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Chapter Four

A Dilemma: The Literary Representation of the Holocaust

    The significance of the historical event of the Holocaust in Lisa’s illness has finally 

disclosed while the reader comes to an awareness of the real occurrences in the final 

stage of Lisa’s life. The victim Lisa suffers from both the grand narrative of the 

Freudian psychoanalysis and Nazi racism, both of which tend to authoritatively 

exclude what are considered irrelevant. With a realistic narrative taking the place of 

the fictional Freud’s diagnosis based on his obscure analysis of Lisa’s dreams, the 

problem of her racial identity as well as its connections with the political situation 

becomes more clear, which provides an alternative but more incisive perspective to 

inspect The White Hotel. However, what the fictional Freud’s psychoanalysis and the 

Holocaust have in common and why the author interweaves these two themes so 

unconnected on the surface together in his novel become the main concern in the 

further discussion. The fact that the Jewess Lisa is possessed of the unexplainable 

ability to foresee the unbearable future tragedy of the Jews strings up the two themes, 

offering the reader the opportunity to “feel” the unspeakable pains and to reflect on 

the unimaginable racial extinction. It turns out that, in “The Sleeping Carriage,” the 

unusual pains in Lisa’s left breast and the pelvic ovary that Lisa and the fictional 

Freud endeavor to excavate its origin by means of psychoanalysis are real wounds 

that the Nazi soldiers stab into in the Holocaust. The White Hotel thus becomes not 

only the soul journey of one individual, as indicated in the preceding chapters, but 

also an alternative documentary of the horrible historical event.   

    However, the following related issue that appears more perplexing is the 

controversy over the fictional form to express the inexpressible inhuman atrocity. The 
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author, by creating such a documentary story, has been suspected of basing the artistic 

creation on the irrational human behavior; the reader, by appreciating such a story, of 

enjoying the pleasure of reading such a story which originates from other people’s 

sufferings, both of which violate the fundamental human nature of sympathy. Ozsvath 

and Satz accuse Thomas of utilizing the terror of racial extinction for his own good: 

“In the end, the work subsumes the horrors of the Holocaust under psychological 

illness and thus reduces moral and metaphysical atrocity to comprehensible human 

size. By doing so, it trivializes and debases the occurrence, making tawdry and cheap 

something that is incomprehensibly grandiose in its evil” (210). The artistic 

representation of the racial genocide is regarded as merciless as well as inhuman, 

which responds to Adorno’s notion “After Auschwitz to write a poem is barbaric” 

(qtd. in Vice p.5).Turning other people’s sufferings into a readable, appreciable, and 

criticizable piece of work becomes something that is intolerable in that the brutality of 

the Holocaust is inexpressible. The Holocaust can only be narrated (by the victims in 

particular) rather than fictionalized, which explains the superiority of testimony to 

fiction in the Holocaust narratives. Nonetheless, the preference of testimony and the 

resistance to Holocaust fiction is an exclusion of literary form from the discussion of 

the Holocaust, reminding the reader of Freudian psychoanalysis which also tends to 

obviate the clues that are acknowledged as “unimportant” and unrelated. By 

juxtaposing Freudian psychoanalysis and the Holocaust in his novel, Thomas intends 

the reader to be alert to the major cause for the massacre— the unusual accentuation 

on instrumental reason whereas such theoretical weakness could also be found in the 

representative modernist thinking, Freudian psychoanalysis.

      However, the novel ends not with “The Sleeping Carriage” but with “The Camp,” 

a chapter that is difficult to locate owing to its fantastic and unrealistic atmosphere, is 
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an intense contrast to the vivid description of Lisa’s death. Critics such as David 

Cowart find it difficult to accept such a concluding chapter because its author does not 

evince his own moral criticism in the novel: “Set in a kind of half literal Palestine, 

half afterlife, the concluding sequence seems a shameful retreat from a responsible 

facing of unsavory but inescapable horrors, and many readers can accept it only as a 

piece of calculated irony” (228). From Cowart’s perspective, the last chapter of such a 

novel should be an austere critique of Nazism because he, as well as many other 

critics, believes in the moral responsibility of literature, and Thomas’s “irony” is fully 

rejected as a qualified conclusion under this criterion. Criticizing the absolute evil of 

the Holocaust might be, as has been highlighted, the duty of an author; however, an 

absolute affirmation of the narrative form and an utter denial of the fictional form 

would also be a restriction on the discussion of issues concerning the Holocaust. How 

Thomas presents the Holocaust is alien to other critics, but it is beyond dispute that 

the reader tends to identify more with the Nazi victims’ agony while “feeling” their 

unspeakable pains in the reading of a fiction, which prompts the reader to have an in-

depth inquiry into the Holocaust. Does Thomas thus not offer an alternative 

perspective and, most important of all, a solution to the hatred and antagonism 

resulting in the racial genocide?

Collective Violence: Macrocosm in Microcosm  

“The Sleeping Carriage,” a faithful record of how Lisa and her stepson Kolya die 

in the Holocaust, is an articulate refutation of the previous fictional Freud’s diagnosis. 

The similarity between the Holocaust and Freudian psychoanalysis is thus revealed, 

which is the perversion of instrumental reason. With a vivid description of Lisa and 

Kolya’s poor living environment, saying that “[t]his place was a dump” (195), the 

novel announces its alteration of the focus from Lisa’s mental illness to Kolya’s 
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deplorable childhood, from the dreamlike atmosphere of Lisa’s psychoanalysis to the 

flat and plain tone of the description in “The Sleeping Carriage,” and, most important 

of all, from Freudian psychoanalysis full of symbols and imaginations to a concrete 

and down-to-earth social and political happening, from which the reader is aware of 

the fact that The White Hotel is less a “sexual satire” than a miserable destiny of a 

Jewess. The woman who suffers from hallucination and pains proves to others that her 

body has been cognizant of the coming calamity that all Jews are going to endure. Not 

a patient who needs to be cured with psychoanalysis, she is a victim who plays the 

role of witness24 and indirectly makes “The Sleeping Carriage” a detailed record to 

accuse the Nazis of their evil deeds.25 Within this chapter clarifies many unsolved 

mysteries and mistakes in the fictional Freud’s psychoanalysis. It is therefore feasible 

to argue that Lisa’s poem “Don Giovanni” and her dream might symbolize the 

detrimental relationship in her family, but the fact that “the dream centers not on the 

attraction of death but on the anxieties it arouses” (Cross 40) cannot be ruled out, 

either. 

    Anything humdrum in ordinary life could be contextualized and constellated 

according to the positions of the interpreters. It is conspicuous that the fictional Freud 

is self-limited by his theory, which brings about the incompleteness of his diagnosis. 

24   Critics such as Robertson pay special attention to the protagonist being female rather than male: 
“But The White Hotel shows that, although Lisa lived and suffered the social problems of her time, 
she had no way to speak of them or act with historical effectiveness; she was a Cassandra in the 
prophecy of her body's symptoms, for hysteria is not a recognized public discourse” (465). Lisa, a 
victim, embodies the stereotypical inferiority in society. What is more, Lisa being a woman who is 
able to foresee the future disaster is more unbearable because woman’s traditional role is more 
etched and more ineradicable rooted in the reader’s mind. 

25   The intertextuality of the story of Lisa and Anatoly Kuznetsov’s documentary text Babi Yar in 
The White Hotel is a controversial issue in that it concerns plagiarism. However, Thomas does not 
copy the original text without any arrangement; instead, he has modified it and adjusted it to his 
own creation. “Thomas’s reliance on Babi Yar” Vice hence comments, “can be seen as a recourse to 
documentary sources rather than crude plagiarism, which requires an act of theft” (40). Cross also 
identifies with Thomas’s intertextuality because: “it also provides an ironic counterpart of Lisa’s 
heroism that causes it to stand forth all the more distinctly. However much history may for a time 
occupy the foreground, The White Hotel remains the narrative of her spiritual journey” (39). In 
other words, the author makes use of the authenticity of the testimony to represent the how the Jews 
suffer from the viciousness of the Holocaust, the most unreasonable act in human history. 
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The train, the main conveyance which penetrates the story, is an instance that cleverly 

exposes such weakness. Though a plain and unattractive object in the novel, the train 

embraces various significances from different perspectives. In Lisa’s poem “Don 

Giovanni,” the train— the “carriage” with victims facing death on it— will carry her 

to the white hotel, “burying the mourners and the dead” (27). For a person capable of 

foretelling the future like Lisa, it turns out that the train is never a symbol of suicide 

as the fictional Freud has insisted but a vehicle that is going to herd the victims to the 

hell while the other Jews who know nothing about the Nazi brutality are still 

expecting the train to head for a paradise where they will live happily after.26 

The different translations of such everyday trifles as the train help manifest the 

deficiencies in the modernist manner of thinking and acting, and approach the core of 

the event. Even the fictional Freud, a Jew himself, overlooks the fact the Jews are, as 

a matter of fact, “the people of the other, a people different from others” (Lyotard 22). 

The intuition of herself being an excluded and oppressed is the key to her sufferings. 

The minute clues that Lisa used to reveal in a repressing way to the fictional Freud in 

the psychoanalysis and in the letters, including the rudeness of the sailors, her father’s 

involvement “in the Bund the Jewish democratic party” (166), and her husband’s 

family’s extreme anti-Semitism have now become cogent evidences that “Lisa’s 

hallucination of the white hotel, indeed, is a precognitive warning of the collective 

annihilation soon to be perpetrated on the enemies of Nazi culture . . .” (Granfsky 50). 

The hostility and animosity surrounding Lisa enables her to come to the awareness of 

the unavoidable destiny of the Holocaust. To put it in another way, the previous 

26   But for Lisa’s stepson Kolya, the train represents not only the joyful memories he used to spend 
with his father but also the bright future he is going to enjoy while he and Lisa are going to the 
“paradise” by train. Kolya is convinced that this time “they would be crossing borders, deserts, 
mountain ranges— and it would go on and on” (95). With Kolya’s idle fancy and memories about 
the train as its commencement, the reader, coming to observe the abruptly different atmosphere, 
realize that the novel gradually brings itself to the climax in which it will be disclosed that the 
political turmoil is the major cause for Lisa’s illness.
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obscure illusions of Lisa connect not specifically with Lisa’s childhood trauma; 

instead, they are not only Lisa’s accusation of the fictional Freud’s misapplication of 

instrumental reason but also a prescience that they are identical with the anti-

Semitism she recognizes at that time as well as the future Holocaust she encounters. It 

is not so much to say that Lisa has sensed slightly the threat of the political 

circumstances posed on her since she was young regardless of the fact that the 

physical pains are yet indistinguishable.

This approaching menace comes to the height when Lisa and her friend Liuba 

read the notice ordering that “all Yids living in the city of Kiev and its vicinity were 

to report by eight o’clock . . . . to take with them documents, money, valuables, as 

well as warm clothes, underwear, etc” (204-5). Lisa thinks to herself that she cannot 

fully comprehend the notice because “[h]er gift of intuition had vanished like the flesh 

on her bones” (207). Rather than losing the ability to perceive of the future, it is the 

gradual strengthening prescience that warns her of the forthcoming calamity. 

Moreover, Lisa conceals and gives up her instinctive discernment after the fictional 

Freud’s psychoanalysis in that she persuades herself into the faith that she is 

“practically restored to health, she was anxious to take up again her musical career” 

(127). Eager to be socially approved, Lisa represses her ability to directly perceive the 

essence of matters because she has been prevailed upon by the fictional Freud’s 

biased logical conclusion that her inharmonious relations with her parents results in 

her physical illness. As Lisa camouflages her prophetic talent, she now has every 

reason to convince herself that “she was cured of everything but life” (127); she is a 

physically and mentally healthy being who is allowed to be one member in society. 

Being cured, from the doctor’s viewpoint, indicates being able to live among others in 

a reasonable manner again. However, the moment Lisa is persuaded by his logical 
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explanation of her symptoms, she has been retrieved into modern society in which 

people think rather than feel; Lisa has lost the most direct connection with objects, 

and thus she has been distanced from the essence of matters. Another reason that Lisa 

abandons her gift is her will to protect Kolya. Lisa talks herself into believing that the 

Nazi soldiers are definitely not going to do any harm to them in spite of “the callous, 

brutal tone of the proclamation” (206) in Russian, Ukrainian, and German versions of 

the notice, calling the Jews “Yids.” Lisa is conscious of the low social status of the 

Jews at that time, but what bewilders her is that “[t]he homely, commonplace words 

(warm clothes, underwear, etc.) were strangely more chilling than the cold and 

contemptuous word ‘Yid’” (205). Such common words as warm clothes and 

underwear refer surely to those objects without life; nonetheless, Lisa must have 

sensed that the Nazis have minimized the Jews to nothing more than commodities 

which could be “disposed of” any time the Nazis feel like throwing away. What 

frightens Lisa is the fact that the Jews are labeled and categorized as something so 

insignificant and lifeless. 

    The question “why. . . evacuate the Jews first” is indeed perplexing, but they 

immediately find themselves a comforting answer: “the Jews are related to the 

Germans” (206). Even Lisa believes so: “Were not Germans a decent, civilized race? 

Lisa knew that well, having lived half her life among friendly German voices. . . . 

They had rescued old people, children, invalids— the very people whom they were 

not supposed to be sending to a ghetto! No, they were being evacuated further behind 

the lines, to safety” (206). Lisa’s speculation, seemingly forcible and cogent, in fact 

naturally reflects a common attitude people hold toward German people: a civilized 

and well-cultivated race with a venerable tradition of modernist thinking cannot 

possibly do anything ferocious to other human beings. However, the Germans’ 
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cerebralism inevitably leads to the following consequence: “the violence of the 

modern project of fixing meaning and ‘making the same,’ the western metaphysical 

project of truth, reason and law, the cultivation of a well-ordered garden” (Silverman 

199). With such conception, the Jews stand to good reason to fully embody the 

opposite of German people— they are pagans while Germans are Christians; they are 

nomads while Germans are peasants. Most important of all, the Jews become the 

concrete representation of the evil in contrast to the incarnation of the good of the 

German people. Zygmunt Bauman is therefore of such a viewpoint that modern anti-

Semitism is the embodiment of Germans’ race-bound anxieties initiated by the state 

ideological mobilization, and that “[t]he Holocaust was but the most extreme . . . 

expression of that tendency to burn ambivalence and uncertainty in effigy; one 

reached by a state bent on a total order of a made-to-measure society; the extreme 

which many would wish to reach but not all dared and fewer still had the chance to” 

(154). The Jews are particularized as the opposition to the righteous westerners while 

they are also universalized with “ethnicized allegory” (Silverman 199) to be stingy 

and evil. The western metaphysics that the Nazi regime abides by locates the Jews in 

the excellent binary oppositions, rationalizing the Holocaust for the Jews jeopardize 

the unity and the harmony of ideal society in modern project. The Jews therefore are 

compared to the weeds in a well-ordered garden which need to be removed.27

It is here that the intimate congruence between Freudian psychoanalysis and the 

Holocaust, the numbness unfolding in both imagination and humanity resulting from 

27   Mack broaches the conception of “pseudotheology” in his discussion about anti-Semitism which 
refers to “a secularized and politicized Christian theology” (10). The Nazis, then, are 
“pseudoscientific racists” who regard the Jews as representing “frailty, illness, and contingency” 
(10). In other words, they are the absolute other which existence acts as a foil to the superiority and 
uniqueness of the Aryan race and results in “categorical opposition between ‘the same’ (ethically, 
the autonomous; politically, the homogeneous) and ‘the other’ (the heteronomous, the law of that 
which lies ‘outside’) that makes a specific conceptual field complicit with the enactment of 
violence, of murder” (18). The Jews, the unknown strangers, destroys the unity and accordance of 
the race, and therefore the Nazis find it necessary to eliminate them.    
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the exercise of the instrumental reason, is explicitly demonstrated. Not identifying 

with her pains, the fictional Freud abstracts Lisa’s physical symptoms, reflecting the 

ossified but orthodox western mode of thinking while in “The Sleeping Carriage” the 

violence inflicted upon the victims of the Holocaust emphatically discloses the fact 

that “contemporary culture has succumbed to ‘psychic numbness’ as a result of 

peripheral or direct awareness of all such atrocities and that psychiatrists only 

intensify the problem by searching for familial or intrapsychic origins when the 

causes really lie in political and cultural fact” (Robertson 457). The more accentuation 

on thinking than on feeling procures the numbness originating from the unitary logics 

of western metaphysics, and leads to people’s lack of sympathy for the sufferings of 

others. The gory details of Lisa’s death and the victims’ fear for death is in extreme 

contrast to the German soldiers’ indifference to the innocent victims’ lives because 

they take the Jews’ sufferings for granted, comprehending it merely a piece of work to 

kill people. When the German officer orders that they should be shot immediately, 

Lisa and Kolya, facing the threat of death, feel utter despair: “The boy started to pant 

for breath, and his hand shook violently but she tightened her grip . . . . A sudden 

sharp unpleasant smell told her he had lost control of his bowels. She hugged him 

tightly and kissed him; now the tears she had bottled up for most of the day rolled 

down her cheeks” (217). All Lisa can do to comfort Kolya is resort to religion: “God 

will take care of us, darling— you’ll see” (217). For the victims, it is a matter of life 

and death which drags them to the abyss of desperation, but for those soldiers who are 

responsible for this assignment, it is more likely to be one part of the work appointed 

with nothing unusual; the German even finishes his coffee before executing the 

mission of killing with a machine gun (218). These German soldiers have been bereft 

of the ability to feel and to care for the grief of others; what is replaced is their blind 
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deference to the leader. What is more, the excessive adherence to the order of things 

is also represented in how the soldiers find it difficult to deal with the corpses when 

separating the bodies is next to impossible: “These lower strata were, with few 

exceptions, naked; but further up they were in their underwear, and higher still they 

were fully dressed: like the different formations of rocks. The Jews were at the 

bottom, then came Ukrainians, gypsies, Russians, etc.” (221). The arrangement of the 

corpses according to their races is concluded as the triumph of reason over human 

sympathy as well as the success of the Nazi propaganda. However, it is ironic that the 

soldiers, while executing the irrational slaughter, are in fact losing the emphasized 

ability to think and to introspect their evil deeds. For these soldiers, they are merely 

carrying out a mandate which is accidentally to murder a whole race. Nonetheless, 

they are insensible to the fact that it is the nonchalance and the disregard that 

contributes to the Holocaust. With permanent reliance on reason, the German people 

are paralyzed to the Jews’ pains and are hypnotized by the Nazis’ political 

propaganda while they truly believe in their devotion to the purity of the Aryan race 

by exterminating the impure Jewish people.28

     Though a reflection on the Holocaust, The White Hotel is often attacked because of 

its seeming silence on the brutality of the Nazi leadership. However, the author does 

reveal his stand through a poem by Yeats. “Meditations in Time of Civil War” that 

Thomas quotes at the very beginning of the novel manifests the gigantic calamity 

28   Facing the threat of death, the victims still fell ashamed of the exposure of their genitals: “She 
[Lisa] saw that, as the men and women were led through the gap, they all without exception clasped 
their hands over their genitals. Most of the children did so too. Some of the men and boys were in 
agony from blows there, but it was mostly an instinctive shame, of the kind that made Kolya not 
want her to see him undressed. He too, on stripping, had put his hands there, partly because of pain, 
but also out of natural modesty. It was the way Jesus had been buried. The women were trying to 
cover their breasts too, with their arms. It was terrible and strange to see them concerned for their 
modesty, while they were being taken away to be shot” (214). On the one hand, the German 
soldiers consider it a job to kill people while these innocent people are themselves the victims of the 
undue stress of western metaphysics. On the other, the victims whose gestures remind Lisa of Jesus 
are “the Jesus” in modern age because they have born the burden of sins in their times.
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brought by the numbness of thinking: “We had fed the hearts on fantasies,/ The 

heart’s grown brutal from the fare;/ More substance in our enmities/ Than in our love 

. . .” (6). By citing this poem, Thomas cleverly makes a detour to criticize the cruelty 

of war and to censure the evil of the administration that produces racial antagonism. 

Other than the emphasis on instrumental reason long existing in western modernist 

thinking which brings about the multitude’s numbness, the Nazis’ insinuation and 

allusion to the Jews as the imaginary religious, ethnic, and political adversary is 

another crucial factor to the occurrence of the Holocaust. Yeats’s poem ingeniously 

responds to the wretched life of Lisa and Kolya caused by the oppression from the 

Nazi government, which, against the rule of logical linear narrative, is presented in the 

penultimate chapter. It is implied in the poem that the intended segregation and the 

imaginary hatred toward the disparate is the origin of conflicts and decimation. 

Cowart also argues that “more destructive still are the fantasies that afflict whole 

societies— fantasies of nationalism and guilt and racial hatred. The heart of Western 

man received no sustenance whatsoever from such “fare,” and so love faltered, 

allowing brutality to come into the ascendant” (226). Instead of arraigning the Nazi 

violence promptly, Thomas attempts to delve into the philosophical background of the 

Holocaust in order to awake the reader who has been afflicted by western metaphysics 

to a more profound understanding of the essence of the racial exclusion. Thus the 

depiction of Lisa’s death is vivid and realistic so that the reader will be stricken and 

then realize how much damage the excessive instrumental reason has done.

While getting more familiar with Lisa’s real life, the reader is conscious that the 

white hotel Lisa used to dream of is in reality where she and her stepson die and that 

Lisa’s fear of pregnancy is out of her sympathy for those innocent children: “Now she 

knew why she ought never to have had children. And yet the thought of Kolya, her 
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son, being here with strangers, perhaps in that group of children from the orphanage, 

was a hundred times worse than the terror of death” (216). The connection between 

her symptoms and the Holocaust thus becomes more and more distinct: “These are 

repressed in her present consciousness and disowned through the substitution of an 

obsessive sexuality that only partially masks, because of its place in, Lisa’s 

persistently intrusive vision of the future” (Newman 194). On the one hand, the future 

violence that Lisa is going to confront is displayed in her dream in the form of a 

sexual fantasy with minute clues about the Nazi atrocities hidden in it. On the other, a 

real historical location and event are intermingled with the fictive story of Lisa, 

creating from which the atmosphere of fantasy and horror, which is more likely to 

provoke more contemplation as to why such a terrible event happened. For the 

protagonist, the place “Babi Yar” is the exact location in which she meets her fate and 

in which she verifies her prediction; nevertheless, “[f]or the reader coming to the 

novel with historical awareness, it is the scene of a notorious mass murder” 

(Granofsky 53). Instead of denouncing Thomas’s appropriation of the historical 

location, the critic emphasizes its different significances to the protagonist and to the 

reader: “By arranging this comparison in the very structure of his book. Thomas 

induces us to relive fictionalized history behind the immunity conferred by the 

reading process; we in a sense “become” the eyewitness survivors” (Granofsky 53). 

Rather than being apathetic bystanders who read Lisa’s story in an indifferent way, 

the reader becomes a compassionate witness who is shocked, astounded, and 

convulsed by a cipher’s torment in a racial and national disturbance.  

While Thomas takes down the Nazis’ execution of the Jews regardless of the 

impressively sanguinary scene with all the details as if it is a scientific research paper 

instead of a story, the contrast between the frisky Germans and the poignant victims is 
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cleverly presented: “They were halted, and turned to face the ravine . . . . Beneath her 

was a sea of bodies covered in blood. On the other side of the quarry she could just 

see the machine guns and a few soldiers. The German soldier had lit a bonfire and it 

looked as though they were making coffee on it” (217). No word concerning death is 

mentioned in this description of the brief time before Lisa’s death; however, the 

reader immediately “senses” the uncanny atmosphere in such words as bonfire and 

coffee which remind them of how Lisa used to feel when she in the earlier time saw 

the announcement with the common words like warm clothes. Lisa’s horrible death is 

of critical importance in that it is an event which triggers the reader to reflect on such 

an injustice. The tyranny of western logo-centrism is therefore revealed: it is when the 

Nazi soldiers’ violence unfolds before the reader that they are motivated to ponder on 

the morbidity of the intolerance and obstinacy within western modernist thinking. 

The realistic depiction of Lisa’s death suggests to the reader both the violence of 

Nazism and fascism as well as misogyny29. The inhumanity in Nazism and fascism is 

reflected in how the soldiers maltreat the victims: as Lisa falls into the bath of bodies, 

living and dead, German soldiers are “taking things from the dead and occasionally 

firing at those who showed signs of life” (218), and then the following scene of the 

bayonet rape is depicted as if it is a farce: “He [Demidenko] adjusted his clothing and 

picked up his rifle. With Semashko’s assistance he found the opening, and they joked 

together as inserted the bayonet, carefully, almost delicately . . . . Still very gently, 

Demisdenko imitated the thrusts of intercourse; and Semashko let out a guffaw, which 

echoed from the ravine walls . . .” (219-20). Although Lisa is dying, they still attempt 

29   Michael notices the dual inferiority of Lisa: she is both a woman and a Jew. He argues that “the 
depiction of Lisa’s horrible death also links sexual and racial oppression and violence with fascism, 
a frightening twentieth-century product of instrumental reason in which segments of humanity are 
objectified . . . . In addition, by linking misogyny and racism with certain forms of instrumental 
reason, The White Hotel highlights the dangers of modes of reason that posit themselves as 
universal but actively depend on a system of hierarchical binary oppositions by which white man 
inevitably dominates” (73).
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to humiliate and torture her with the sexually invasive act, implying their assumed 

superiority as well as disregard toward the Jews. What is more, Demisdenko and 

Semashko seem not to be aware of their brutality; the collective violence imposed on 

Lisa proceeds in an eccentrically orderly manner because they are educated and 

managed to be obedient soldiers who follow the rules without deliberation and 

without any dissent. Ironically, rationality and guilty exist no more because humanity 

is substituted by the madness that is supposed to be driven to the borderlines of 

society. The absolute conformity has been enhanced as the central criterion, resulting 

in the collective violence. Furthermore, the act of massive slaughter is intriguingly 

juxtaposed with the sexual intercourse, responding sarcastically to the argument that 

“hatred is the simulacrum of love” (Alford 75). The imitation of sexual intercourse is 

the vehemence against the excluded Jews as well as a validation of such collective 

violence. Out of their vague love for the Aryan race and the fake worship for the Nazi 

regime, the German soldiers abjure the virtue of humanity and the commiseration 

with the innocent others so as to annihilate those who infringe the rules of identity, 

totality and collectivity. The mass numbness to the tragedies of others brings about 

the anachronism of mass insanity. The German guard’s manner in confronting the 

corpses which have been dumped, to “endure the stench by swigging vodka all day 

long” (221), represents the attitude of most people: avoidance and self-narcosis. The 

guards and the prisoners can even make fun of life and death: “In the end, the 

prisoners knew, they too would feel the flames, when the last corpse had been burnt . . 

. . The guards knew that they knew: it was a subject of banter between two groups” 

(222). Who can be more violent and insane than a nation-state that diffuses hatred for 

others and kills millions of lives?

    The Holocaust, an organized crime, occurs in the time of civilization. Through the 
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small narrative of Lisa’s suffering from the bayonet rape, Thomas elucidates the 

weakness in Freudian psychoanalysis that childhood trauma is the only factor for her 

fear of pregnancy and he also “reinforces the novel’s stance that social, political, and 

historical forces are vital determinants in an individual’s material life” (Michael 73). 

The undue reliance on logical and organized analysis and judgment does not always 

lead to the correct direction because “twentieth-century Western discursive practices, 

as a result of their tendency toward abstraction, have downplayed those forces while 

at the same time producing discourses such as fascism and Nazism that legitimized 

(through abstraction) the physical harming of material bodies” (Michael 73-4). The 

excessive emphasis on instrumental reason ineluctably induces the exclusion of others 

and the destruction of society, which contrarily confirms that reason is the only 

dogma to abide by. “The soul of man is a far country, which cannot be approached or 

explored . . . . If a Sigmund Freud had been listening and taking notes from the time 

of Adam, he would still not fully have explored even a single group, even a single 

person” (220). The soul of each individual can never be analyzed by means of the 

only approach in that each enjoys particularities which vary from person to person. 

Even if Freud had recorded the behaviors of all human beings, it would still be 

impossible to generalize and universalize humans in all. 

Holocaust Fiction: Authorial Moral Responsibility

    A more difficult question which totally violates the foundation of civilization and 

bothers the “civilized” reader is that “[w]hat if people find pleasure and satisfaction in 

hurting and killing others, particularly when these others are weak and vulnerable? 

Because we live in a civilized world, violence needs a good excuse, and that is what 

German anti-semitism provided: an excuse, not a cause” (Alford 62). It is appalling 

that the Nazi soldiers’ abhorrence is out of nothing but created hatred, an outcome of 
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Nazi propaganda in which people are persuaded that the racial extinction is for a 

loftier ideal: the better future of a whole race and nation. With Lisa’s shocking death, 

however, an intricate problem emerges: does the reader find pleasure in reading about 

other people’s misery? Does the radical evil really exist? What then should be done 

after the occurrence of such an atrocity? With a Holocaust victim as its protagonist, 

The White Hotel could be the target of attack because of its climax centering on a 

mixture of creation and testimony as well as its appropriation of the true story, Dina 

Pronicheva, a witness. The protagonist Lisa is not an individual anymore: “[S]he had 

clairvoyant gifts and naturally a part of her went on living with these survivors: Dina, 

and the little boy who trembled and shivered all over. His name was Motya” (220). 

Rather, she has become millions of anonymous victims, each of whom nevertheless 

has his or her own story to be told: “Dina survived to be the only witness, the sole 

authority for what Lisa saw and felt. Yet it had happened thirty thousand times; 

always in the same way and always differently. Nor can the living ever speak for the 

dead” (220-1). The appropriation of the witness’s story is not an artifice to achieve the 

goal of aesthetic pleasure; on the contrary, the reader finds it unbearable that such 

atrocity indeed happens, which would arouse the feelings of compassion and 

sympathy. Creating a story with a witness report is not going to lower the austereness 

and seriousness of the historical reality. Instead, without the grand narrative, the ice-

cold rational analysis of the Holocaust, a fiction, the small narrative, enables the 

reader to “feel” in bones the pains of the victims, and furthermore to destroy the myth 

of the only dogma of universalism and assimilation. It is argued that 

to leave Auschwitz outside of metaphor would be to leave it outside of 

language altogether: it was known, understood, and responded to 

metaphorically at the time by its victims; it has been organized, expressed, 
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and interpreted metaphorically by its writers; and it is now being 

remembered, commented upon, and given historical meaning 

metaphorically by scholars and poets of the next generation. (Young 91) 

The racial extinction, the incredible and inexpressible barbarism cannot be retained 

for those who had experienced it; it is an event with various memories, responses, 

comments, critiques, and reflections in all literary forms, including witness report as 

well as fiction. Dismissing fictive works from the discussion of the Holocaust is 

another exclusion and repression from the conception that the grand narrative of 

history is the only authority. Fictions with the racial annihilation as the theme 

demolish the discursive totality and consistency required in such grand narratives as 

history while the small narratives of fictions liberate individuals from the restraints of 

wholeness and universality. 

    Defined as a Holocaust fiction, The White Hotel is stringently stipulated to enjoy no 

aesthetic pleasure with “the unequivocal demand that moral criteria be applied to 

Holocaust literature” because it is considered that “Holocaust fiction is not only 

historical fiction but, a priori, philosophical fiction as well” (Ozsvath and Satz 200). 

In other words, the novel must be created on the premise that it presents a critique on 

the radical evil of the Holocaust. In this vein, The White Hotel has been under severe 

blast. On the one hand, “[c]ompared with the intensity of the love-making and 

monstrous scenes of death in the book, however, Thomas’s moral is disappointingly 

anticlimactic in its modesty” (Sauerberg 5). The author incurs blame for not directly 

reprimanding the monstrousness of the Nazis. However, such a Holocaust fiction as 

The White Hotel is “justified neither by finding new meanings in the Holocaust, nor 

by rendering ingenious interpretations of its texts, but rather by considering the 

possible consequences of interpretation—for both the victims at the time and for the 
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survivors in their understanding of a post-Holocaust world” (Young 4). The novel, as 

the author insists, is the spiritual journey of the protagonist, which provides no 

authorial critique to compel the reader to acknowledge, and thus the reflections on the 

issue of injustice should be left to the reader. On the other hand, the novel arouses 

much controversy due to its magical dreamlike concluding chapter “The Camp” 

which seems to connect barely with the other chapters of the novel. Critics find it 

difficult to locate it among Lisa’s individual adversity and the historical calamity. 

“The Camp” is open to various interpretations: “It could be Lisa’s death wish, her 

fantasy of life after death; it could be her foreknowledge of life after death, since she 

so uncannily foresaw the future; or, finally, it could be her actual life after death in a 

kind of transition phase like purgatory” (Hughes 39).  

Furthermore, due to the disparity in the narratives between the former parts and 

the last chapter, “the reader will treat the chapter as an example of the discourse of 

poetry or literature, the discourse of the poet’s imagination” (Robertson 463). What is 

worse, “when he chooses the metaphysical escape in his version of the human 

comedy, he leaves the reader with an unfulfilled sense of moral responsibility. The 

insane reality of mass murder will not tolerate the sublimation of poetic 

fictionalization” (Sauerberg 9). Moral responsibility is frequently highlighted in 

Holocaust literature in that the racial genocide is too horrible a crime, and hence the 

author’s persuasive criticism on the radical evil is strictly demanded. However, the 

former depiction of Lisa’s life is not only “a narrative of Jewish history that sees the 

rebirth of nationhood as collective redemption, the Holocaust as a tragic lesson about 

the failure of Emancipation, Rationalism, the so-called Enlightenment to solve the 

‘Jewish Problem’” (Wirth-Nesher 26), it is also a point of departure for all to reflect 

on the Holocaust and the actions needed to be taken afterwards. Therefore I would 
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contend that the last chapter “The Camp,” a seemingly unrealistic chapter, is 

Thomas’s response and solution to the aporia of collective brutality, in which love, 

friendship and forgiveness will bring hatred and violence to the end.30

    “The Camp” begins with a tranquil and calm atmosphere: “After the chaos and 

overcrowding of the nightmarish journey, they spilled out on to the small, dusty 

platform in the middle of nowhere. They struggled over a little bridge; then it was 

good to breathe the sweet air, and to be ushered through without bullying or 

formalities” (225). Compared with the extremely tumultuous tensions in the narrative 

of Lisa’s death, the pleasant atmosphere in the camp that they are going to stay is a 

paradise, in which the previous confusions and conflicts come to a halt. In this place, 

the distinctions in race, language, culture, and identity become meaningless, which 

contrasts sharply with the situation in Babi Yar when the Nazi soldiers decide the 

victims’ death by judging from the last name. Under such circumstance Lisa is able to 

survive: “He [The soldier] asked to see her identity card. She fumbled in her bag and 

by God’s grace came out with an out-of-date identity card . . . saying that her name 

was Erdman and her nationality Ukrainian” (210-1) while Kolya is put to death 

because “he [the soldier] insisted on seeing his paper . . . and found a ration card. 

30   Ending with the depiction of their lives in a camp rather than the detailed portrayal of Lisa’s 
death is a patent deficiency. Moreover, the shift “from an omniscient (but not distanced) third-
person point of view to a documentary style voice owner” (Michael 76) is also a too sudden change. 
Thomas’s endeavor to provide an insight into the aporia of collective violence with love and 
forgiveness is not generally identified with in that Thomas might have made the same mistake: 
“This tendency towards abstraction and conceptualization characterizes a dominant form of 
twentieth-century Western logic that relies on mechanisms of mastery and that is implicated in 
misogyny, fascism, Nazism” (Michael 77). Because the novel draws a comparison between the 
former detailed description of killing and rape and the abstractive feelings of forgiveness, the author 
is accused of being entrapped into the modernist thinking: “Through this tendency to abstract, these 
frames distance the reader from the climatic scene in which the guards physically violate Lisa’s 
body with a bayonet. Such distancing mechanisms are highly problematic in a novel that explicitly 
engages the horrors of the Nazi extermination of Jews, especially because abstracting the physical 
violence inflicted on material bodies carries the potential of glossing over and eventually forgetting 
the reality and materiality of that violence— as the voice-owner narrating the framing section of 
“The Sleeping Carriage” asserts even as it participates in that abstracting tendency” (Michael 79). 
However, forgiveness and love is not defined as abstractive nouns; rather, they are “actions” which 
are in desperate need of being taken. The people in the camp who help one another are evident of 
such kindness. 
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“Berenstein!” he exclaimed. ‘Jew-boy! Get back in’” (211). Mother and son have 

different destinies because they have different last names and nationalities. In the 

camp Lisa nevertheless is entitled to choose her own name: “Having decided not to 

use her Jewish name, Berenstein, not her German name, Erdman . . . . she had wished 

to give her maiden name, Morozova. But for some strange reason she had given her 

mother’s maiden name instead: Konopnicka” (225). “By choosing her mother’s 

name,” Cross argues that “she reaffirms that crucial bond and readies herself, all 

unconsciously, for the rapprochement that will occur in the closing pages of the 

novel” (44). Removing identities, the camp becomes a community offering “a 

purgatorial sense of hope” (Robertson 472) for those who “still bear the marks of their 

worldly wounds— Freud’s cancerous jaw, Lisa’s limp, the British soldier’s one arm” 

(Robertson 456) to be healed. This camp is not only a temporary retreat for those who 

suffer physically but also a refuge for those who have been bereaved of relations: 

“There was a happy communal spirit at mealtimes; married couples did not stick 

selfishly together but made sure the many widows and widowers were brought into 

fun” (228). The spirit of mutual help and interdependence is what Thomas endeavors 

to highlight for its absence is one factor resulting in hatred and war.31 The sense of 

community corresponds to that of the white hotel: “the spirit of the white hotel was 

against selfishness” (86), suggesting the analogy between the white hotel and the 

camp.

    Designated as “the camp,” this camp is in fact a life camp in sharp contrast to the 

31   However, Robertson argues that the author’s resort to abstract consolation is not very convincing 
in that “its sense of renewal is aesthetic rather than ethical” (472). Furthermore, the camp is not a 
place with hope because the residents are expecting for something good to happen. “They are not in 
control of their own existence; there is something feckless about them, even though Thomas clearly 
wishes their hope to represent an alternative to the moral darkness of the preceding chapter” 
(Robertson 473). This place is not a “paradise” without sins; it is a shelter for people to recover 
from the sufferings. Thus the author does not deliberately make residents here free from the 
disasters occurring to them. Instead, they have to cooperate with one another in order for recovery 
physically and mentally.
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concentration camp with the implication of death. Moreover, it is not restricted to the 

Jews, because “you do not have to be Jewish to be here; for her [Lisa’s] mother was 

on the lists” (228), and even the “illegal immigrant” the cat Vaska crawls all the way 

to be with the Shchadenko family. By appropriating the term “the camp,” Thomas not 

only deconstructs the negative image of the camp but also develops from it a positive 

image which is related to the possibility of establishing a community where mutual 

assistance and tolerance really exists, which, as Lisa puts it, “wherever there is love, 

of any kind, there is hope of salvation” (237). In sum, Thomas’s vision of the camp is 

a place where “the soul of humanity in the twentieth century, which perishes horribly 

in the death camps, rises phoenixlike from the ashes, chastened by a terrible 

knowledge but ultimately indestructible” (Cowart 229). The camp is an ideal in which 

no war and hatred exists and humanity reaches its high maturity.

    There is no more racism among different peoples, and there are no interpersonal 

misunderstandings, either. Lisa’s unfriendly attitude toward her mother is erased in 

this camp, and she reconciles with her mother by means of sucking each other’s breast 

milk32, which act symbolizes reconciliation, love, and forgiveness. In this camp, 

nothing will be regarded as abnormal; what used to be excluded is accepted and 

interpreted as hospitality and goodwill. Good intention is not only displayed between 

mother and daughter; it is also presented in the attitude towards strangers: Lisa’s 

mother feeds the orphans with her plenty of milk.33 In Babi Yar, Lisa seems to be 
32 The episode of sucking breast milk is a metaphor to the traditional image in history while “the 

image in Western art of an elderly man sucking milk from a young woman’s breast traditionally 
symbolizes Roman Caritas, or divine love expressed through youth’s sustenance of the old in 
prison” (Simonds 61). In the camp, Lisa and her mother suck each other’s breast milk, suggesting 
the daughter’s forgiveness of the mother, and the mother’s closeness to the daughter. 

33 It obviously responds to the scene in “The Gastein Journal” when Lisa invites the old priest to drink 
her breast milk: “The young woman saw the priest looking wistfully at her plump breast as her 
lover sucked . . . . She asked him if he would care to take out the other breast, and drink from it . . . . 
The priest needed no further invitation, and was soon sucking away contentedly. The young woman 
leaned back, no less contented and eased, and stroked her lover’s thick glossy hair and the priest’s 
thin dome” (61-2). Lisa and her mother’s kindness of sharing breast milk with no relationship 
shows the possibility of love without boundaries, which is the message Thomas endeavors to 
convey in the sharing of breast milk.
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thrown into “a bath of blood,” a hell, but it turns out that it is a paradise that provides 

residents with multiplicities. On the one hand, one who has benevolent feelings 

towards others and is willing to give her milk to strangers is “understood as neither 

sick nor mad but ideally human” (Simonds 62). On the other, the familial relationship 

and the oppositions between parent and child are released in the last chapter: 

“Distinctions between parent and child lose much of their force in the new land, 

where everyone is meant to attain to a nurturing role as well as— which might be 

harder for someone like Freud— to accept nurturing with grace” (Cross 45). 

Furthermore, mother and daughter are capable of talking about the affair in a relaxing 

way, in which discussion Lisa is able to accept the notion that what Lisa’s mother had 

done is a way to console another human being whose marriage is not a happy one.

The Nazi genocide is a havoc which changes the humanity forever. However, 

neither language nor word is capable of fully expressing the atrocity and brutality of 

it. Most critics consider it inappropriate to make it the inspiration of a novel because it 

seems more suitable to analyze the holocaust in a scientific and objective way. Thus 

testimony and analysis would be regarded as better expressions for the holocaust. But 

it is truly impossible for other people to really “understand” what had happened in the 

holocaust; no literal expression is powerful enough to reach the very core of the 

holocaust. Judging from this, fiction will be a more attractive form because it creates 

an atmosphere for the reader to feel the horror of the holocaust and the pains of the 

victims as well. 


