本文大略可分為三部分: 第一部分主要在於爬梳整理見證理論並探討見證

的意義以及創傷本質的探討，這部份還是會回到大屠殺事件本身的創傷論述，

第二部分著重文本分析見證的感染力如何導致錯殺事件的發生，因為錯殺事件

意外地開啟了主角願意探討寬恕的向度，因此第三部分則是討論原諒的本質與

意義。 

 

關鍵字: 見證、創傷、大屠殺、原諒 
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Abstract 

Jodi Picoult’s novel The Storyteller has enriched the discourse of witnessing 

and that of trauma in the contemporary Holocaust novels because of Sage Singer’s 

peculiar experience as a third generation survivor, a listener, and a secondary 

witness. What makes Singer’s experience of witnessing special is that she eventually 

takes revenge of her family’s misfortune by killing a Nazi officer—the act of 

revenge turns out to be a miskilling. The event of killing the wrong man is 

particularly the climax because it manifests the over-response of the contagious 

power of witnessing.  

I draw on theory of trauma and that of witnessing to examine how the process 

of witnessing influences a listener’s mind. I observe that there is a contagious power 

of witnessing/listening that has been understated and underestimated. I argue that the 

miskilling is exactly against this background of lacking awareness of the 

significance of the contagious power of witnessing. Critics in the past seldom 

focused on the traumatization of the listeners in the process of witnessing and 

listening but on the testifiers. In the thesis, I would like to emphasize on the listeners 

who play important roles in the whole process of witnessing. In fact, for a testifier, a 

second witness or a listener in the process of testimony is in a position comparable 

to that of the therapist in terms of the therapeutic value in a process of witnessing. 

The second witness exists to help the testifier understand the experience, just like the 

way a therapist does.  

The thesis is divided into three parts. The first part of the thesis aims at building 

theoretical grounds of the theory of witnessing and that of trauma to further 
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analyze Singer’s case in the novel. The second part of the thesis examines how the 

contagious power of witnessing gives rise to the event of killing the wrong man. 

Because killing the wrong man opens up the dimension of forgiveness, the third part 

of the thesis will be discussing the possibility and meaning of forgiveness. 

 

Key words: witness, trauma, forgiveness, Holocaust 
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Introduction 

1.1 Background and Research Questions 

Yehuda Bauer adamantly opposes a recent statement raised by Emily 

Fackenheim that “the victims of the Holocaust were kedoshim, holy persons, because 

they were Jewish martyrs, killed because of their Jewishness, and hence suffering just 

like their ancestors had suffered, for the Sanctification of the Name” (15). The 

statement comes as no surprise because traumatized Jewish society seeks and awaits 

ready answers to their sufferings. Bauer thinks the statement ignores the fact that the 

Holocaust is itself meaningless: “there is no meaning to the Holocaust, because the 

only meaning it could have would be a Nazi meaning: for the Nazi there was a 

purpose in the killing, murder was meaningful. For the Jews it was totally 

meaningless” (ibid). In fact, Emily Fackenheim’s statement unveils a hidden reality 

that the Jews expect to redeem themselves by elevating the victimized and oppressed 

experience to the level of sacredness. That is, they would rather establish their 

identities in the meaningfulness than in the meaninglessness. This is to say, it is 

exactly the meaninglessness that is what the Jews are against, inasmuch as they need 

to find a way to counteract the excessive meaninglessness of the concept of the 

Holocaust which threatens to diminish their dignities, Jewish identities, and things 

they have believe. With growing demands to redeem themselves, the victims are still 

seeking any kind of ways to go beyond the meaninglessness which also triggers my 

intention to find one.



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 
 

2 
 

Apparently acknowledging the meaningless nature of the Holocaust and not 

intending to diminish the impact of that, most of the Holocaust novels put convenient 

resolution or transcendence of Shoah into question. Some of those don’t bother even  

to mention it. Attempting to move up to another layer of transcendence, researchers 

find it hard to bring forgiveness to the table because for most of the first-generation 

survivors, forgiveness is certainly out of question. In an interview, Elie Wiesel, the 

Holocaust survivor and the author of the well-known book Night, responds to the 

interviewer about forgiving: “No, I cannot, I cannot forgive.
1
” In order to deepen our 

understanding of the reasons behind not willing to forgive, my thesis aims to revisit 

the questions of post-Shoah responses to cataclysm and to reconsider the attempt of 

working-through and the possibility of reaching a closure or forgiveness particularly 

from the perspective of a third generation who never hears about the ancestors’ 

experiences in the camps directly in the novel The Storyteller which brings forth 

another focus in this study, that is, the dynamics between a witness and a listener—a 

crisis of the contagious power of witnessing/listening. To investigate on the 

possibility of forgiveness in a judiciously critical manner, I draw on theories of 

witnessing as my angle of view to see how the contagious power of witnessing shreds 

new light on the discourse of forgiveness. At the same time, I manage to infiltrate the 

discourse of witnessing with tints of trauma theories to better understand the nature of 

the unspeakable trauma.  

                                                       
1 Elie Wiesel gave a speech in the German Parliament commemorating the holocaust. He said to the 

assembled German leaders, “You have been helpful to Israel after the war, with reparations and 

financial assistance. But you have never asked the Jewish people to forgive you for what the Nazis did.” 

After a while, in an interview hosted by Krista Tippett, Elie Wiesel was to answer the question: “Is 

‘forgiveness’ a big enough word or a good enough word for this?” He answered, “No, I cannot. No, I 

cannot forgive.” The reason why he brought up forgiveness in the German parliament was to “sensitize 

people not to do the same.” See more on 

http://www.onbeing.org/blog/krista-tippett-evil-forgiveness-and-prayer-elie-wiesel/8807. 

http://www.onbeing.org/blog/krista-tippett-evil-forgiveness-and-prayer-elie-wiesel/8807
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The third generation in The Storyteller is represented by a character Sage Singer 

in the novel The Storyteller. She is a young woman who attends a grief group because 

of the recent death of her mother. Her mother died as a result of a car accident. The 

accident seems to leave Sage with a scar on her face and that makes her reticent to be 

seen in public. Getting used to live in the dark to cover her scar, she works at night in 

a bakery. She even dates at night with a man who happens to have a wife. Whatever 

she does gets going in the dark. It’s like her secret is never enough. In the grief group, 

in a time when she finally gets out of her comfort zone, she befriends an old man 

named Joseph Webber, who later reveals his true identity as a SS officer back in 

WWII. She is even more shocked for Webber’s request for helping him die. However, 

as time goes by, she gradually knows the history of her grandmother Minka and of her 

pain in seeing her best friend dying under the gunshot of a Nazi officer. Coincidently, 

Webber says he is the man that makes her grandma desperate. From a friend to an 

enemy, Singer finds herself tangled in this contradictory relation, but she still believes 

she is doing the justice when she helps Webber die. Yet, when Leo, her true love, 

uncovers the true identity of Webber that he is not the man who kills her grandma’s 

best friend, she is stunned. Not knowing what to do and how to deal with this mistake, 

Singer, inadvertently, in the process of witnessing, finds herself deeply involved and 

unable to get out.  

Jodi Picoult’s The Storyteller becomes the best choice of a text to develop my 

argument not only because it is a bestseller when it was published in 2013 in which 

the horrors of Holocaust are commonly dismissed with comments such as “it’s over” 

and “it’s done” but also because I am interested in how a popular fiction manages to 

deal with the most heinous event of human history. The contemporaries of the 

Holocaust are often divided into three categories: the perpetrators, the victims, and the 
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bystanders. “These three categories can also be applied to subsequent reactions to the 

Holocaust” (Jäckel 23), while the division is less pertinent when applied to research. 

The unstoppable force of the coming generations from the above categories makes the 

divisions even more opaque in terms of the attitudes and feelings individuals hold. We 

all agree that reactions to the Holocaust depend largely on where an individual stands. 

The Storyteller provides a third-generation point of view. The reactions toward the 

Holocaust of a third generation might be somewhat between victim and bystander 

based on the division of categories, since it is reasonable to suspect that the memory 

of the Holocaust in the sense we understand today with the passage of time has 

reached a low point. As Geoffrey Hartman observes, “three generations are 

preoccupied with Holocaust memories” (1). However, their states of mind vary from 

generation to generation. I am wondering whether the generation gap distances her 

from her grandmother’s pain since the generations to come finds the Holocaust 

“distant, blurred, historical” (Levi 198)
2
. Or, on the contrary, the gap doesn’t erase 

anything due to the irreplaceable but burdensome bond. Recognizing the subtle 

dynamics of generation gaps in terms of the feelings about the Holocaust memories, 

Hartman continues to suggest that apart from survivors, the second generation is eager 

to know their parents better; and the third generation, the grandchildren, with even 

more oblique understanding toward the family history, is getting loose with the bond 

of burdensome experiences that have challenged the family life (1). Singer seems to 

approach the memories of Holocaust with mixture of a sense of bond to her family 

and a sense of burden at the same time. It is a rather different psychical sate from 

most of the holocaust novels which provide scarce renderings on the third 

                                                       
2 In The Drowned and the Saved, Primo Levi attests to his despair that “The experience that we 

survivors of the Nazi Lagers carry within us are extraneous to the new Western generation and become 

ever more extraneous as the years pass” (198). 
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generation’s struggles. In addition, the protagonist, living in the same era with us, is 

very much close to readers. From this point, the novel’s peculiar point of view from 

the third generation is definitely my great interest. 

 Responding to the particular moment in Simon Wiesenthal’s The Sunflower in 

her novel, Picoult has in mind Simon Wiesenthal’s encounter with a mortally 

wounded Nazi soldier who begs for a word of forgiveness in his deathbed, a scenario 

which draws hundreds of critics’ and my attention. In The Sunflower, Wiesenthal, a 

survivor in the Lemberg Concentration Camp, reminisces his experience in the camp 

and recounts the encounter with a terminally wounded Nazi. On behalf of the Jewish 

and the six million deaths of the innocents, Wiesenthal’s silent refusal to let up the 

Nazi soldier’s remorse leaves him burdened by the question of whether he does justly, 

mercifully, and compassionately or not. To forgive or not to forgive, that is the 

question for Wiesenthal. Brought to the deathbed of a Nazi soldier, we can assume 

that Wiesenthal’s remorse germinates from the sight of the dying man. It is reasonable 

to premise that Wiesenthal’s case is a case of the impact of witnessing. The very 

seeing of the dying Nazi soldier itself forebodes the perishing era of his painful 

history and Jews’ misery, and because the era is about to be a past, a history, the 

witness of the dying Nazi soldier impels Wiesenthal to seek for “lessons” and 

meaning, or, as what I refer earlier, forgiveness in their collective history. Stuck in 

these big questions, his silent refusal to the perpetrator’s request confirms the 

never-ending impasse of victim and perpetrator’s tension concerning reaching a 

closure. While some think it an impasse, some think Wiesenthal’s silence a 

“persecution”
3
, in Emmanuel Levinas word, which the perpetrator deserves. From a 

more positive viewpoint, Matthew Fox maintained, “this already is compassion—‘to 

                                                       
3
 See more about “persecution” in Emmanuel Levinas’s Otherwise than Being and Beyond Essence. 
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stay and listen and even to remain silent and refuse to offer cheap forgiveness to so 

heinous a crime’” (qtd. in Wiesenthal 144). Yet, to conclude the above interpretations 

of Wiesenthal’s difficulty in giving pardonable words, the anxiety of Wiesenthal paves 

the road for more discourses concerning victims’ struggles toward forgiveness. Sage 

Singer, however, is not only forced to struggle against the victim’s guilt for not 

forgiving the perpetrator’s crime but also forced to feel like a perpetrator.  

Following the same vein of Wiesenthal’s encounter with the perpetrator, The 

Storyteller ends with the similar scenario, but this time, the perpetrator Joseph 

Webber asks not a word for pardon but for a killing as a way to redemption. Only 

when the truth comes out that Webber is actually the nice Nazi officer who has been 

kind to Singer’s grandmother does she notice that she has committed a crime that no 

one but she knows. Many questions hover in her mind: “[D]id any of this excuse what 

I had done? Or—like him—was I trying to justify the unjust? Why would Franz [the 

original name of Joseph Webber] have gone to so much trouble to paint himself as the 

more brutal brother?” (Picoult 506; emphasis mine). All the questions and confusions 

pop up after the killing of the wrong man. As a witness from beginning to the end, 

Singer is encountering a crisis—an identity crisis of a witness. She is confused about 

whether she is playing properly a role of a listener, a witness. Namely, she is not 

certain about how she should respond to the whole process of witnessing Webber’s 

testimony. Singer is not an impartial witness but a perpetrator in the end because she 

is too involved in the process of witnessing Webber’s storytelling of his past. The 

witness is emotionally shattered when she knows she has killed the wrong man, 

executing an act that is supposed to be a response and a settlement for the perpetrator 

and the victim.  

The event, killing the wrong man, is critical in that it is the outcome of the very 
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witnessing and listening
4
. In the process of witnessing, the presence of a listener is a 

necessary component, since without a listener the speaker doesn’t have a social space 

to articulate. According to the plot of The Storyteller, Sage Singer as a witness or a 

listener unconsciously cultivates a delicate affinity with Joseph Webber. I am 

wondering how affiliated it is between the listener and the speaker. This premise 

creates even more questions: how traumatic stories spoken by the witness work to 

influence the listener and how the listener is unconsciously over-involved in the 

dynamics of give-and-take when listening to testimony. It seems a listening involves 

certain ethics. How should a listener properly respond to the traumatic story? Killing 

the wrong man manifests not the lack of empathy which critics mostly appeal but the 

hazard of witnessing. It also makes us rethink the ethics of a listener—to be an 

appropriately empathetic witness.  

Against this background, this event, though not as tremendous as the genocide, 

forces Singer to fall back to the site of Holocaust trauma. From this point, I begin to 

wonder the inseparable relationship between witnessing and trauma in the case of 

Sage Singer. Since giving testimony is a way of working through for the survivors in 

the camp, the listeners become in danger of the contagious power of listening. What’s 

worse is that her inability to testify to the death of Joseph Webber throws her back to 

silence, an act of refusal to the event and also a sign of acting-out. No matter in terms 

of witnessing or testimony, she is not able to go through until she really witnesses it as 

she understands what she sees. In this sense, witnessing doesn’t stay in the superficial 

aspect of physicality of seeing. Rather, the physicality of seeing is much more 

                                                       
4 Aside from the event killing of the wrong man which is the climax of the novel, there is a tale inside 

tale which occupies many pages. The monster tale is the story Minka,Singer’s grandmother, writes to 

Nazi officer Frank in the camp. By updating the monster tale daily in the camp, Minka wins the trust of 

Frank and eventually survives. The story of monster is parallel to that of Frank. The monster is like his 

brother Reiner, and Frank is like the character Damian who is caught up in an ethical dilemma. The 

intertextuality of the monster tale and the story of Frank manifest the importance of the acute sense of 

readers who are also listeners in the whole process of reading.    
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profound than we think. The physicality of seeing is at the same time associated with 

the mind that governs our thinking and “understanding.” If seeing is believing, not 

seeing it as the way it is becomes not believing it. After the event of killing the wrong 

man, Singer at the first time “sees” the truth about Joseph Webber. She begins to 

“understand” a little bit of what Webber wants—a closure. Singer’s sudden realization 

gets her out of her own fantasy of getting justice and that of working through trauma 

which is inherited from her family, and it is also up until this time of cruel realization 

that Singer knows the truth of what forgiveness might mean. I manage to elaborate 

what a closure both Webber and Singer have been struggled with getting and try to see 

if there is indeed a closure in the end by interrogating on the nature of forgiveness. 

 Up to this point, it is obvious that the very witnessing of a Nazi officer’s death 

generates many questions on forgiveness in both of the case of Wiesenthal and that of 

Singer. Of key importance on this issue is that we get a chance to scrutinize on the 

contagious power of listening and to see how the contagious power of witnessing 

changes the character’s life and her opinion upon revenge and forgiveness during her 

journey as a second-witness.
5
 

1.2 Literature Review 

When commenting on the book The Storyteller, most critics think the novel 

manifests a knotty moral quandary derived from forgiveness, such as a question: 

“Should you offer forgiveness to someone if you aren’t the party who was wronged?” 

                                                       
5
 Geoffrey Hartman explains the use of secondary witness: “In The Longest Shadow I used the 

expression ‘second generation witness,’ a concept that made sense because the pressure of the event on 

the sons and daughters of the survivors was such that ‘witness’ seemed justified. Almost imperceptibly, 

however, the phrase broadened to embrace what Terrence des Pres and Lawrence Langer name 

‘secondary witness’—a concept without generational limit. It includes all who could be called 

witnesses because they are still in touch with the first generation or who look at the Shoah not as 

something enclosed in the past but as a contemporary issue requiring an intensity of representation 

close to eyewitness report” (1). Thus, I am going further to apply the secondary witness, briefly put as 

second witness, to the third generation and those who are deeply involved and have experienced 

excessive emotion arousals during the process of survivors’ testimonies.    
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The study will arrive at the forgiveness only when Singer’s miskilling has been fully 

inspected, and the study refuses a clear-cut binary opposition of forgiveness and 

revenge. In fact, I am wondering if the theory of witnessing will give us different 

perspective on Singer’s miskilling, and then the vengeful miskilling further influences 

her willingness to forgive. In addition, researchers of theories of witnessing have been 

focused on the first-hand witnesses—the real survivors. However, those listeners, the 

second witnesses, have been neglected, as if they are supplementary existences. 

Among all the researchers, only Felman and Laub bring out the significance of the 

listeners, but they still leave much space unexplored. Reversing the stance of 

significance, I put the listener at the first place not only because it has been rarely 

discussed, but because the listener might have encountered the same traumatic 

experience like survivors. What’s more, the process of witnessing the witness itself 

might lead to unexpected consequences, such as killing the wrong man. We should be 

reminded that the very listening or witnessing itself is contagious to a point of seeking 

personal vengeance in the case of Singer. In this respect, I think the place of the 

listener, what she might go through, deserves our attentions.  

 This study suggests killing of the wrong man is the result of the witnessing. The 

result of witnessing needs to be examined with the theories of witnessing. Critics 

contributing to the theory of witnessing mostly emphasize on different types of 

testimony, the ontology of testimony and witnessing, the event—Holocaust—that 

incurs the witnessing, and its moral issues under historical contexts. Michal Givoni, 

for instance, renders witnessing and testimony “a more politicized and historicized 

account” (1). He thinks that testimony is a “speech-act that brings moral and political 

subjects into being, sometimes almost in spite of themselves; it is one of the most 

prevalent devices available today for individuals to come to grips with moral 
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obligations” (Givoni 148). Annette Wieviorka suggests that we are in “an era of 

witness” when this era is replete with different methods of giving testimony. 

Concerning our comprehension of the term “witnessing,” Kelly Oliver advocates that 

[w]itnessing means testifying to both something you have seen with your own eyes 

and something that you cannot see (86). In the meanwhile, witnesses are constantly 

interpreting the process by which they become who they are. From the way I see it, 

the above comments on the witnesses are not restricted to the first-hand witnesses; 

instead, they are all applicable to the second witnesses.  

1.3 Methodology 

Kelly Oliver says, “The performance of testimony says more than the witness 

knows” (86). Since the thesis intends to find out what is beyond knowledge or 

recognition that even the witness cannot perceive, without doubt it needs a lot of 

studies from psychoanalysis. I find that the concept of witnessing is severely bound to 

trauma theories which derive from works of Freud and his followers. Hence, it is 

necessary to draw on theories of witnessing and theories of trauma in my thesis. In 

The Storyteller, the traumatic event that is witnessed and awaits testimony is killing 

the wrong man. Since killing the wrong man is a watershed to the discussion of 

witnessing and working-through, the thesis will analyze how Sage Singer has been 

influenced in the process of witnessing, inasmuch as she eventually decides to 

respond to the story of Webber by seeking a revengeful killing. The reason that she 

tries to work through past but ends up returning to the loop of traumatic burden her 

ancestor left on her is that she thinks vengeance is justice, as if forgiveness is the 

opposite of the vengeance.  

By analyzing how this event influences on Sage Singer, I am already wondering 

on what Primo Levi and Giorgio Agamben says about the grey zone in which victims 
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and perpetrators blended together. Sage Singer is both victim and perpetrator, and so 

does Webber. The issue of the grey zone has already been discussed for a long time.
6
 

Yet, the grey zone between victim and perpetrator is even more oblique after the 

event of killing the wrong man. I call it an event not an accident on account that 

Singer once admits that she doesn’t know if she purposefully slights the difference 

between Webber and his brother. She chooses to believe what he says, so it seems not 

like an accident. If it is not an accident, then the event, though called killing the 

“wrong” man, is not that wrong. Rather, Webber is the scapegoat for Singer’s misery 

and family history. From this understanding, Webber is sacrificed in a sense. For 

Webber himself, his sacrifice is a way to atone for his and his brother’s heinous acts 

in Nazi regime. For Singer, Webber is the one she thinks is responsible for the misery 

of her grandmother, or even her own misery. That is, killing the wrong man, a 

response to the witnessing of Joseph Webber’s confession, has been my focus in 

unraveling the tangles of witnessing, working-through, and forgiveness in this novel.  

My theoretical framework of witnessing in the thesis will begin with two 

impossibilities of testifying and indicate that the meaning of testimony is the 

oscillation between the two impossibilities. From this point, testimony is itself 

paradoxical. It is the rupture of the two impossibilities of testimony that opens up 

possibilities of forgiveness.     

1.4 Chapter organization 

Chapter One will theorize the concept of witnessing and explicate its relation to 

the discourse of trauma theories. The first part of this chapter will be answering two 

questions: What would it mean to bear witness to the Holocaust? Concerning the 

authority of the witness, what would it mean to bear witness from the inside? 

                                                       
6
 See more in Primo Levi’s The Drowned and the Saved. 
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According to Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub, it is impossible to testify from the 

very inside of the inhumanity of the Holocaust. Rather, it is impossible to witness 

from inside death and annihilation. However, the true meaning behind the testimony 

is to live through testimony, no matter testifying from inside or outside. For survivors, 

the process of witnessing or giving testimony brings a sense of relief, that is, a way to 

work through the past by telling it and breaking the wall of silence. For those who 

listen to their testimonies, they are instead in a risk of getting too much emotion 

arousals. From this point, I attempt to answer another subsequent question in the 

second part of the chapter: How does the retelling of this particular trauma invoke the 

listener’s deep involvement as a response to the testimony? I try to draw on the 

concept of transgenerational transmission of trauma to explain the drive behind 

Singer’s determination to revenge as an evidence of over-response. This part of 

analysis recognizes the importance of the stance of listeners and will continue to put it 

at the center stage onwards.   

The deep involvement of the listener aroused by the very process of listening 

seems to actively confront me with the issue of the contagious power of 

witnessing/listening. In the case of Sage Singer, the consequence of the contagious 

power of witnessing/listening embodies in the killing of the wrong man. In Chapter 

Two, I will analyze the event—killing the wrong man—as an evidence of 

overresponse and compare and contrast the state of mind of Singer before and after 

the event. The readers will witness how the contagious power of witnessing/ listening 

imposes on the Singer. Killing the wrong man is a response to the witnessing, 

although it is a mere misunderstanding. This response doesn’t ease any pain and 

anxiety caused by the history of Holocaust. This response opens up a critical question: 

How should Singer respond properly? In the chapter, I attempt to lay out Singer’s 
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struggle to be a proper listener and a proper secondary-witness, and the 

cause-and-effect of the relation between the contagious power of witnessing and the 

over-responding will be carefully investigated.  

Finally, Chapter Three will analyze on the nature of forgiveness in a 

down-to-earth manner. That is, I attempt to examine it from the perspective of a 

certain kind of settlement unsettled. By reflecting and reevaluating on the vengeful 

stance of Singer, the definition of forgiveness I come to conclude will encompass 

lager dimensions. To talk about forgiveness, the study cannot leave the fantasies of 

revenge and forgiveness untouched. Those fantasies are not truly ways of working 

through. They are distorted methods of avoiding and denying traumatic events that 

have been haunting the sufferers. The truth is that forgiving is neither forgetting and 

nor exonerating the crime of the perpetrators. The most significant argument of this 

chapter is that forgiving is based on the acknowledgement of the fact that the 

survivors and their offspring will never return from the memories of the Holocaust 

unscathed. However, the survivors can choose to renew their lives by suspending 

judgments, moving forward without lingering on the irremediable tragedies. They 

forgive, only for the sake of themselves. Although it seems a rather limited step, that’s 

at least what a human being traumatized on the scale of the Holocaust can be asked to 

do.  

To conclude, In the end of Bernard-Donals and Glejzer’s work, they show us 

some problems of Holocaust discourse concerning the respect of lessons that we learn 

and healing the damages that the war done to the world: 

In the years since 1945 we’ve heard a lot of answers: so that we never 

forget; so that something like this could never happen again; so we 

remember those who perished; so that we can heal or redeem the damage 
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done to the world through anti-Semitism or racial hatred or any number 

of other symptoms of genocide. We’d like to suggest that although these 

answers, and others like them—answers that focus our attention on the 

events of the Holocaust and the broad ethical consequences of it―are 

compelling and useful, they are nevertheless impossible. (157) 

The Storyteller does demonstrate the struggles, both for Singer and for Webber, of 

answering those big questions. Those questions are impossible to answer in the sense 

that any supposedly generalized judgment would be rendered futile when it comes to 

the Holocaust. That’s why going beyond, suspending the judgment, is the only way to 

unravel the intricate questions. I hope the issue of going beyond, working-through 

induced by witnessing provides us a broader picture of how the traumatic symptoms 

work to intervene in people’s sense and sensibility. Through the horizon of theories of 

witnessing, I expect to analyze the workings of a witness’s witnessing and thereby 

map out a new way to cope with trauma; and by recognizing the consequence of the 

contagious power of listening, I hope the listeners’ traumatization will be noticed, 

heard, and treated with respects like the ways survivors deserve.  
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Chapter One 

What Does It Mean by Witnessing? 

The noted French historian Annette Wieviorka has referred to the present as the 

“era of the witness.” The number of testimonies after WWII has undergone a “big 

bang” process. Different kinds of testimonies start burgeoning. Though different in 

methods, every type of testimony or witnessing seems to face with common 

disconcerting counteraction during the process of witnessing and giving testimony, 

which makes the whole process of witnessing/giving testimony even more 

challenging. It is a great task for our era of the witness.    

“To speak is impossible, and not to speak is impossible” (Schreiber Weitz). 

Survivors are often in predicament when it comes to describing to us the death camp. 

The demand to speak comes from the sense of responsibility as a survivor who 

survives in order to tell people what happened and to speak as a proxy of the dead. It 

is a voice of life, “the ultimate resistance against death and oblivion” (Wieviorka 22). 

Testifiers honor an implicit testament that “must be understood in the Hebrew sense 

of ‘covenant’ –not with God, but a covenant of the living with the dead” (Wieviorka 

27). A covenant represents a responsibility to the dead. What fuels the testimony is 

“a protest against death, a need to leave a trace and to assure a legacy” (Wirviorka 

23). In Cathy Caruth’s Trauma: Explorations in Memory, Caruth records an 

interview with Robert Jay Lifton. During their interview, Lifton also confirms a 

witness’s responsibility to the dead:  

Carrying through the witness is a way of transmuting pain and guilt into 
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responsibility, and carrying through that responsibility has enormous 

therapeutic value. . . And its therapeutic value becomes a very central 

agent for reintegration of the self. One has had this experience, it has 

been overwhelming, the self has been shattered in some degree; the only 

way one can feel right or justified in reconstituting oneself and going on 

living with some vitality is to carry through ones’ responsibility to the 

dead. (Trauma: Explorations in Memory 138) 

In other words, carrying through the witness somehow helps the survivors themselves. 

Giving testimony makes them feel important and makes their lives meaningful. For 

survivors, to speak is to live as a person again. 

However, one of the reasons why “to speak is impossible” is that language is not 

enough to describe the whole event. In Remnants of Auschwitz, Giorgio Agamben 

says, 

[T]estimony is the disjunction between two impossibilities of bearing 

witness; it means that language, in order to bear witness, must give way 

to a non-language in order to show the impossibility of bearing witness. 

The language of testimony is a language that no longer signifies and that, 

in not signifying, advances into what is without language, to the point of 

taking on a different insignificance - that of the complete witness, that of 

he who by definition cannot bear witness. To bear witness, it is therefore 

not enough to bring language to its own non-sense. . . . It is necessary that 

this senseless sound be, in turn, the voice of something or someone that, 

for entirely other reasons, cannot bear witness. It is thus necessary that 

the impossibility of bearing witness, the “lacuna” that constitutes human 

language, collapses, giving way to a different impossibility of bearing 
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witness—that which does not have language. (39) 

That is, the survivors have difficulties trying to reconstruct the event and telling the 

impossible. The language of testimony is beyond everyday language. In other words, 

a language can be a language only when there is a community, a nation, a large group 

of people, that speak this language. Since the history of the Holocaust has been buried 

by perpetrators, onlookers, and survivors who dare not to reveal their cruel past, there 

is no language found to bear witness. Every single word seems to betray the reality of 

the unspeakable past. It is an event that “consisted in a radical failure of witnessing, 

an event to which [a] witness ha[s] no access” (Felman and Laub 194). That is to say, 

what makes language malfunction is that the content of the testimony is itself resisting 

interpretation and any formulated, systematic, and logical narrative. Thus, the real 

quandary behind Agamben’s statement is: “How can survivors testify to something 

they have difficulties articulating?” The definition of “testimony”, which appears to 

us unique in its nature, starts to set in when the testifier is navigating between the two 

conflicting impossibilities, the impossibility to speak and impossibility not to speak. 

Given that the impossibility of speaking is so certain, besides the responsibility that 

the survivors survive in order to tell the stories, is there any other reason so powerful 

as to propel the fact that “not to speak is impossible”? Rather, what is the significance 

of giving testimony? Why bother to tell a painful past? The questions touch on both 

the theories of trauma and that of witnessing. I will start first with theories of 

witnessing.  

Foremost, what constitutes witnessing is a primary issue. Agamben points out the 

ordinary meanings of the word “witness”: 

In Latin there are two words for “witness.” The first word, testis, from 

which our word “testimony” derives, etymologically signifies the person 
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who, in a trial or lawsuit between two rival parties, is in the position of a 

third party (testis). The second word, superstes, designates a person who 

has lived through something, who has experienced an event from 

beginning to end and can therefore bear witness to it. (17) 

For a Holocaust survivor, he or she is not a third party. We can also assume that the 

testimony of the survivor in holocaust “has nothing to do with the acquisition of facts 

for a trial” (Agamben 17). That is to say, a survivor’s testimony is never about 

restoring the truth or facts
7
. Agamben makes sure to clarify this nature of testimony, 

and he says,  

The witness usually testifies in the name of justice and truth and as such 

his or her speech draws consistency and fullness. Yet, here the value of 

testimony lies essentially in what it lacks; at its center it contains 

something that cannot be borne witness to and that discharges the 

survivors of authority. The “true” witnesses the “complete witnesses,” are 

those who did not bear witness and could not bear witness. . . [T]hey bear 

witness to a missing testimony. (34) 

The “value of testimony lies essentially in what it lacks” because a witness restores a 

context in which humanity, reason, and meanings are not found. A context with 

extreme inhuman massacre exists in this acclaimed western civil society. The chronic 

uproot of humanity produces enormous backlash insofar as the humanity is hard to be 

recognized in the body of prisoners in the camp. They are numbing toward Nazi’s 

                                                       
7 The meaning and function of testimony here involves ethical issues. Concerning how we respond to 

them ethically, my suggestion is that we should understand there are two levels of comprehending 

testimony: one is the nature of witnessing belatedly, and the other is the nature of telling, testifying, in 

the present. The retrospection of the past involves psychological factors. That is, when testifiers 

excavate the memory of the traumatic scene, they will tell others what they see and feel, not what 

historians see and feel. From this point of view, I am not suggesting that their testimonies are not close 

to the truth and facts. I am saying the most ethical attitude toward the true witnesses is to recognize the 

fact that we cannot underrate the historical values and that at the same time we cannot ignore the 

importance of emotional frame of reference in testimony .    
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annihilation of their dignities. The “complete witnesses” Agamben refers to are 

Muselmann, the living dead. Amery explains this jargon of the camp as follows: 

The so-called Muselmann, as the camp language termed the prisoner who 

was giving up and was given up by his comrades, no longer had room in 

his consciousness for the contrasts good or bad, noble or base, intellectual 

or unintellectual. He was a staggering corpse, a bundle of physical 

functions in its last convulsions. (9)  

The complete witness is exactly the one who cannot speak and perform what it takes 

to be human. The Muselmann completely stripped of humanity in the camp embodies 

exactly in the disconnected physicality. “Muselmann is the site of an experiment in 

which morality and humanity themselves are called into question” (Agamben 63). 

They are the drowned, the submerged.
8
 For Agamben, Muselmann is the complete 

witness and insider in all time
9
. Some critics have rendered fruitful comments about 

the border of inside and outside of the witnessing.  

It is well-known that Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub’s groundbreaking work, 

                                                       
8 Primo Levi views the Muslims as the drowned. He suggests: “We survivors are not only an exiguous 

but also an anomalous minority: we are those who by their prevarications or abilities or good luck did 

not touch bottom. Those who did so, those who saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or 

have returned mute, but they are the Muslims, the submerged, the complete witnesses, the ones whose 

deposition would have a general significance. They are the rule, we are the exception. . . We who were 

favored by fate tries, with more or less wisdom, to recount not only our fate but also that of the others, 

indeed of the drowned; but this was a discourse ‘on behalf of third parties,’ the story of things seen at 

close hand, the job completed, was not told by anyone, just as no one ever returned to describe his own 

death. Even if they had paper and pen, the drowned would not have testified because their death had 

begun before that of their body. Weeks and months before being snuffed out, they had already lost the 

ability to observe, to remember, to compare and express themselves. We speak in their stead, by proxy” 

(83-84). That is, in a perplexed position, survivors are the lucky ones who survive to tell not only their 

own survivals but the vast majority who are drowned in the bottom. Rather, the drowned is the core of 

the whole testimony instead of the survivals of the saved.  

 
9 When Agamben speaks of the Muselmann as the “the complete witness,” he actually pinpoints the 

term the Muselmann as a figure and a philosophical idea, between life and death, outside and inside, 

human and inhuman, sense and nonsense. However, generally speaking, the Muselmann is still an 

insider because the Muselmann is the “core” of the camp which is manufactured by and becomes 

manufacturer of fear and shame for those who witness its appearance. In this sense, the Muselmann is 

the border breaker, an abject, who makes still-conscious prisoners question their own humanity and 

subjectivity. Hence, for this thesis, the Muselmann symbolizes the core of the unseeable truth in the 

process of witnessing. It is the reason why people resist listening and witnessing.   
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Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History, lays bare 

delicate nature of witnessing/ testimony. Concerning what it takes to be a witness, I 

have already mentioned Agamben’s perspective. Different from Agamben’s main 

emphasis and discussion of a complete witness as a deformed figure Muselmann who 

cannot act like a human being and threatens to ignite fear among prisoners, Shoshana 

Felman focuses on how the Holocaust establishes a systematical psychological 

framework in which witnesses force to confront with inside and outside otherness:    

The historical reality of the Holocaust became, thus, a reality which 

extinguished philosophically the very possibility of address, the 

possibility of appealing, or of turning to another. But when one cannot 

turn to a “you” one cannot say “thou” even to oneself. The Holocaust 

created in this way a world in which one could not bear witness to oneself. 

The Nazi system turned out therefore to be fool-proof, not only in the 

sense that it convinced its victims, the potential witnesses from the inside, 

that what was affirmed about their “otherness” and their inhumanity was 

correct and that their experiences were no longer communicable even to 

themselves, and therefore perhaps never took place. This loss of the 

capacity to be witness to oneself and thus to witness from the inside is 

perhaps the true meaning of annihilation, for when one’s history is 

abolished, one’s identity ceases to exists se well. (“Truth and Testimony: 

The Process and the Struggle” 66)  

From the inside, victims are not able to see what happens because they are turned into 

objects and the dehumanized. An inhuman witness whose self is annihilated is not 

able to testify. 
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It is therefore in reality impossible to testify from inside otherness
10

, or 

from inside the keeping of a secret, from inside amnesia or from inside 

deception and the delusion of coercive self-deception, in much the same 

way as it is impossible to testify, precisely, from inside death. (Laub 231) 

Namely, the above statement makes it unthinkable that an inside witness could exist to 

give an independent frame of reference and observation. However, be it Agamben’s 

theory of Muselman or Felman and Laub’s statement that there is no such thing as 

clear-cut inside witness in the Holocaust, they all pinpoint the difficulties of giving 

truth-based testimony on account of the very difficulties of articulating the event in an 

objective manner. Beside Muselman, who is able to tell? For Laub, the answer is 

plausible: 

Who would be in a position, then, to tell? The truth of the inside is even 

less accessible to an outsider. If it is indeed impossible to bear witness to 

the Holocaust from the inside, it is even more impossible testify to it from 

the outside. From without, the inside is entirely ungraspable, even when it 

is not simply what escapes perception altogether . . . . (232) 

Because an outsider is not able to see and comprehend the whole thing and because 

there is no possibility for an insider, the drowned, to bear witness, the event has 

inherently no witness. If the event has no witness in a philosophical manner, does the 

statement render futile the survivors’ attempts to testify? In light of the predicament, 

in the chapter three of the book, Dori Laub says: 

What ultimately matters in all process of witnessing, spasmodic and 

continuous, conscious and unconscious, is not simply the information, the 

                                                       
10 To testify from inside otherness here means to be prepared to speak from within the Other’s tongue, 

which we do not speak and do not understand (Laub, Testimony 230-31). One has to understand the 

Holocaust as “a world in which the very imagination of the Other was no longer possible” (Laub, 

“Truth and Testimony”66). That is, testifying from the inside is like testifying with the language we do 

not speak. 
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establishment of the facts, but the experience itself of living through 

testimony, of giving testimony. The testimony is, therefore, the process 

by which the narrator (the survivor) reclaims his position as a witness: 

reconstitutes the internal ‘thou,’ and thus the possibility of a witness or a 

listener inside himself. (85) 

Living through testimony is what Laub thinks the most important point of the whole 

process of witnessing. Living through testimony is the meaning of giving testimony 

itself. The urge to outlive the testimony is the whole point of speaking. That is, 

according to Laub,  

          The survivors did not only need to survive so that they could tell their 

stories: they also needed to tell their stories in order to survive. There is 

[…] an imperative need to tell and thus to come to know one’s story, 

unimpeded by the ghost from the past against which one has to protect 

oneself. One has to know one’s buried truth in order to be able to live 

one’s life. (Felamn and Laub 78)  

This comprehension could not take place coincidental with the event precisely 

because “the inherently incomprehensible and deceptive psychological structure of 

[the Holocaust] precluded its own witnessing, even by its very victims” (Felamn and 

Laub 80), the statement which also supports what I said earlier. The time discrepancy 

of witnessing is also underlined by Bernard-Donals and Richard Glejzer: “The act of 

witness is only available in another place and in another time: the time of the 

nightmare and—in testimony—the time of the writing or of the speaking to the 

interviewer” (58). This belated nature of witnessing is similar to that of trauma on 

which I will return to discuss. 

For now, we have already known what triggers the fact that “not to speak is 
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impossible.” It is by speaking that the storyteller starts to establish an internal “thou.” 

It seems that in the book, Laub has been stressing a lot on the form and performance 

of testimony
11

 and avoids talking about the content of a testimony which is probably 

a main focus for many disciplines, such as history and law
12

. Although his way of 

thinking—living through testimony—is illuminating, he doesn’t quite explain how the 

content of the narrator’s testimony serves to influence the mind of the listener, an 

important factor in the novel The Storyteller which directly causes the event killing 

the wrong man. How does this particular trauma invoke the listener’s deep 

involvement? And how do the narrator and the listener live through testimony without 

getting tangled up in traumatic aporia? Since the whole process of 

witnessing/testimony is not a solitary activity, the process must involve a lot of 

interactions and produce unexpected dynamics for both the testifier and the listener. 

However, what if witnessing displays at the expense of the falling of the listener
13

? As 

                                                       
11 See Felman and Laub: “What the testimony does not offer is, however, a completed statement, a 

totalizing account of those events. . . Testimony is, in other words, a discursive practice, as opposed to 

a pure theory. To testify—to vow to tell, to promise and produce one’s own speech as material evidence 

for truth—is to accomplish a speech act, rather than to simply formulate a statement. As a performative 

speech act, testimony in effect address what in history is action that exceeds any substantialized 

significance, and what in happenings is impact that dynamically explodes any conceptual reifications 

and any constative delimitations” (5). 
12

“We of course, seek knowledge of traumatic events from testimony and even from bearing witness. . . 

And it is well know that testimony and witnessing may be unreliable with respect to an accurate 

reporting of events, in large part because of the uncontrollable, disorienting effects of trauma itself” 

(LaCapra, History and Its Limits 62), in light of the perspective of a historian. In addition, Wieviorka 

also recognizes that “[h]istorians have rarely drawn on the testimonies of survivors of the genocide and 

have in fact treated them with considerable mistrust” (xii).  
13 I am alluding to Camus’s The Fall in which Felman explains, “the narrator was the chance witness 

of a suicide: a woman he had just passed by suddenly jumped off the bridge into the Seine. Stunned, 

the narrator froze for a brief moment, then continued his itinerary: this involuntary witnessing was not 

part of his life. But the scene has kept haunting him and, in its very absence, has brought about a 

radical disorientation and a gradual disintegration of everything that, in his life before it, had seemed 

safe, familiar, given” (165). Felman later analyzes ‘the fall” in a metaphorical way: “The narrative 

moment of ‘the fall,’ as the crucial turning point, can be read, in that way, as an allegory of the Second 

World War as a turning point in history. But the question could be asked: at the moment when the 

narrator/witness sees the woman fall into her death by drowning, whose fall is being told?  Is the fall 

narrated the fall missed, the literally missed fall of the drowned, or is it rather, at the same time, the fall, 

precisely, of the saved ? Does the title designate, in other words, the woman’s fall or the narrator’s own 

fall? What the novel in fact dramatizes is the way in which, when the woman is precisely not seen 

falling off the bridge, at the moment when her fall is being missed, when the body strikes the 

water—and when history strikes—with no seeing and no hearing, with the failure of the passerby—of 
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we have known that in an era of witness survivors are responsible to bear witness to 

survival, another undercurrent of bearing witness is the question: “how does one 

survive the witnessing?” (Felman and Laub 165). In Chapter two of the book 

Testimony, Laub ventures the nature and responsibility of a listener. In the meanwhile, 

he also warns listeners “the hazards of listening” (72). After listing out a few 

defensive feelings a listener may experience, he doesn’t say anything further about 

what if the defensive feelings collapses and the listener becomes in a certain way 

“traumatized”, to render it in a more extreme manner. In fact, the status of a listener 

merits more attentions in that a listener is the one who makes the happening of the 

process of witnessing. As Laub formulates, “To a certain extent, the 

interviewer-listener takes on the responsibility for bearing witness that previously the 

narrator felt he bore alone, and therefore could not carry out” (“Truth and Testimony” 

69). A listener is a helper who gives the testifier a chance to form the internal “thou” 

by accompanying the testifier to enter the dark hole of trauma but risking the danger 

of getting melancholic. “It is in listening through the ear of such a second-degree 

witness that the speaker may begin to hear the very foreignness of her own words” 

(Levine 166). Although a listener plays a crucial role in the process of witnessing, “a 

witness to the witness” is never the main focus. If the testifier needs to form an 

internal listener, does that mean the outside listener needs an internal “thou” too? The 

answer seems to be positive. 

In the novel The Storyteller, the protagonist Sage Singer has been a faithful 

listener of Joseph Webber. She is too response-able to call out for Leo’s help and too 

involved to agree to help the testifier die. Sheshana Felman, Dori Laub, and many 

theorists elaborate a lot on how to be a testifier but don’t teach us how to be an 

                                                                                                                                                           
the historical bystander—to be a witness” (199). 
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appropriate listener. As a matter of fact, Felman has once encountered the unexpected 

responses in the class when she introduced different testimonies to her students. One 

of the objectives of the course was to “make the class feel, and progressively discover, 

how testimony is indeed pervasive, how it is implicated—sometimes unexpected” (7) 

and to let them know “a textual testimony which can penetrate us like an actual life” 

(2). In fact, the class overreached that goal because students were penetrated by a 

Holocaust videotape recounting a story of a woman
14

. After seeing the videotape, 

Felman found that the students “were set apart and set themselves apart from others 

who had not gone through the same experience. They were obsessed. . . They felt 

alone, suddenly deprived of their bonding to the world and to one another” (48). 

Felman was surprised by the effect of screening the video, which turns out to be a 

“psychoanalytical enhancement of the way in which the class felt actively addressed 

not only by the videotape but by the intensity and intimacy of the testimonial 

encounter throughout the course” (ibid). The fact that they felt they were actively 

addressed is worth noticing, as if they, the listeners, are needed in a certain way. A 

sense of burden burgeons in the process of screening and witnessing. Determined to 

bring the students back into significance, Felman told the whole class that the 

responses they had was something like an “anxiety of fragmentation” (49). A sense of 

being cut off into pieces is a reaction when a person encounters something 

overwhelming. The videotape was not just “painful, but very powerful” (ibid) in that 

it threatened the listeners’ sense of being. They were lost and disconnected. Felman 

eventually saved the whole class by inviting them to testify to that experience and 

asked them to act like the traveler in Celan’s poem by “discharg[ing] himself of the 

testimony of an accident known and pursuing him. . . ”(qtd in 52). Indeed, Felman 

                                                       
14 See Felman and Laub’s Testimony on page 47-56. 
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demonstrates to us how the testimony pervades through the listeners’ mind and also 

confirms that a listener is not a bystander to the witnessing. The crisis of the class 

indirectly proves that when listeners are emotionally involved, they do need a witness, 

represented as Felman herself—helping them constitute internal “thou.” To wit, the 

protagonist Sage Singer needs to go through her own process of witnessing and 

establishe an internal “thou” but she can’t. She can’t. Because once she confesses to 

everyone about the truth of the death of Joseph Webber, they will view her as a 

murderer. The listener hereby has hard time living through the testifier’s testimony. 

This is the impasse of Sage Singer.   

In the following discussions, I suggest the somewhat traumatized listeners, the 

second witnesses, be seen as survivors alike, since the listener has hard time living 

through the testifier’s testimony—feeling isolated, helpless, and abandoned. They do 

share a great deal of similar traumatic symptoms. Hence, I contend that a listener is a 

survivor of witnessing the unspeakable and incomprehensible, so to speak. Going 

back to the previous statement about internal “thou,” the listener or the survivor is 

urgent to establish one. As we know, to reconstruct the self—establishing an internal 

“thou” through giving testimony— is a reason of the statement that “not speaking is 

impossible.” As a matter of fact, survivors’ selves are shattered not only because the 

traumatic event questions the very essence of them as human beings when what they 

encounters undervalues them, but because the genocide “no longer means simply the 

destruction of a particular community or the death of a particular person. It means the 

total abolition of a collectivity, of a culture, of a way of life” (Wieviorka 25). A total 

uproot of one’s origin. “Everything that allows individuals to orient themselves—a 

language, a history, a land, a social network—and that normally provides the 

framework for memory and memorialization—is effaced” (25), Wieviorka says. From 
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a larger picture of history of Jews, the survivors are not only facing difficulties of 

believing the faith and the world after Holocaust, but they find themselves isolated 

from their offspring: the survivors of the Holocaust “who came from a Yiddish world 

found themselves with a culture bereft of meaning. The broken bridges behind them 

prohibited any return, and the transmission of this culture to new generations 

appeared extremely problematic” (Wieviorka 27). They cannot trace and find 

themselves in the past and cannot do so in the present and future. What their 

descendants inherited is not the Yiddish faith, but the reality of ashes in the crematoria. 

The purpose of giving testimony thereby is to help the survivors reconstruct 

themselves. Survivors who are subordinated and oppressed are in need of “taking up 

as a position as speaking subjects” (Oliver 7), rather than silent objects. There is a 

demand to recognize who they are, to recognize not only as survivors, but also as the 

inheritors of the trauma. In fact, Kelly Oliver has recognized the importance of 

something beyond recognition of witnessing. Oliver endeavors to work out how 

witnessing helps to transform traumatized mind. According to her, “[W]itnessing is a 

process of reinventing experience, of making experience what it is, through 

witnessing the structure of the logic of repetition driving the psyche, particularly the 

psyche of victimization, is transformed” (93).If we say Felman and Laub opens up a 

gate for theories of witnessing to enter the field of trauma recovery, then Oliver must 

be the one behind the gate to lead the road. 

When Felman, Laub, LaCapra, and Agamben
15

 are struggling with the question 

“who is entitled to tell,” Kelly Oliver’s rendition of witnessing seems to be focused 

                                                       
15

 According to Han-yu Huang, Felman, Laub, and LaCapra define testimony on the base of 

psychoanalysis. LaCapra, especially, relates giving testimony as a process of working through. 

However, Agamben’s viewpoint of testimony lacks aspects from psychoanalysis. In addition, 

Agamben’s analysis of witnesses generally revolves around the complete witness the Muselmann and 

ignores the part of discussion about those who testify by proxy and who makes the impossibility of 

testifying possible.   
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more on the bond between subjectivity and witnessing than those of the others when 

she says, “[T]rauma is part of what makes subjectivity othered. . . Witnessing works 

to ameliorate the trauma particular to othered subjectivity” (7). Namely, trauma 

undermines subjectivity and witnessing restores it (ibid). After identifying the 

importance of the witnessing’s function to subjectivity, Oliver continues to elaborate 

extensively on what she pictures witnessing to be: 

Witnessing is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as the action of 

bearing witness or giving testimony, the fact of being present and 

observing something; witnessing is from witness, defined as to bear 

witness, to testify, to give evidence, to be a spectator or auditor of 

something, to be present as an observer, to see with one’s own eyes. It is 

important to note that witnessing has both the juridical connotations of 

seeing with one’s own eyes and the religious connotations of testifying to 

that which cannot be seen, in other words, bearing witness. It is this 

double meaning that makes witnessing such a powerful alternative to 

recognition in reconceiving subjectivity and therefore ethical relations. . . 

The double meaning of witnessing—eyewitness testimony based on 

firsthand knowledge, on the one hand, and bearing witness to something 

beyond recognition that can’t be seen, on the other—is the heart of 

subjectivity. (16) 

For Oliver, witnessing contains two meanings: first, it is the eye-seeing that 

constitutes a witnessing of a witness; second, it is the attempt to see with fully 

acknowledging the there is something beyond recognition in the event the narrator 

tells. It is the recognition of the unrecognizable which is closely related to the 

formation of subjectivity. When an individual bears witness, he or she has already 
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occupied a particular historical position, and it is his or her subject position that 

incites historians’ interests in their testimonies (ibid). Oliver conceives subjectivity as 

a process of witnessing within which the dynamics of responding and addressing 

between the testifier and the listener constitutes the formation of the subjectivity of 

the traumatized storyteller. Hence, for Oliver, working-through has been the primary 

goal in the process of witnessing, because the reconstruction the traumatized self is 

the purpose and meaning of witnessing. Since what’s embedded in the idea of 

reconstruction of the self is to tackle with the traumatic core, I would like to elaborate 

trauma theories and to put it under the discussion of theories of witnessing.  

Sharing the similar view with Oliver in terms of witnessing having positive value 

for traumatized psyche, Dominick LaCapra suggests,  

[T]he ability to give testimony is itself one important component of 

survival. It requires a distance from a past that nonetheless remains all 

too pressing, painful, and at times unbearable. . . [D]espite the forms of 

breakdown, bewilderment, and seeming recapture by the past that mark 

many testimonies, giving testimony is an indication that one is not simply 

bearing witness to trauma by reliving the past and being consumed by its 

effects. It is also performative in that it helps to provide some space in 

which one may gather oneself, engage the present, and attempt to open 

viable possibilities. Testimony is also and importantly a social and 

perhaps a political relation in that it requires the actual or virtual presence 

of others to whom one tells one’s story or gives one’s account. . . [Giving 

testimony] may be bound up with complex processes of mourning and 

working through in general. (History and Its Limits 76, emphasis mine).  

To see witnessing in a therapeutic manner, LaCapra approves that giving testimony is 
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a way of working-through and mourning. Giving testimony is not about reliving the 

past, but about regaining a sense of time frame in which the survivor acknowledges 

where he or she is standing. However, speaking of not reliving the past in the case of 

the survivor, I would like to go back to earlier discussion of “the hazard of listening.” 

The listener definitely doesn’t relive the past. Instead, the listener experiences it 

freshly, as if he or she is part of the story.  

In terms of the reasons that the listener semi-experiences the trauma, LaCapra 

attributes it to imagination: 

During the occurrence of traumatic events, the imagination may at times 

provide momentary release or an avenue of escape, but after the event the 

imagination may be overwhelmed by hallucinations, flashbacks, and 

other traumatic residues that resist the potentially healing role of 

memory-work. For both survivors and those born later, the imagination 

may seem to be superfluous, exhausted, or out of place with respect to 

limit-events.( History and Memory after Auschwitz 181) 

There are two layers of imagination from the above paragraph. For the survivors, 

imagination becomes an agent which connects to the traumatic past. For the later born, 

imagination is activated at the point when they sense their last generation’s taboo. As 

a listener, ethical imagination is necessary. The later born takes on the task of the 

listening will need to put themselves in their ancestors’ shoes.  

Empathy itself, as an imaginative component not only of the historian’s 

craft but of any responsive approach to the past or the other, raises knotty 

perplexities, for it is difficult to see how one may be empathetic without 

intrusively arrogating to oneself the victim’s experience or undergoing 

(whether consciously or unconsciously) surrogate victimage. (Laub, 
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History and Memory after Auschwitz 182) 

Empathy seems to be a suitable emotional response towards the other’s suffering. It’s 

saying a listener is experiencing and accompanying a testifier to go through the 

traumatic past. However, “arrogating to oneself the victim’s experience” is a concern 

when it comes to empathy. Caruth also notices the phenomenon of empathy during the 

whole process of witnessing. 

CC: Do you feel a little bit yourself like you’re going through the trauma 

as they talk that you’re participating in it? 

RJL: More than a little bit. This is the significance of the encounter. . . 

[Y]ou must in some significant psychological way experience what they 

experience. You can never do that quite. But it’s being a survivor by 

proxy, and the proxy’s important. You’re not doing what they did, you’re 

not exposed to what they were exposed to, but you must take your mind 

through, take your feelings through what they went through, and allow 

that in. (145) 

The question here will be: “How much are you willing to allow that in?” How much 

should a listener keep a distance? Since this distance cannot be measured up, I would 

focus on how an event invades a listener’s mind.  

Caruth concludes the entangled dynamics of a listener and a testifier by saying 

that “there’s double survivor situation, but a survivor and a proxy survivor, and it’s the 

meeting of those two that constitute the witness” (Trauma 145). We can confirm that 

to an extent, the success of a witnessing process is at the expense of the listener’s 

traumatization because 

[t]rauma is contagious. In the role of witness to disaster or atrocity, the 

therapist at times is emotionally overwhelmed. She experiences, to a 
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lesser degree, the same terror, rage, and despair as the patient. This 

phenomenon is known as ‘traumatic countertransference’ or ‘vicarious 

traumatization. (Herman 140) 

In the process of witnessing, the listener is similar to the position of the therapist. A 

listener is emotionally overwhelmed as the event told by the testifier building up a 

traumatic structure which suffused with the horror and despair. Through the testifier’s 

delicate storytelling, the traumatic context as unbreakable as walls traps the listener 

and welcomes the listener’s coming. From either the theories of trauma or that of 

witnessing, the compass of traumatic core spares no one who attempts to escape once 

they are involved.  

    In fact, to draw trauma theory here is to help us understand the power of the 

content of a testimony. To testify is to attempt the nerve of trauma. That is why the 

fillings of testimony are more ungraspable than they appear as trauma is the very 

thing that we should tackle with. Originally, trauma is a term used in medicine to 

denote “any injury where the skin is broken as a consequence of external violence, 

and the effects of such an injury upon the organism as a whole” (Laplanche and 

Pontalis 465). As time goes by, trauma has been used to describe psychical wound. In 

The Language of Psychoanalysis, Jean Laplanche and J.B. Pontalis interpret trauma as 

“[a]n event in the subject’s life defined by its intensity, by the subject’s incapacity to 

respond adequately to it, and by the upheaval and long-lasting effects that it brings 

about in the psychical organization” (465). The “incapacity to respond adequately to it” 

is the result of the traumatic event’s very incomprehensibility. In “History, Memory, 

and Truth: Defining the Place of the Survivor,” Dori Laub says trauma is loss of place: 

“a home can never be a home again and an erased relationship can never provide 

safety” (799). For the survivor, the Holocaust is not past; it did not end with liberation, 
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and time does not heal all wounds. Only the pre-Holocaust world provides a place 

where the world is whole (Laub, “History, Memory, and Truth” 801). After the 

traumatic event, the whole world is different for the survivors. What makes them even 

more depressed is that there is nothing different for outsiders as if their sufferings are 

nothing but memories they keep for their own. Hence, survivors have not experienced 

an “encounter with death, or the ongoing experience of having survived it” but as “the 

oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: between the story 

of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its 

survival” (Caruth, Unclaimed Expeirence 7). What’s difficult for the survival is the 

part of carrying the trauma when survivors choose to move on. As trauma cannot be 

forgotten, there is no chance of escaping its aftereffect.  

As we now know that trauma will not leave and pass like nothing happened, it’s 

not hard for us to imagine its power in a family, a very private and highly bonded 

group. Transgenerational transmission of trauma has been a focus for many years. 

Judith Kestenberg suggests that there is “a fairly recurrent phenomenon among 

children of survivors, in which they psychically lived in two worlds: the present and 

that of their survivor parents’ war-time experience” (qtd. in Berger 173). The war-time 

experience has been passed down by parents’ inhibited emotions to this past and 

several anxieties invoked by fear of losing. “Long before verbal communication, the 

baby absorbed the reflection of sadness, excessive concern, or simply the parents’ 

emotional ‘absence’” (Shoshan 198). As the baby grows up, parents’ said and unsaid 

about the Holocaust already leads the baby to a very much staggering situation. “The 

child absorbed his parents’ distress from infancy onwards, without having the tools to 

come to terms with phenomena such as constant expectations of disaster” (Shoshan 

199). The phenomena of expectations of disaster also speak volume to Singer’s 
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self-debasement. Like the untraceable scar in Singer’s face, Singer’s depression is 

inborn and without a tunnel to the past and to reason with. Another factor that is also 

unbearable for the offspring of the survivors is: “The second generation lack happy 

memories to connect them to life before the Holocaust, from which they can learn 

what makes their family special; memories of family interactions, colors, scenery, 

smells, and sounds of life” (Shoshan 201). Those days are truly the past, the identity, 

the trace that they have been seeking. Memories before the Holocaust are held as 

treasures for the first generations, but lost and luxurious for the latter comes. In 

addition, out of the intention to protect their children from guilt and shame, “parents’ 

lack of communication may contribute to children’s increased depression and other 

difficulties and relates this to pre-occupation with fantasies about what their parents 

experienced, which may be even more frightening and pathogenic” (Rowland-Klein 

360). These fantasies will eventually bring out even more consequences. Much 

research indicates a need to discover, reenact or live the parent’s past. As 

Rowland-Klein reports, 

Children of survivors, who descend into the time tunnel of their parents’ 

past, may play different roles (of the parent, various relatives, or the 

persecutors), but have to struggle to integrate this fantasised past with the 

present and with fantasies arising from present day conflicts and their 

own past. (360) 

Compared to the first generation, the children have more uncountable difficulties to 

indicate the psychical monster that has been dwelling in their mind so that they play 

different roles to try to figure out what happened in the concentration camps. As if 

every nightmares are simulations of the dreadful past that their parents or 

grandparents have underwent. It’s a way of understanding their family members and 
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understanding who they are, even though it is quite a distorted understanding. 

Obviously, in the novel, Minka has passed down her traumatic imprint to her 

granddaughter Singer. In addition to imagination and empathy, transgenerational 

transmission of trauma can explain why Singer is fixated on the Holocaust story 

Joseph Webber tells. Listening to Joseph Webber is listening to the root of her family, 

her identity, her everything. Those things before her birth are taboos to her family. 

Those forbidden taboos are inevitably attractive. Perhaps, the listening to the story 

will explain things she cannot explain; or perhaps, the family’s pain will be released, 

and she can call to account for her gloomy personality. The contagious power of 

listening therein also lies in the traumatic past of Holocaust an offspring accidentally 

inherits. After elaborating on the content of the listening, which proves to be an 

important factor of the contagious power of listening, the next chapter will be focus 

on the form, the very process of witnessing. I will present how Singer transforms from 

a bystander to a murderer because of the contagious power of listening.  
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Chapter Two 

Killing the Wrong Man: The Contagious Power of 

Listening/Witnessing 

2.1 The Hearing: Hearing is a Burden 

With more comprehensive knowledge of the theories of witnessing and that of 

trauma in the last chapter, I intend to deepen the discussion of how a process of 

witnessing attributes to an over-response—a miskilling—by analyzing how Singer 

changes her attitude toward helping Webber die. An overresponse is not simply a 

particular case. It can be a universal necessity. It depends on how people define the 

word overresponse. In the novel, the degree of overresponse is large enough to cause 

casualty—killing the wrong man. As a turning point of the plot, the event—killing 

the wrong man—becomes a kernel in my discussion in this chapter. What is 

important about the event is that it is precisely the outcome of the process of 

witnessing. It perfectly embodies the effects of contagious power of witnessing. 

Foremost, I will start with the discussion of the role of the listener and the listener’s 

relation to the narrator. Dori Laub, in Testimony, explicates how the role of the 

listener plays during the process of witnessing: 

The emergence of the narrative which is being listened to—and 

heard—is, therefore, the process and the place wherein the cognizance, 

the ‘knowing’ of the event is given birth to. The listener, therefore, is a 

party to the creation of knowledge de novo. . . By extension, the listener 

to trauma comes to be a participant and a co-owner of the traumatic 
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event: through his very listening, he comes to partially experience trauma 

in himself. The relation of the victim to the event of the trauma, therefore, 

impacts on the relation of the listener to it, and the latter comes to feel the 

bewilderment, injury, confusion, dread and conflicts that the trauma 

victim feels. (57-58) 

The listener is “a participant” and a “co-owner of the traumatic event” and “partially 

experience[s] trauma in himself” through the very listening. The listener, I argue, not 

only accompanies the narrator in the process of giving testimony but also gradually 

feels what the narrator feels in the whole process. Rather, the listener has to let go off 

the idea of simply being the indifferent bystander to join the narrative, and at this 

point, the listener is eventually in the story with the victim. 

In the upcoming paragraphs, I am going to analyze how Sage Singer is gradually 

losing herself as an impartial listener in the process of witnessing Webber’s 

confession. Before meeting Webber, Singer tends to hide in the darkness: “I couldn’t 

stand the thought of working in broad daylight, where everyone would be staring at 

my face. I have been shy before; now I was reclusive” (Picoult15). She doesn’t have 

many friends to talk to. When Webber shares his stories with her, she gradually opens 

up her mind. That’s why when Singer cannot reach this friend she is really afraid of 

losing this partner who cares about and talks to her: “I am not sure if I’m crying 

because of the disaster in the kitchen or because I didn’t realize how upsetting it was 

to think that Joseph might be taken away from me, when I’ve only just found him. I 

just don’t know how much more I can stand to lose” (Picoult 47). The affinity 

between these two people is obvious during the process of witnessing the other’s 

storytelling and being witnessed.  

As Singer shows the scar to him, Webber shows his to her, too. When Webber 
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first confesses to Singer that he is Reiner and asks her to help him die, Singer looks 

confused and directly rejects him: “I don’t go around committing murder” (Picoult 

51). What’s interesting in this claim is that she seems so certain. She doesn’t know 

how much the process of listening or witnessing will influence her. Although she tells 

Webber or tells herself that she won’t help him die, there is a voice inside her that 

reveals the burden of hearing the story that Webber uncovers: “And why does it make 

me sick to hear him label me; to think that, after all this time, Joseph would still feel 

that one Jew is interchangeable for another? In that moment, a tide of disgust rises 

inside me. In that moment, I think I could kill him” (Picoult 56). She never admits 

that she is a Jew. Joseph Webber disgusts her because he forces her to face the fact 

that she is always a Jew and reminds her that what happens to her race and her family 

is closely bound to each other no matter she admits it or not. He also reminds her of 

the fact that she is always the inside witness of the memories of the Holocaust. At this 

moment, the earlier claim about not going to help him die is wavering. The word 

“could” is quite ghastly in that it forebodes a possibility of committing a crime. 

What’s worth paying attention to is that what exactly sprouts the thought of 

considering killing. What we know is that the listener becomes not only a general and 

indifferent audience but an active participant. After Webber’s confession, Singer 

realizes two things: first, she is deeply inside the story of Joseph Webber which bears 

the traumatic core of her family and unspeakable pain that she and her family wear all 

along;
16

 second, Joseph Webber is to be blamed for the misfortune of her and her 

                                                       
16 The painful family history of Holocaust becomes a legacy that pass down from generation to 

generation. Maria Roots explicates the concept of insidious trauma which is also related to 

transgenerational trauma: “[t]he effects of insidious trauma can be passed down transgenerationally 

through stories of atrocities about what has been done to those who have come before” (374). Singer’s 

case is thus about the insidious trauma’s relation to the contagious power of witnessing. For her, the 

insidious trauma intensifies the degrees of the contagious power of witnessing, since she is definitely 

inside from the very beginning of the storytelling. She is not only a listener, but also an important 

character.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 
 

40 
 

family. Obviously, this speculation oversimplifies the whole situation.      

As Webber explains why he wants to ask her for help, Singer finds herself unable 

to tackle with his problem. Neither does she want him to get what he wants, nor bear 

to see him get away with impunity. “I can’t just walk away and pretend this 

conversation never happened. If a man came up to me on the street and confessed to a 

murder, I wouldn’t ignore it. I’d find someone who knew what to do” (Picoult 56). At 

this point, she is ready to “do” something rather than sitting there like an indifferent 

audience. Even so, we cannot gauge exactly how much personal feeling is involved in 

her willingness to take action and ask for legitimate assistance for now.  

Hearing the confession of Joseph Webber continues to disturb the palpitation of 

her heart. Weighed down by the contagious power of hearing, Sage Singer is looking 

for someone who may help her: “What if I told her? What if this burden I’ve been 

carrying around—this confession from Josef—wasn’t only mine to bear?” (Picoult 

104). However, she has difficulty finding someone who is willing to listen to her and 

believe what she says about the well-known good man, Joseph Webber. No one, not 

even Mary, her best friend, at the present moment listens to her and be her own 

witness after she hears the unconceivable confession from a Nazi officer: “I feel as if 

the whole world is looking through the wrong end of the telescope, and I am the only 

one who can see clearly” (Picoult 104). From here, the listener is infected and haunted 

in the process of witnessing the perpetrator’s confession and demands someone who 

will carry or lighten up the burden, but she is left alone. 

In the meanwhile, Singer cannot help but call up legitimate agency in charge of 

the cases of Nazi outlaws. The person from the other side of the phone is Leo, who is 

the only person who will listen to her. This complete stranger turns out to be someone 

she can count on and later to be her lover, as if Leo is always on her side to listen and 
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be there for her in the process of discovering and witnessing the terrible story of 

Joseph Webber.  

After revealing his past to Singer, Webber finds out that Singer has been thinking 

about his request. “‘You are starting to believe me’” (Picoult132), he blurts out. This 

statement clearly confirms the status of a listener: Singer undergoes a horrible journey 

of listening and witnessing and finally becomes “the insider.” As Dori Laub reveals in 

Testimony: 

A witness is a witness to the truth of what happens during an event. 

During the era of the Nazi persecution of the Jews, the truth of the event 

could have been recorded in perception and in memory, either from 

within or from without, by Jews, or any one of a number of “outsiders.” 

[. . .] Even the executioner, who was totally oblivious to the plea for life, 

was potentially such an “outside” witness. . . As the event of the Jewish 

genocide unfolded, however, most actual or potential witnesses failed 

one-by-one to occupy their position as a witness, and at a certain point it 

seemed as if there was no one left to witness what was taking place. […] 

In addition, it was inconceivable that any historical insider could remove 

herself sufficiently from the contaminating power of the event so as to 

remain a fully lucid, unaffected witness, that is, to be sufficiently 

detached from the inside, so as to stay entirely outside […] No observer 

could remain untainted, that is, maintain an integrity—a wholeness and a 

separateness—that could keep itself uncompromised, unharmed, by his or 

her very witnessing. (80-81, Laub’s emphasis) 

Laub stresses the “outside” to foreground the impossibility of staying outside of the 

witnessing. Once one is in the event, one is unable to claim its own independent frame 
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of reference. It is true in the case of the traumatic scene in which a witness lives, and 

it’s also applicable to the process of listening to the traumatic story. In both cases, the 

witness at certain degree has already involved.  

As an insider, she lashes out anger at Webber in her own murmurs: “How could 

anyone be that vicious to others, and not have the aftereffects bleed out in tears, in 

nightmares, in tremors?” (Picoult133). To stay as a suitable listener, she says calmly 

instead: “‘How can you want to die?’” (ibid). Webber’s answer is as relentless as 

Singer can expect:  

          There was a look in their eyes, sometimes . . . They weren’t dreading the                           

trigger being pulled, even if the gun was already pointed at them. It was 

as if they ran toward it. I could not fathom this, at first. How could you 

not want to draw breath one more day? . . . But then I started to 

understand: when your existence is hell, death must be heaven. 

(Picoult133) 

Singer suddenly thinks of her grandmother: “My grandmother, had she been one of 

those who would walk toward the gun? Was that a mark of weakness, or of courage?” 

(ibid). As if she has the picture when Webber describes the situation of those victims 

under the muzzle, Singer is picturing her grandmother’s suffering—a step further to 

know her family’s traumatic history and a step further to lose herself in the process of 

witnessing. Having difficulties keeping a distance from the storyteller and his story, 

Singer is like a vampire demanding more and more details of the Webber’s past: 

“What I want is to wring information out of him, until he is dry and brittle as a bone. I 

want him to talk until he has blisters in his throat, until his secrets litter the floor 

around us” (ibid). The demand to listen is one of the phenomena that Dori Laub 

relates to the crisis of listening: 
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Foreclosure through facts, through an obsession with fact finding; an 

absorbing interest in the factual details of the account which serve to 

circumvent the human experience. Another version of this foreclosure, of 

this obsession with fact finding is a listener who already ‘knows it all,’ 

ahead of time, leaving little space for the survivor’s story. (73) 

A demanding listener listens but not really listen to the story by heart. This is one of 

the ways in which “the listener feels the need to protect [herself] from the offshoots of 

the trauma and from the intensity of the flood of affect that, through the testimony, 

comes to be directed toward [her]” (Felman and Laub 73). That is to say, demanding 

details is a defensive movement that rebels against the overwhelming traumatic 

witnessing. However, this defensive mechanism is really fragile and is easily wrecked 

by another wave of listening. 

2.2 The Effect of the Listening—The Unexpected Response 

A listener’s response has been crucial for a storyteller. However, it doesn’t 

always come as the way we expect it to be. I will describe two distinctive episodes of 

listening. For the first one, the storyteller is Minka, whose storytelling experience is 

different from that of Webber. In a conversation between Sage Singer and her 

grandmother Minka, Singer asks her grandmother about how she deals with it and 

views it: “‘You’ve held this inside you for so long,’” I whisper. “‘Wouldn’t it be better 

to talk about it?’” (Picoult 136). Minka’s reply is as follows: 

“I talked once about it, when I was much younger, to my doctor, who saw 

this. He asked if I would come to speak at his wife’s class. She was a 

history professor at a university,” she says. “The talk went well. I got 

over my stage fright enough to deliver it without throwing up, anyway. 

And then the teacher, she asked if there were any questions.”  
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“A boy stood up. Truth be told, I thought it was a girl, there was so 

much hair, down to here. He stood up and he said, ‘The Holocaust never 

happened.’ I did not know what to do, what to say. I was thinking, How 

dare you tell me this, when I lived it? How dare you erase my life just like 

that?’’ I was so upset that I could barely see straight. I muttered an 

apology and I walked right off that stage, out the door, with my hand 

pressed up against my mouth. I thought if I didn’t hold it there, I would 

start to scream. I went to my car and I sat inside until I knew what I 

should have said. History tells us that six million Jews disappeared during 

that war. If there was no Holocaust, where did they go?” She shakes her 

head. (Picoult 136-37). 

Earlier, I’ve gone on at some length about how the contagious power works to 

influence the listener. In this case, it seems to show that the contagious power of 

witnessing/ listening is not working at all. To be sure, in this case, there is an 

ineluctable denial by an audience. In the face of a boy’s denial, Minka experiences 

what Laub writes in Testimony about Haim Guri’s film The Eighty-first Blow which 

portrays a man who goes public with his own suffering in the camp and hears his 

audience say: “All this cannot be true, it could not have happened. You must have 

made it up” (qtd. in Laub 68). Laub continues to explain this relentless response: 

This denial by the listener inflicts, according to the film, the ultimate 

fateful blow, beyond the eighty blows that a man, in Jewish Tradition, can 

sustain and survive. The absence of an empathic listener, or more 

radically, the absence of an addressable other, an other who can hear the 

anguish of one’s memories and thus affirm and recognize their realness, 

annihilates the story. And it is, precisely, this ultimate annihilation of a 
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narrative that, fundamentally, cannot be heard and of a story that cannot 

be witnessed, which constitutes the mortal eighty-first blow. (68) 

Certainly, according to Laub, the “absence of an addressable other” is what constitutes 

the eighty-first blow. Without a listener, the storyteller as well as the story that has 

been told is of little consequence. In the end, the voice that survives the whole 

traumatic event “cannot be heard,” and the story “cannot be witnessed.” Basically, it 

is the act of uprooting the narrator’s existence in the traumatic past because no one 

believes that the traumatic space which the survivor has outlived even has existed. For 

the survivor, the denial is heartbreaking. 

In the respect of the listener, the boy, his denial is the easiest way to block out the 

overwhelming testimony of the survivor. It’s a mechanism that prevents the listener 

from falling into the crisis of listening
17

. It is the resistance against the hearing and its 

contagious power of listening that I try to emphasize. What is important about the 

denial is that the intensity of denial is determined by the degree of the terror of the 

traumatic hearing. The fear of annihilation is the primary source of the fierce denial 

since“[t]he immediate psychological responses to such trauma include terror, loss of 

control, and intense fear of annihilation” (Bal, Crewe, and Spitzer 40). Viewed in this 

light, the contagious power remains unabated in the boy’s denial. Instead, it is easy to 

find its trace in this case. As Kai Erikson’s interpretation of traumatization puts it, 

[t]o describe people as traumatized is to say that they have withdrawn 

into a kind of protective envelope, a place of mute, aching loneliness, in 

which the traumatic experience is treated as a solitary burden that needs 

to be expunged by acts of denial and resistance. (186) 

                                                       
17 The crisis of listening is that “the listener can no longer ignore the question of facing death; of 

facing time and its passage; of the meaning and purpose of living; of the limits of one’s omnipotence; 

of losing the ones that are close to us; the great question of our ultimate aloneness; our otherness from 

any other; our responsibility to and for our destiny; the question of loving and its limits; of parents and 

children; and so on (Laub, Testimony 72).” 
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There is no question that sense of traumatization is invading the mind of the boy so 

that he needs to expunge it by denying the existence of the unbearable witnessing of 

Minka’s survival of Holocaust. Denial is also similar to the concept “disavowal” in 

psychoanalysis. As Evans Dylan explains, “disavowal is always accompanied by the 

opposite attitude”(43), that is, the acceptance of reality. The denial conceals its 

opposite. This is how the unconscious operates inside the mind of human beings. 

2.3 The Effect of Listening/Witnessing: the Expected Killing and Unexpected 

Response 

For Minka, the unexpected response of the audience is the boy’s denial of the 

existence of Holocaust. For Webber, the expected response from Singer is the killing. 

After he swallows Minka’s poisoned bread, Webber finds himself hard to breathe and 

realizes he is going to die as he has been hoped for. Still, he seems to be uncertain 

about the situation and asks “[h]ow . . . does . . . it end?” (Picoult 502). Singer has no 

idea that she has mistaken him as Reiner and says: “I will never, ever forgive you” 

(Picoult 502). At this point, it is obvious that the contagious power of listening has 

been taken into effect. In addition, unmistakably, we can define killing as a revenge 

toward the storyteller. As Singer steps into Webber’s house again with Leo, she 

pretends she knows nothing. “I close my eyes” (Picoult 503). The particular body 

action insinuates a lot of the mind-working. In light of Singer’s seeing, I find it 

metaphorical and meaningful. She thinks she is a faithful witness throughout the 

whole process of Joseph Webber’s confession, but she isn’t. Her blindness attributing 

to her eagerness to revenge causes the very act of closing her eyes, as if closing her 

eyes will help her leave the death alone. Kelly Olive, in the chapter “Toward a New 

Vision,” brings to us a great deal of theories about seeing. Oliver borrows and seconds 

psychologist J.J. Gibson’s argument about “ecological optics.” She thinks Gibson 
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“considers the environment in which we see as ecological optics” (Oliver 194). “Sight 

is the result of a relationship with, and responsiveness to, our environment” (ibid). 

Rather, “[s]ight is the result of a response to differences between light and energies” 

(ibid). That is to say, seeing is at a certain level as direct an impact as can be. “One 

sees and one hears like one touches” (Levinas, Collected Philosophical Papers118). 

The sensation of seeing is immensurable. Seeing itself actually correlates a lot more 

intensely than we think. Merlau-Ponty argues that all of the senses are interconnected:  

He insists that the notion of the separation of the senses is misguided 

because all of the senses are interconnected in one body: each sense is 

really a complex of sensations that fundamentally implicates the others, 

and sensation operates in the reversible world of sensible and sentient, 

which folds the senses back onto themselves in a way that produces new 

levels of sensation and consciousness. . . [V]ision never works merely 

through the eyes. It is always the result of a coordinated effort between 

all senses” (Oliver 201). 

Closing the eyes is equal to intentionally close the relationships between subjects. 

This is how Singer responds to photic energy and how she responds to the long 

process of hearing. The act of closing the eyes means not witnessing it. It is the 

refusal of witnessing the fact that she is involved and commits a murder. She doesn’t 

want to “see” metaphorically what she has done. Later, the sight of the death of 

Joseph Webber seems to compel Singer to find out the truth that lies behind—she 

wants to confirm that Webber is Reiner. However, when she opens the confidential 

file about personal information of Reiner, she finds out that Webber is not Reiner, but 

Franz. Franz is Reiner’s brother and helps Minka a lot in the camp. “Had I been too 

stupid to notice the discrepancies? Or had I not wanted to see them?” (Picoult 505). 
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Perhaps, Singer wants to see what she sees and hears what she hears. There is 

something provocative and dangerous about the process of witnessing and Jodi 

Picoult seems to points it out elusively—“Fiction comes in all shapes and sizes. 

Secrets, lies, stories. We all tell them” (Picoult 507). The storyteller is telling a story, a 

fiction. We choose to witness what we witness, choose to hear what we hear, and then 

we tell what we choose to tell. Ironically enough, the listener who is supposed to be 

there as a second witness of the storyteller when he gives testimony follows 

unconsciously the same path as the storyteller does. It suddenly occurs to me that 

there are some forces behind all the witnessing process and I will dig deep into it.  

In addition to eye-seeing and hearing, what Gibson and Oliver try to emphasize 

is that we are less aware of the other energies and how it affects us constantly.  

All relationships and all of human experience are the result of the flow 

and circulation of affective energy. Affective energy circulates between 

and among us. It is never contained. It migrates from person to person. . . 

For example, has it ever happened that you are upset and by talking to 

your lover you start feeling better, getting it off your chest, but afterward 

your lover feels worse? . . . Our moods and feelings are not just a 

response to what is said or what happens. They are also a response to the 

currents of emotional energy that flow between people. (Oliver 195) 

The affective energy seems to be able to answer the phenomenon of contagious power 

of witnessing in that the power of witnessing consists not only of the hearing and 

eye-seeing but also of emotion. The affective energy relates people and connects their 

feelings, and that establishes the experience of witnessing witnesses. By feeling the 

every particle and vibration in the space between them, the storyteller can channel his 

feeling to the listener. As Joseph Webber tells her his past, she is listening emotionally 
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both as a listener who takes on the burden of the narrator and as a listener who listens 

to her own history: “For better or for worse, Joseph Webber is part of my life. Of my 

family’s story” (Picoult 498). This is what makes Joseph Webber’s storytelling unique. 

The whole process of witnessing is multilateral.  

Finally, Singer realizes the fact that “I had killed an innocent man”(Picoult 505). 

As the truth is unfolded, it leads on even more conundrum, such that “[w]hy would 

Franz have gone to so much trouble to paint himself as the more brutal brother?” 

(Picoult 506). The answer is unknown, and the storyteller hasn’t decided how to end it 

yet: “How does it end? Joseph had asked. Now I realize he lied twice to me yesterday: 

he knew who my grandmother was. Maybe he had hoped I’d lead him to her. Not to 

kill her, as Leo has expected, but for closure” Picoult 506-07). What sort of closure he 

wants exactly? A sense of guilt left in Singer’s mind? A redemption? Or an apology? 

“I’m sorry, I whisper now. Maybe it is the forgiveness Franz had been seeking. And 

maybe it’s just the forgiveness I need, for killing the wrong man” (Picoult 506). In 

this chapter, we can conclude with certainty that killing the wrong man is the outcome 

of the contagious power of witnessing. It’s the end of listening and the beginning of 

opening more space for questions and responses. The most central concern of her 

monologue seems to be seeking a closure, reparation, or we say, forgiveness. The 

possibility of forgiveness starts to spring from the event of killing the wrong man. 

From here, it is believed that the contagious power of witnessing may contribute to 

the possibility of bring up forgiveness as an issue to be discussed by the victims. 

However, the intricate relation between the two is very much complicated, since a 

sense of revenge that has been satisfied with might have been a crucial factor in 

Singer’s sudden change of attitude toward forgiveness. Or perhaps, a sense of revenge 

has been done infused with a sense of guilt after the miskilling triggers the monologue 
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concerning forgiveness. I am sure more extensive research would be necessary to 

make any definite claims along these lines, and this part of discussion will be 

explained and explored in the following chapter.   
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Chapter Three 

Reaching a Closure and Possible Forgiveness 

3.1 Forgiveness in The Storyteller 

Drawing on previous discussions of the predicament Singer faces after she 

knows she is wrong about Joseph Webber, the chapter will begins with the very 

statement about Singer’s attitude toward forgiveness at the first place: “‘Josef,’ I say, 

leaning over him and speaking loudly, so that I know he hears me. ‘I will never, ever 

forgive you’” (Picoult 502). Singer’s words have opened up a discussion which she 

obviously detests and tries to avoid—forgiveness. Before approaching the disputable 

concept, I would like to address a more immediate issue concerning her inability to 

mourn. According to Eric Santner,  

The postwar generations have . . . inherited not guilt so much as the 

denial of guilt, not losses so much as lost opportunities to mourn losses. 

But perhaps more important, along with this negative legacy of denial 

and repression postwar generations have inherited the psychic structures 

that impeded mourning in the generations of their parents and 

grandparents.(34) 

Santner’s proposition lays bare a clear point that the postwar generations’ feelings 

towards the Holocaust are way more complicated than their parents or grandparents. 

Losing opportunities to mourn for losses and missing the time to apologize for or 

prevent what their ancestors’ crime are central to their attitudes toward Holocaust. 

They do not duplicate the feelings their ancestors had but clutch their feelings in 
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timeless, belated, and distorted manners. All the traumatic symptoms have gone worse 

because of repression. Repression
18

 is a common reaction for most survivors because 

“neither culture nor past experiences provide structures for formulating acts of 

massive destruction, survivors cannot articulate trauma even to themselves” (Laub, 

“History, Memory, and Truth” 802). Survivors cannot articulate the unacceptable, and 

neither can their offspring; inasmuch as survivors were not educated to deal with 

pogrom, they didn’t provide the solution to their descendants either. We can assume 

that repression and denial are the commonest effects when it comes to the mass 

destruction. In fact, Santner doesn’t exclude the children of victims in his discussion 

in light of Germans’ predicament of impossibility of mourning. He says, 

“[R]emarkable similarities were discovered between the case histories of the children 

of the oppressed and those of the oppressors” (Santner 35). They all feel the need to 

perform the psychic labor of their parents (ibid). In the case of Singer, the 

transmission of Minka’s trauma brings to Singer an invisible but incommensurate 

impact. There is an illusion among the inheritors of trauma. After such a long time 

away from Holocaust, they start to believe that they have a life without traumatic 

pasts. After so many discourses about Holocaust have been said or unsaid, there is too 

late for them to bring up the topic when the trend is over. In addition, the descendants 

of survivors are afraid of bring up the wound buried by their family members. They 

would find it safer not to open the unrecoverable wound and cause another 

unnecessary damage to their fragile subjectivity. Hence, mourning is not an option. 

There is no object to mourn for when they were not there right in the traumatic scene 

to see and experience what is lost. What the second and third generations see is the 

                                                       
18  Shoshan reports that both the first generation and the second generation are in the “conspiracy of 

silence” and that in cases of incessant talk, the children of survivors demonstrate repression and 

uncertainty as to what their parents had actually gone through (200). 
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symptom of the trauma acted out by the first generation. The very indirectness of 

experiencing loss usually will make them disorientated and confused about whether 

they should be susceptible to their family’s loss or take leave of it. The loss that is so 

unidentifiable for them. In fact, Dominick LaCapra would address it to the experience 

of absence, since “one may recognize that one cannot lose what one never had” 

(Writing History, Writing Trauma 50). Not knowing what to lose, the offspring still 

possess the trauma deep down. Once being ignited, trauma would exert its own 

influence in an explosive scale, such as the case of Singer. This is probably the reason 

why mourning has been the primary concern for the second and the third generations.  

Mourning is a dire necessity to prevent more negative undercurrents in the wake 

of the Holocaust. LaCapra draws Freud’s concepts of morning and melancholia and 

develops them into acting-out and working-through—a dyadic relationship. LaCapra 

explains,  

In Freud’s classic study, “Mourning and Melancholia,” it would seem that 

melancholia is ambivalent: both a precondition to (or even necessary 

aspect of) mourning and that which can block processes of mourning 

insofar as it becomes excessive or functions as an object of fixation. 

Melancholia is an isolating experience allowing for specular 

intersubjectivity that immures the self in its desperate isolation. In the 

best cases, it may allow for insights that bear witness to crisis-ridden or 

even traumatic conditions and have broader critical potential. In Freud, it 

is a state in which one remains possessed by the phantasmatically 

invested past and compulsively, narcissistically identified with a lost 

object of love. (History and Memory after Auschwitz 183) 

Foremost, he briefly explains Freud’s distinctions between melancholia and mourning. 
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LaCapra notices that mourning still allow some space for potential transcendence. In 

fact, mourning and melancholia are not so excluded from each other. They are very 

much implicated as it can be instead. As mourning refers to working-through, so 

melancholia refers to acting-out. LaCapra tries to interpret these two trajectories of 

facing trauma: 

I would like to argue that the perhaps necessary acting-out of trauma in 

victims and the empathic unsettlement (at times even including more or 

less muted trauma) in secondary witnesses should not be seen as 

foreclosing attempts to work through the past and its loss (as well as to 

recognize its problematic nature) is one aspect of a complex process of 

working-through.(Writing History, Writing Trauma 47) 

What LaCapra implies above is that the process of mourning or working-through 

includes a certain degree of acting out and melancholic responses. It also suggests that 

mourning or working-through is a constant struggle for trauma victims.  

Yet mourning, although continually threatened by melancholia, may 

counteract the melancholic-manic cycle, allow for the recognition of the 

other as other, and enable a dissolution or at least loosening of the 

narcissistic identification that is prominent in melancholy. In mourning 

one recognize a loss as a loss yet in time is able to take(partial) leave of it, 

begin again, renew interest in life, and find relatively stabilized objects of 

interest, love, and commitment. Moreover, one remembers and honors the 

lost other but does not identify with the other in a specular relation that, 

however ecstatic or self-sacrificial, confuses the self with the other” 

(History and Memory after Auschwitz 184, emphasis mine). 

LaCapra recognizes mourning as something accepting loss as loss, but at the same 
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time, mourning allows a future to come by taking leave of the past, beginning again, 

and renewing interest in life. From what LaCapra says, mourning or working-through 

has been very much similar to the effect of forgiveness. In fact, what he says about 

working-through bellow not only corresponds to mourning but also directs to the 

unsaid expectation toward possible forgiveness by addressing it in a subtle 

manner—transcending the unjust: 

I would reiterate that I envision working-through as a mode of immanent 

critique( involving aspects of deconstruction) that engages both personal 

and collective problems, including posttraumatic symptoms. In 

working-through one does not totally transcend but rather attempt to 

generate counterforces to melancholia and compulsive repetition, both 

through psychic ‘work’ on the self and through engagement in social and 

political practice with others, from mourning (which may have a political 

valence) to more directly sociopolitical forms of action directed toward 

institutional change and what might be termed the situational 

transcendence of unjust or incapacitating structures and contexts. 

(LaCapra, History and Its Limits 84) 

Working through seems to involve immanent critiques, counterforces, institutional 

change, transcendence of unjust, and incapacitating structures and contexts. It occurs 

to me that the immanent critiques come from the never ending interrogations of 

whether forgiveness means exonerating the crimes and faults; and from many 

questions after that. To talk about forgiveness, or say transcendence
19

, we need to find 

out the root of the evil first in order to have a better knowledge of what has 

                                                       
19 I believe forgiveness is based on knowledge and mastery of the truth of the crime itself. After fully 

understanding the nature and the meaning of the crime, victims can choose to go over or letting go of 

the mastery of the knowledge of the crime—so to speak, a sense of transcendence. That is, if victims do 

not understand what’s hurting them, they won’t know in the end what they are forgiving.  
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overwhelmed us. The interrogation begins when Singer starts to embark on the 

journey of seeing where is the haunting ghost, what is behind the curtain, the unseen.  

As Singer begins to know Webber, she also experience what Hannah Arendt said 

about the banality of evil: “The trouble with Eichmann was precisely that so many 

were like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, 

and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal” (253). In the novel, Webber is not only a 

terribly “normal” person but a prestigious good man. A good man happens to carry the 

most heinous sins of human history. This great disparity perfectly embodies the 

banality of evil and threatens to obfuscate the distinction of what’s good and what’s 

evil. In fact, when Singer commits the crime of murder, the positions of victims and 

perpetrator reverse. When the position reverses, Singer begins to think in different 

ways. As she realizes her error of recognizing him as Reiner, the person who once so 

firmly believes that there is no way for forgiveness to exist between them enunciates: 

“I’m sorry, I whisper now. Maybe it is the forgiveness Franz had been seeking. And 

maybe it’s just the forgiveness I need, for killing the wrong man” (Picoult 506). The 

word “forgiveness” deserves further elaborations. The forgiveness Joseph Webber had 

been seeking seems to come after the price of Singer’s sense of guilt. Webber’s, or 

Franz’s, forgiveness becomes thus more complicated.  

In terms of the definition of forgiveness, psychologists have been made efforts to 

explore this issue. Some suggest that forgiveness should be distinguished from 

pardoning, condoning, excusing, forgetting, and denying. For Panu Minkkinen, 

“Pardoning is an immediate and singular majestic intervention by the sovereign, and 

so it falls outside of the normal scope of what Kant understands as law” (514). For 

this point, pardoning is more close to the nature of forgiveness. It is close but not to 

the point. Some critics agree that forgiveness should be distinguished from related 
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concepts such as reconciliation. “This is because reconciliation, which involves ‘the 

restoration of trust in an interpersonal relationship through mutually trustworthy 

behaviors, is not a prerequisite for forgiveness’” (McCullough, Bono, and Root 395). 

That is, reconciliation aims at continuation of relationships, forgiveness may not 

necessarily encompass that. Approaching the end of the novel, I think what Singer and 

Franz want are not continuations of relationships, so the word “reconciliation” and 

other seemingly replaceable words are not that appropriate. I would stick to the word 

“forgiveness” then.  

3.2 Revenge-oriented Aspect of Forgiveness in Religion 

There is no denying that religion provides models, such as saints, for forgiving 

others and also promotes forgiveness. There is an old saying that “to err is human, to 

forgive divine.” Forgiving has been thought of as a territory beyond human’s 

perceptive experience. That’s why Julia Kristeva and Ruth Kluger recognize that 

forgiveness is itself essentially religious. However, there is a side of religion that also 

supports a certain degree of retribution, for example “an eye for any eye” and “a tooth 

for a tooth” in Judaic Old Testament and the doctrine of karma in Buddhism and 

Hinduism. The examples above elucidate that God will conduct justice for the victims 

or allows criminals to be punished in a just world. Those who are seeking vengeance 

are actively motivated by religious beliefs that will justify their vengeful stance 

(McCullough 399). In other words, religion doesn’t obviate the possibility of getting 

vengeance. Justice is also an important concern, apart from forgiveness. In this 

respect, we can easily detect the function of religion in the human society. The 

harmony of civilization needs justice so that the rule of the world will be set and be 

followed. As a rock behind the just world, religion finds itself unable to get rid of the 

necessity of punishment and retribution. Hence, in our discussion of forgiveness, 
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whether it is the forgiveness that Franz had been seeking or the forgiveness Singer 

needs, forgiveness in either way comes after some ordeals.  

As they investigate the act of seeking forgiveness, critics define “seeking 

forgiveness as ‘a motivation to accept moral responsibility and to attempt 

interpersonal reparation following relational injury in which one is morally culpable’” 

(McCullough 400). Accepting moral responsibility is to accept the consequences after 

transgressions. Ruth Kluger therein suggests, “It would seem that some retribution, 

some “buying back,” has to take place before forgiveness can set in” (312). In 

addition, in an interview of Julia Kristeva, Alison Rice records that Kristeva “makes it 

clear with respect to the Holocaust that criminals can be forgiven, but only after they 

have made reparations, expressed remorse, and indicated a desire to transform 

themselves and begin again” (279). For Franz, he never asks Singer and her 

grandmother to forgive him. He simply doesn’t think it an option considering so 

heinous a crime Nazi and his brother did to them. On account of knowing the fact that 

any reparation would be a fantasy, Franz is already expressing remorse and definitely 

tries to “buy back” what he did by giving up his own life as a form of redemption. 

Therefore, only after Franz’s death does the discourse of forgiving Franz begins to 

develop.  

However, another question aroused by the vengeance stance of religion is that 

whether Singer’s revenge toward Franz is appropriate or not. Does she need to feel 

guilty? A certain degree of revenge is necessary, and it needs to be done by a 

trustworthy authority. However, hovering over the question of whether Singer is 

authorized or not is doomed to meet an impasse. My main concern is what exactly 

vengeance itself brings to humans. History tells us personal vengeance will not bring 

peace. It brings more hatred and confusions. Namely, vengeance does not level and 
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valorize tensions between victims and perpetrators. Vengeance instead reverses the 

stances of victims and perpetrators in the case of Singer. The act of vengeance hardens 

the relationships with enemies in an unconscious manner. It is therefore far from 

closure, but a reopening of endless quest for closure. In fact, the emotion behind the 

vengeance—ressentiment—has been related to repetition compulsion. Ressentiment 

“is not unlike Freud’s account of the repetition compulsion in traumatic neuroses 

where the neurotic patient continuously reenacts the painful experience in his attempts 

to bring the trauma under the mastery of the pleasure principle” (Minkkinen 527). As 

Freud describes this painful repetition compulsion: 

the compulsion to repeat also recalls from the past experiences that include 

no possibility of pleasure, which could not have provided satisfaction to 

instinctual impulses even if they had since been repressed. . . . Neurotics 

now repeat in the transference all these unwanted situations and painful 

emotions and revive them with great skill. (qtd. in Minkkinen 527) 

The victim perpetuates his own suffering in a way beyond the pleasure principle. He 

returns to the traumatic site where he is not able to forget and begin anew. 

“Ressentiment is, then, an expression of the death instinct and, consequently, a 

symptom of the victim’s original trauma” (Minkkinen 527). Nevertheless, 

ressentiment brings out victims’ long-lost dignities and gives them a sense of power, 

as if ressentiment is an enormous force for human beings. “[R]essentiment represents 

the victim’s subjective efforts to purge himself, to turn back time in order to undo the 

suffering that he has endured. Resenting is neither retaliating nor forgiving, but for the 

victim it has a cathartic potential” (Minkkinen 525) in that pain of losing something 

has finally found a way to spew without hurting one’s pride. In order to save the pride, 

the “survivor frequently resists mourning” (Herman188). The survivor may 
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“consciously refuse to grieve as a way of denying victory to the perpetrator” (ibid). In 

fact, Judith Herman further explains, 

The revenge fantasy is one form of the wish for catharsis. The victim 

imagines that she can get rid of the terror, shame, and pain of the trauma 

by retaliating against the perpetrator. In her humiliated fury, the victim 

imagines that revenge is the only way to restore her own sense of power. 

(189) 

Her sense of power doesn’t lead her to appease the lost one. Instead, the revenge 

fantasy “exacerbate[s] the victim’s feelings of horror and degrade her image of herself” 

(Herman 189). This seemingly absurd cathartic potential may be the main reason for 

victims like Singer to seek revenge. Gradually, as time goes past, they will find that 

ressentiment brings them back to the traumatic past. As Herman says, “Though the 

traumatized person imagines that revenge will bring relief, repetitive revenge 

fantasies actually increase her torment. . . [R]evenge can never change or compensate 

for the harm that was done” (Hertman 189). I think it is why forgiveness germinates 

under people’s despairing cry for relief—a true release from the leash of traumatic 

structures tied up by perpetrators and victims themselves. However, we should be 

careful of the use forgiveness here, since Herman holds a reserved attitude toward 

forgiveness. Herman reminds us of a fantasy of forgiveness when forgiveness is 

brought up without careful investigations: 

Like revenge, the fantasy of forgiveness often becomes a cruel torture, 

because it remains out of reach for most ordinary human beings. . . True 

forgiveness cannot be granted until the perpetrator has sought and earned 

it through confession, repentance, and restitution.(Hertman 190) 

The fantasy of forgiveness also empowers the victim’s helpless ego. The victim 
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forsakes becoming a criminal aligning with the perpetrator and tries to free herself 

from the immurement of the revenge fantasy. By the act of forgiving, the victim can 

purposefully forgets and lets go of the past, although forgetting is not necessarily a 

detrimental way when it comes to dealing with trauma. I am afraid the forgetting will 

become a disguise of repression. This forgetting is not like what we say about 

reforming memories and getting rid of details that is not necessary for our lives. This 

forgetting is an act of avoidance. This kind of avoidance is still not the true 

forgiveness I have brought up. The victim, as Herman states, “imagines that she can 

transcend her rage and erase the impact of trauma through a willed, defiant act of love. 

But it is not possible to exorcise the trauma, through either hatred or love” (189-90). 

For Herman, true forgiveness exists, but it still remains out of reach by human beings. 

Kristeva also seconds Herman’s understanding of forgiveness that there are conditions 

for forgiveness, such as confession, repentance, and restitution (Herman190). As 

Herman so adamantly contends, the fantasy of revenge and that of forgiveness are 

both “impediment to mourning” (190).  

3.3 Forgiveness as Suspension of Judgment 

After pondering on some myths of forgiveness, I am going to explicate further 

about the true nature of forgiveness, at least to present what I picture it to be. 

According to Julia Kristeva’s definition of forgiveness,  

[F]orgiveness is understood to be the suspension of judgment. It is the act 

by which one forbids judging and stops time, which proceeds toward 

vengeance, and allows the person who committed the reprehensible act to 

begin anew, to take up another life and another activity. (281)  

Judgment has been playing a major role in the human world, since law itself is the 

embodiment of judgment. As Agamben suggests, “law is not directed toward the 
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establishment of justice” (Remnants 18). Instead, “Law is solely directed toward 

judgment, independent of truth and justice” (Remnants 18). Truth and justice have 

been the central concerns for Singer. She believes that the legal authority will not do 

justice to her family’s misfortune. The law will put Joseph Webber to jail after many 

frivolous paper works and processes. The ligitimate authority will sue him for his 

conduct in participating activities of Nazi, but he will never be able to pay any 

contrition to her grandmother and her sister. In front of law, the misfortune of her 

family is too trivial under the context of Holocaust, an enormous event dealing with 

more than six million people’s lives. That’s why she decides to seek justice by herself. 

At that point, she confirms Agamben’s statement that law has its limit when it comes 

to a real justice—whether it is a satisfactory vengeance or something else. Singer also 

proves that “punishment does not follow from judgment. . . Judgment is itself 

punishment” (Remnants 18). Since she jumps over tribunals of law for Nazi criminals 

and practices justice by herself, her judgment—assuming he is the brutal 

Reiner—toward Franz is a punishment already. Judging him as the evil Reiner is to 

erase Franz’s kindness back then in the camp and to ignore his remorse. This 

judgment is so powerful as to facilitate the happening of killing the wrong man. 

Kristeva’s call for suspension of judgment therefore displays its own importance here. 

In fact, her discrete definition of forgiveness leaves broader space for both victims 

and perpetrators to look out the wound the traumatic event causes and to listen to the 

inner voice that has been repressed. As Heidi Grunebaum says, forgiveness is 

“deferred outcome of a long process that includes mourning the loss, honoring the 

dead, restituting the land, and reclaiming the language of resistance and survival over 

the silence of abjection, trauma, and despair” (308). From the way I see it, it is like a 

process of healing. Forgiveness is directed toward healing for both the perpetrators 
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and the victims, and it is “not as an erasure but as a recognition of the suffering, the 

crime, and the possibility of the beginning again” (Kristeva, Forgiveness 282). 

“[F]orgiveness is neither sorrow (meaning: it does not imply a complacency with 

abjection and horror) nor loving tribunal, but the act of ‘bestowing a gift’ that 

‘prevails over judgment’” (Kristeva, Hatred and Forgiveness 192). Kristeva would 

rather think forgiveness as an act of “bestowing a gift.” That is, victims are 

unexpected givers. They can be merciful enough to bestow a gift that is not supposed 

to be perpetrators’. It prevails over judgment because certainly the power of giving is 

more tremendous. “It is about temporarily suspending the time of the ego, which is 

the time of hatred, by applying a sinful meaning to hatred acts, referring to the mercy 

of the Absolute Being: God” (Kristeva, Hatred and Forgiveness 192). It stops time 

because it doesn’t let the natural time to wear out the past as perpetrators want it to be. 

It stops time so that the victims won’t be trapped in-between the present and the past. 

It is a mercy, a pardon, and a gift for whoever is involved in the misfortune.   

Inspired by Derrida’s saying that forgiveness is directed to the unforgivable or it 

does not exist, Paul Ricoeur thinks the unforgivable presupposes forgiveness. 

However, the unforgivable is not necessarily and definitely followed by forgiveness. 

The proclamation “there is forgiveness” implies that  

the ‘there is’ of the voice of forgiveness says this in its own way. This is 

why I will speak of this voice as a voice from above. . . It is a silent voice 

but not a mute one. Silent, because there is no clamor of what rages; not 

mute, because not deprived of speech. An appropriate discourse is in fact 

dedicated to it, the hymn. . . For the hymn has no need to say who 

forgives and to whom forgiveness is directed. (Ricoeur 467) 

Ricoeur’s words put forgiveness back to the context of religion. A hymn from above 
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appears to be the voice of forgiveness. As if forgiveness is not realistic enough to put 

it into practice, forgiveness is only confined in the hymn, in a spiritual domain in 

which people praise and celebrate. This kind of suggestion is related to what Kristeva 

says about forgiveness remaining in a private sphere: “This can only be done in strict 

privacy, notably that of the analytic cure” because “[t]he social sphere . . . is that of 

judgment” (Kristeva Forgiveness 282). “There is a public discourse, and it must be 

continued as a discourse of condemnation, of settling accounts” (Kristeva Forgiveness 

283), as I said it is the must-do for the benefits of the rule to be set. “The social sphere 

is the sphere of history; there is past, a present, and a future. In that field, forgiveness 

must simply follow judgment and condemnation” (Kristeva Forgiveness 285). When 

it comes to judgment, perpetrators are guilty without doubt. “One can arrive at 

comprehending the criminal, but one cannot absolve him. Fault in its essence is 

unforgivable not only in fact but by right” (Ricoeur 466). Thus, in the social sphere, 

forgiveness is being suspended instead.  

3.4 Reaching a closure 

Without thinking forgiveness as completely charitable, we come to a more 

comprehensive view of forgiveness. Between the equation of forgiveness and fault 

(Ricoeur 459), can we find a better claim for the victims to stay close to the side of 

forgiveness? Foremost, the question in exigency is “forgiving who”? In the novel, a 

character named Mary has been close to Sage Singer. Mary has once been a nun, but 

she leaves the monastery eventually. To some extent, Mary represents the conscience 

of Sage Singer. Because of her history as a nun, Mary speaks like a messenger of 

religious spirit: 

You know, Sage, Jesus didn’t tell us to forgive everyone. He said turn the 

other cheek, but only if you were the one who was hit. Even the Lord’s 
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Prayer says it loud and clear: Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive 

those who trespass against us. Not others. What Jesus challenges us to do 

is to let go of the wrong done to you personally, not the wrong done to 

someone else. But most Christians incorrectly assume this means that 

being a good Christian means forgiving all sins, and all sinners. (Picoult 

497) 

Mary’s opinion of forgiveness is very down-to-earth. She recognizes what is possible 

for a mortal to do and not able to do—not being able to forgive all sinners. She only 

says that forgiveness is not addressed to someone’s wrongdoings. “[F]orgiving isn’t 

something you do for someone else. It’s something you do for yourself. It’s saying, 

You’re not important enough to have a stranglehold on me. It’s saying, You don’t get 

to trap me in the past. I am worthy of a future” (Picoult 498). Picoult seems to 

envisage forgiveness as something connected to future. Her viewpoint is not so 

different from the other critics. However, Picoult is more victim-oriented when it 

comes to forgiveness. When Kristeva talks about forgiveness, she thinks mainly about 

the rebirth of perpetrators and the understanding but not forgetting about their crimes.  

Judging from what Mary says, Picoult seems to give an answer already as I am 

struggling with what kind of closure can be done in the novel when Singer finally 

realizes Webber’s intention in the end: “[H]e had hoped I’d lead him to her[Minka]. 

Not to kill her, as Leo has suspected, but for closure” (Picoult 507, emphasis mine).  

Taking a look at the fiction about a monster in a village, I find there is something 

worth our attentions. Resonating with the story between Minka, Franz, and Reiner, the 

fiction Singer’s grandmother writes in the camp didn’t finished because Minka leaves 

it blank on purpose. The end shadows the words of Kristeva on myriad and derivative 

questions concerning the possibility of forgiveness: “[I]t is in the continuity, in the 
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perpetuation of this never-ending work of naming and symbolizing, that forgiveness 

takes place in the sense of incompletion and infinity” (Kristeva 284).  

To conclude this chapter, I would say that forgiving is a never ending process. As 

I mention earlier about the fact that forgiveness is highly related to healing, I have put 

forgiveness under the concept of recovery in the theory of trauma. As Kristeva 

remains us, forgiving is not once and for all, so does resolution of trauma. Judith 

Lewis Herman maintains: “Resolution of trauma is never final; recovery is never 

complete. The impact of a traumatic event continues to reverberate throughout the 

survivor’s lifecycle” (211). However, there are still some signs of recovery that could 

be followed. In the first stage of recovery, survivors learn to reconnect—a 

reconnection to her surroundings. A survivor will become “more interested in the 

present and the future than in the past” (Herman 212). In addition, “[h]aving 

encountered evil, she knows how to cling to what is good” (Herman 213). It’s the first 

step toward recovery and the first move to begin again. At this point, I can see the 

happening of forgiveness. If it is not the win-win situation here for victims and 

perpetrators, at least, it is a temporal relief as they both have a chance to continue 

their lives and appreciate wonderful things around them again. By witnessing a Nazi 

officer Franz telling his own story to witnessing his remorse representing as taking the 

whole responsibility of the crime did by his brother, Singer changes her mind about 

Franz’s unspoken wish. She is thinking about a possibility of a closure with the dead 

and with herself, especially. Saul Friedlander’s words seem best to conclude the 

chapter: it is “towards a closure without resolution, but a closure nonetheless” (263). 
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Conclusion 

My thesis aims to revisit the questions of post-Shoah responses to cataclysm and 

to reconsider the attempt of working-through and the possibility of reaching a closure 

or forgiveness particularly from the perspective of a third generation in The 

Storyteller. I draw on theories of witnessing and that of trauma as my trajectories to 

the inspection of forgiveness, transcendence, and closure. Nowadays, a growing 

number of researchers in both the field of trauma theory and that of the witnessing 

theory have already recognized the important link between the two. They are 

inextricably implicated in a way that the not-knowing at the heart of trauma demands 

to be seen and recognized (Caruth, “An Introduction to ‘Trauma, Memory, and 

Testimony’” 1). It is the oscillation of the knowing and not knowing that fortifies the 

dynamics of the testimonial transformation for trauma bearers. One thing that is 

definite in this relation is that the process of witnessing seems to be a way of 

working-through for the testifiers. Concerning testimonies and working-through, 

LaCapra suggests: “When the past becomes accessible to recall in memory, and when 

language functions to provide some measure of conscious control, critical distance, 

and perspective, one has begun the arduous process of working over and through the 

trauma” (Writing History, Writing Trauma 90). Nevertheless, I do not intend to reduce 

the process of witnessing simply to the process of working-through, when two 

different trajectories of thinking have their own systems and perspectives.  

Extending the theories above to the analysis of a listener, a second witness who 

involves in a testifier’s process of giving testimony, I intend to discuss the peculiar 
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experience of listening/ witnessing a testifier’s traumatic story. What I try to 

emphasize is how the event heard and witnessed influences the position of the listener 

or the second witness. In The Storyteller, Singer as a listener and a second witness 

kills the wrong man because of the contagious power of witnessing, which is anything 

but working through. That is, during the testimony, the testifier is working through at 

the expanse of the listener’s overdose of emotional arousal. In fact, for a testifier, a 

second witness or a listener in the process of testimony is in a position comparable to 

that of the therapist in terms of the therapeutic value in a process of witnessing. As 

LaCapra claims, “Testimonies are significant in the attempt to understand experience 

and its aftermath, including the role of memory and its lapses, in coming to terms 

with—or denying and repressing—the past” (Writing History, Writing Trauma 86-87). 

The second witness exists to help the testifier understand the experience, just like the 

way a therapist does. Knowing the therapeutic function of witnessing/testimony, the 

study suggests that this ascertained argument can be applied not only to the survivors 

but also to the listeners who listen and witness the stories told by survivors. Rather, 

what I want to emphasize in this thesis is not real survivors who come back alive from 

the camps, since experiences of survivors have been getting a lot of attentions and 

obtaining more complete discussions. My emphasis lies in the listeners’ experiences 

as survivors alike. When he ponders on problems popping out from the representation 

of an interview, LaCapra recognizes the burden of an interviewer, another kind of a 

second witness, by pointing out a difficulty many interviewers face—representing and 

coping with survivors and victims’ emotionally laden affect during the process of 

testimony (ibid). It is a “problem that involves the tense relation between procedures 

of objective reconstruction of the past and empathic response, especially in the case of 

victims and survivors” (ibid). Certainly, the outcome of tense relation mentioned 
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above only proves the fact that interviewers and victims are worried about not 

knowing where the emotional arousal during the process of testimony will lead them 

to. Because in the process of testimony the victim uncontrollably relives the past, “it 

is as if there were no difference between it and the present” (LaCapra, Writing History, 

Writing Trauma 89). The sense of present and past collapses when the victims are 

telling what they have undergone. The point is “he or she was there.” The details or 

the truth of the exact events are not the primary concerns. The point is never about 

what he or she says, but what he or she felt back then. The hazard of listening therein 

germinates from the overdose of emotion laden affect during the storytelling. That is, 

if the survivors were there in the process of giving testimony, “so were the listeners”. 

It’s saying that no matter what survivors relive the experience or repeat the 

devastating event, listeners are there to accompany them, which makes all the 

experience meaningful. However, because of being there with the survivors, listeners 

are getting involved and traumatized, too. They must in one way or another feel what 

they feel. This situation applies to Singer and many second witnesses to come. 

However, one may argue that an attentive and empathetic listener may not assume the 

voice of the victim and that the traumatized experience of listeners is not tantamount 

to that of the survivors. The dubious question makes no allowance for vicarious 

fashion of traumatization. The fact is that there are a lot more under-developed areas 

in this field about the arduous process listeners bear. What I attempt to emphasize in 

this study is that how we should tackle with the contagious power of listening which 

to an extent traumatizes those who listen. It challenges critics’ call for empathetic 

listening. Because Singer’s case represents not the indifferent listener, but exactly the 

empathetic listener which critics have acclaimed and promoted. It makes us rethink 

the ethics of listeners. When we bring up the ethics of listeners, response is a pressing 
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issue (LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma 98). Response is indeed a pressing 

issue both for the survivors as first witnesses and for listeners as second witnesses. 

Neither over-response nor not responding is an apt attitude in the process of 

witnessing or listening. Listeners must bear in mind that they are accompanying the 

narrators through their testimony with compassion but still keep a certain distance to 

the testimony. As to how the listeners manage to measure the distance, I think it 

warrant more extensive studies in the future.           

If there is something that we can learn from the process of witnessing in Sage 

singer’s case, I suggest that readers must not only bear in mind the contagious power 

of listening but must hold dubious attitude about the truth of the testimony while at 

the same time being attentive and empathetic listeners. As LaCapra suggests, 

testimonies “may involve distortion, disguise, and other permutations relating to 

process of imaginative transformation and narrative shaping, as well as perhaps 

repression, denial, dissociation, and foreclosure” (Writing History, Writing Trauma 

89). Still, keeping some distances to the contents of the testimonies dose not neglect 

the value of the testimony itself, since “these issues have a bearing only on certain 

aspects of her account and could not invalidate it in its entirety” (ibid). Keeping some 

distances is also crucial for survival: “To witness, one must live. Yet to live, one must 

leave the community of the dead” (Laub, “History, Memory, and Truth”804). To leave 

the community of the dead is a necessary expulsion. leaving the dead and forgiving 

for victims’ sake are not tantamount to forgetting, but only allows some space for a 

closure. 

To conclude, by attentive listening, responses from the listeners can be 

empathetic enough to arouse vengeful emotion which reminds us the importance of 

keeping apt distance in the process of witnessing and listening. This understanding of 
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the contagious power of listening can be served as a significant guidance to think 

about forgiveness. In other words, without undergoing the process of contagious 

witnessing, Singer would never get to ponder on the meaning of forgiveness and the 

subsequent questions and doubts derived from the issue. The contagious power of 

listening brings our discussion to another level of transcendence. Although Joseph 

Webber doesn’t attain the words of forgiveness and neither does Sage Singer, the 

double-forgiveness situation leads Singer to understand what Webber wants and 

rethinks the possibility of forgiveness with a sympathetic mind. In this sense, she has 

already transcended the knotted relationships between victim and perpetrator, the 

vengeful stance and the wish to be forgiven. Briefly, to forgive or not is not an 

imperative problem in the end for Singer. It’s about the mutual understanding between 

Webber and Singer. It remains an unsettled settlement, but still a settlement, a closure 

with a silent voice.  
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