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In memoriam 

Bianca Casalini Agambcn 

"To he exposed to everything is to be t~apahle of everything:' 

To Andrea. Daniel. and Guido who, in discussing these pages 
with me, allowed them to come to light. 





And then it shall t:()me to poaEs .in t.hat day~ that t:he 

remnant Qf h:rael, and .such as are eSt:al•¢d. ,,f the hou~e 

of Jacob, shall no more again stay upon him that !!mote 

them; bl1t shall .stay upon the Lord, the.Holy One of 

lsrad, ii1 truth. 

The remnant shall he $4Vcd, even the remnant of 

Jacob, unto the mighty God. 

I:sai<th 10: 20-22 

P.w!n .so then at this present tinu~ also there is tl 

remnant ac<:onling t<:J the elcctiott (Jf grace, ... and so 

all fsraeJ ~hall be s;wed. 

RomaiL~ H: 5-·26 





Preface 

Thank!> to a serles of increasingly -..:vide-ranging and rigorous stud

ies --among whid1 Raul Hilberg's 111e Destruction r1· the European 
Jews occupies a special place- the problem of the historic:al 1 rnate

:dat technical, bureaU(,Tatic, and legal circumstances in which the 

extennination of the Jews took p1ace has been sufficiently clari

t]cd. Future studies may shed new light on particular aspects of 
the events that took place in the concentration camps, but a gen: 

eral framework has already heen f~stahlishcd. 

The same caTnl<.lt be said for the e-thical and polirical sigl~1fic-;rnce 
of the extermination, or e.ven for a human unden;t:anding of what 

happened there··- that is, for its contempore~ry relevance. Not 
only do we lack <}nything closet~) a complete understanding; even 

the sense and .reasons for the behavior of the executionet"s and the 

victims, indt:ed ve1·y often their very wmds, still seem profoundly 

enigmatic. This can only encour<tgc the opinion of those whr) 

would like Auschwitz to rernain forever incomprehensible. 

From a hh;tori.cal per!ipeetin~, we know, for example. the most 

minute details of how the final phase of the extermination was 

exec1.tted, how the deportec.s were Jed to the gas chambers by a 

squad of their feHmv inmates (the so···called Sonderbmmando), who 

then saw to it that the corpst:s were dragged out and washed, that 

Jl 
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their hair and gold teeth were salvaged., and that their hodies, 
fin1.11ly, ·were placed in the crem<J.toria. We ca.n enumerate and 

describe each of these ev<~Ilt.st hut· they remain singularly opaque 

when \'\'e. tmly seek to understand them. This discrepancy and 

unease has perhaps never bct~n de!)cribed more directly than by 
Zelman Lcwental. a nH;mber ofthe Sanderkommar1do who en~ 
trusted his testimony to a few sheets of paper huried under ere~ 

matorium Ill, which carne to light /Sevei.'lleen years after the 
liberation of Auschwitz. "Just,. as the events that took place there 

cannot he imagined by auy lmman being," Lewental write's in 

Yiddish, "so is it u.nimag1nable that anyone could exactly recount 

how our expe1-iences took place .... we. the small group of ob

scun~ people who w.ill not give historians much work to do." 
\Vhat is at issue here is not\ of course, the difficulty we face 

whenever we try to communicate our most intimate experiences 

to others. The discrepancy in question eoncerns the vc1-y struc

ture of testimony. On the one hand, what happened in the camps 
appears to the S\U"Vivors as the only true 'thing and, as such, ahso~ 
lutdy unforgettable~ on the other hand, this truth is to the same 

degree unimaginable, that is1 irred~dhle to the real elements that 

(;onstitutc it. Facts so real that, hy comparison, nothing is t111er;. . 

a reality that ne<.~cssarily exc~~cds ;its factual eh.~nH>.nts- such is 

the aporia of Auschwitz. As Lew<·:ntal writes, "the complete truth 

is far mote tragic~, far more frightening ... .'' More tragic, more 

frjghtening than what'? 
Lew ental had it wrong on at least one point. There is no douht 

that ''the small group of obscure people'' (ohscnre" hei·e is to be 
understood in the literal sense as invisible, that which cannot he 

perceived) will continU<~ to give his~orians work to do. The aporia 
of Auschwitz is, jndeed, the very aporia of historical knowledge: a· 

non··coincidence between facts and truth, hetween wriikation 

and comprehension. 



PA:F.FACE 

Some want to understand too much and too quickly: they have 
explanatjon~ for eve!·ything. Others refuse to understand: they 
offer only cheap rnystifications. The only way fon'\'ard lies in/ 

investigating the space between these two option~. Moreover, <1 

further difficulty mllSt b<~ cons1dc.red, one which ls pal·tit--ult.trly 
important for anyone who studies literary or philo:;ophical texts. 

Many testimonies - hoth of executioners and victims--· come 

from ordinary people; the "obscure» people who clearly com~ 
prised the g1·t~at majority of camp inhabitarits. One of the kssons 

of Auschwitz is that it is infinitely h21rd~r to grasp the mind of an 

ordinary person than to understand the mind of a Spinoza or 

Dante. (Hannah Arendt':; discnssion of the ubanality of evil," so 

often rnisunderst(Jod, must also b~~ understood in this sense.) 

Some rt~aders may be disappointed to find that there is little in 

this hook that cannot already be found :in the testimonies of sur

vivors. In its form, this book is a kind of perpetual cormru~ntary 

on testimony. It did not seem po~~ible to proceed otherwise. At .a 

certain point. it becarne dear that t(~sthnony contained at its core 

an t:~sscmt:ial. lacuna; in other words, the survivors hore witness to 

something it is impossible tc~ hear witnes~ to. As a. consequence, 

commenting on survivors• testimony nec~~ss~rily meant intcrro~ 

gating 1hi.s lacuna or) mort~ precisely. ath~mpting W listen to it. 

List:en.ing to sotnething absent did not prove fruitless work for 

this author. Above all, it made i.t necessary to clear away almost all 

the doetrin.es that, since Auschwitz. have been advanced in the 

name of ethics. As w<:~ shaH seel almost none of the ethical princi

ples our age believed it could recognize as valid have stood the 

decisive tc~t. that of an Ethica more Au~cb.witz demoruttat ... 1. For my 
own part, I will consider myself content with my work if, in 

attempting to locate the place and theme of testimony, I have 

erected some signposts allovdng future cartographers of the new 

ethkal territory to orient themselves.. lndeed, I will he satisfied if 
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this book succeeds only in corr~cting some of the terms with 
wbieh we register the d-t;:ci.~ive le~son of the century and if th:is 

book makes it possible for certain words to he left hehind and 
others to be understood in a different sense. This is also a way
perhaps the ouly way- to listen to what is unsaid. 



CHAPTER ONE 

The Witness 

J. 1 In the camp, one of the reasoHs that can drive a prisoner to 

survive is the idea of becoming a witness. "l firmly decide~) that, 

despite e·verything that might happen to me. I 'lv·ould :not take my 
own life ... since I did not want to supp•·ess the witness that I could 

beconu!" (tangbein 1988: 186). Of course) not all deportees; in

deed only a small fraction of them, give this reason. A reaS:(H1 for 

survival can be a matter of convenience: "He would like to sur

vive fo:r this C>r that reason, for this or that end~ and h(~ finds hun

dreds of pretexts. Tbe truth is that lu~ wants to live at whatever 

cost" (Lcwental 1972! 148 ). Or it can simply be a matter of 

revenge: ;'NaturaUy I could have run and thrown myself onto the 

fence. because you can always do that. But 1 want to live. And 

what if the miracle happens we'·re all waiting for? Mayhc w<~'U be 
lih(~tated, today or tomorrow. Then I'll have my reve:ngt~, then I'll 

tell the whole world what happ('.ned here- inside th£~re" (Sofsky 

1997: 340). To justify one"s survival h; not easy --least of <~11 in the 

camp. Then thert>: are some survivors who prefer to he silent:. 

"Some of my friends, very dear friends of mine, never spt~ak of 

Auschwitzu (Levi 1997: 224). Yet, for others, the only rea~on to 

live is to ensure that the witness does not perish. "Others. on the 
other hand, speak of it incessantly. and I am one of them·~ (ibid.). 
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L2 Primo Levi is a perfect example of the witness, Vlhen he 

returns home. he tire]essly recounts his experience to everyone. 

He behaves like Coleridge's Ancient Mariner: 

·You remember the scene: the Ancient Mniner accost.s the- wedding 

guests, wh(i are thinking of the wedding and not paying 3ttention to 

him, and be forces them to listen to his tal{~. Wdl. wht~n f flr:;t 

returned from the concentratioh camp J did just that. I felt an unre

str<dnable need to tell my story to anyone and t~veryc.md ... Evc~ry 

situation wa!l au occasion to teiJ my story to anyone and t:we.ryone: 

to tell it to the factory director as well as to the worker, even if they 
had other things to do. l was ~educed to tht~ statt~ o.f the Andent 

Mariner. Then I began to write on my typewriter at night, ... Every 

night 1 would write, and this was conslde.red e~·en LTa2ie.t! (Levi 

19~17: 224-25) 

But Levi does not consider himself a writer; he hecomes a 

writer so that he can bear witness, In a sense, he never became 

a writer. In 1963, after publishing two novels and many short 

stories, he responds unhesitatingly to the question of whether ht~ 
considers himself a writer or a chemist: ''A chemist, of course~ let 

there be no mistakL:r:" (Levi 1997: J02). Levi was profoundly uneasy 
with the fact that as time passed, ~nd almost in spite of himself, be 

end.t:~d up a writer, composing bqoks that had nothing to do with 

his lt~stimony: (<Then I wrote ..• i I aC<JUircd the vice of writin.g'' 
(te.vi. 1997: 258). "In my latest book, La Cbiave a stella, I stripped 

.myself completely of my st~tus: a.s a witness .... This is not to 

deny anything; I have not ceased to he an ex-deportee, a wit

lH~ss ..• :· (ibid.: 167) 

Levi had this unease about him when I saw him at meetings at 
the ltalian publisher, Einaudi. He could feel guilty for having sur-

16 



v.ived, but not for having borne witness. "I am at peace with myself 
because I bore witness" (ibid.: p. 219)., 

1.3 In Latin there are two words for "witness:' The first word, 

testis. from which our word ';testimony" derives, etymologically 
signifies the person who, in a trial or lawsuit between two rival 

parties, is in the position of a third party (*terst.is). The second 

word. S11perstes, designates a person who has lived through som<~, 
thing, who has experienced an event from beginning to end and 

can therefore bear witness to it. It is obvious that Levi is not: a 

third party; he is a survivor [superstite] in every sense. But this a]so 

u1eans that his testimony has nothing to do with the ac<]uisltion 

of facts for a trial (he is not neutral enough fot this. he is not a 

testis). Iu the final analysis, it is not judgment that matters to him, 

let alone pardon. "I never appear as judge''; ••1 do not have the 

authmity to grant pardon .... I am without authority" (ibid.: '77, 

236). It J(;eems, in fact, that the only thing that intcn~sts him is 

what makes judgment impossible: the gray zone in which victims 

hecome exccutioneTS and executioners hceornc victims. It is 
ah()ut this above all that the survivors are in agreement: "No 

group WI\S more human than any other., (ibid.: 232). "Victim and 

executioner are equally ignoble; the lesson of the camps is broth~ 

e.rhood in abjection" (Rousset, cf. Levi 1997: 216). 

Not. that a judgment cannot or must not be made. un· 1 had had 
Eichmann before me, 1 would have condemned him to death'' 

(ib.id.; 144 ). ''If they have committed a crime, then they must pay" 

(ibi<l.: 236). The decisive point is simply that the two things not 

be l)]uncd, that law not presume to exhaust the question. A non· 

juridical element of truth exists such that the quaestio facti can 

never be reduced to the qu(lestio iuris. This is precisely what con

cerns the survivor: ~~verything that places a human action beyond 
the law, :radically withdrawing it from the Trial. "Each of us can 

17 
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be tried, condemned and punished without even knowing why" 

(ibid.: 75). 

1.4 One of the most common mistakes- v.rhich is not on]y made 

in discussions of the camp- is the tacit confusion of ethical cate

gories and juridical categories (or, worse, of _juridical categories 

and theological categories, which gives rise to a new theodicy). 

Almost all the categories that we use in mora] and religious judg

ments are in some way contaminated by law: guilt, responsibility, 

innocence, judgment, pardon .... This makes it difficult to invoke 

them without particular caution. As jurists well know, law is not 

directed toward the establishment of justice. Nor is it directed 

toward the verification of truth. • Law is solely directed toward 

juagment, independent of truth and justice. This is shown beyond 

doubt by theforce ?]'judament that even an unjust sentence carries 

with it. The ultimate aim of law is the prodtiction of a resjudic(lta, 

in which the sentence becomes the substitute for the true and the 

just, being held as true despite its falsity and injustice. Law finds 

peace in this hybrid creature, of which it is impossible to say if it 
is fact or rule; once law has produced its res judicata, it cannot go 

any further. 

In 1983, the publisher Einaudi asked Levi to translateKafka's 

The Trial. Infinite interpretations of The Trial have been offered; 

some underline the novel's prophetic political character (modern 

bureaucracy as ahso1ute evil) or its theological dimension (the 

court as the unknown God) or its biographical meaning (condem

nation as the illness from which Kafka believed himself to suffer). 

It has heen rarely not.ed that this book, in which law appears 

solely in the form of a trial, contains a profound insight into the 

nature of law, which, contrary to common belief, is not so much 

rule as it is judgment and, therefore, trial. But if the essence of 

the law---- of every law- is the trial, if aU right (and morality that 

18 



THE WITNESS 

is contaminated by it) is only tribunal right, then execution and 

transgression, innocence and guilt, obedience and disobedience 

all become indistinct and lose theiJ· importance. "The court wants 

nothing from you. It welcomes you when you come; it releases 

you when you go:' ·The ultimate end of the juridical regulation is 

to produce judgment; hut judgment aims neither to punish nor to 

extol, neither to establish justice nor to prove the truth. Judg

ment is in itself the end and this, it has been said, constitutes its 

mystery, the mystery of the triaL 

One of the consequences that can be drawn from this self

referential nature ofjudgment- and Sebastiane Satta, a great Ital

ian jurist, has done so- is that punishment does not follow from 

judgment, but rather that judgment is itself punishment (nullum 
judicium sine poena). "One can even say that the whole punishment 

is in the judgment, that the action characteristic of the punish

ment- incarceration, execution- matters only insofar as it .is, so 

to speak, the carrying out of the judgment" (Satta 1994: 26). This 

also means that "the sentence of acquittal is the confession of a judi

cial error," that "everyone is inwardly innocent," hut that the only 

truly innocent person "is not the one who is acquitted, but rather 

the one who goes through life without judgment" (ibicl.: 27). 

1. 5 If this is true- and the survivor knows that it is true- then 

it is possible that the trials (the tvv~]ve trials at Nuremberg, and the 

others that took place in and outside German borders, including 

those in Jerusalem in 1961 that ended with the hanging of Eich

mann) are responsible for the conceptual confusion that, for dec

ades, has made it impossible to think through Auschwitz. Despite 

the necessity of the trials and despite their evident insufficiency 

(they involved only a few hundred people), they helped to spread the 

idea that the problem of Auschwitz had been overcome. The judg

ments had been passed, the proo(s of guilt definitively established. 
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\Vith the exception of occ::.siona.l :m<)mcnts of lucidity, it has taken 

almost half a century to understand that law did not exhaust the 

problem. but rathe~· that the very ptohlem was so enormous as to 

call into (~uestion law itself, dr~gging it to its own ruin. 

·n1e confusion between law and morality and between theol

ogy and law has had illustrious victims. Hans Jonas, the philoso

pher and student ofHei.degger who .speda1ize.d in ethical problems, 
is one of them. In 1984, when he received the Lucas A\vard in 
Tubingcn, he reflected on the question of Auschwitz. by preparing 

for a new theodky, asking, that is, how it was possihle for God to 

tolerate Auschwitz. A theodicy is a trial that seeks to t~stablish the 

responsibility not of men, but ofGod, Like all theodicies, Jonas's 

ends in an aG<JuittaL The jnstifkation for th<~ se.ntcnce is some

thing like this: "The infin.ite (God) stripped hhnself completely~ in 

the finite, of his omnipotence. Creating the world, God gave it 
His own fate and hecame powerless. Thus, having emptjed him~ 

self entirely in the world, he noli;mger has anything to offer us; it 

is now man's turn to givt~. Man can Jo this by taking care that it 

nev\:r happens. or rarely happens. that God regrets his decision to 

have let the world be:' 
The~ conciliatory vice of evc~1;y theodicy is particularly dear 

here. Not only does this theodicy tell us nothing about Ausd1, 

witz, either ahout its victims or. executioners; it does not even 

T.nanagc U)' avoid a bappy ending. Behind the powerlessness of 

God peeps the powerlessn.t:ss of mt~n1 who continue to cry "May 
that never happen againl 1

' when it i.s clear that Hthat'' is, by now, 

evervwhere. 
-' 

1.6 The concept of responsibility is also irremediably contami

nated by law. Anyone- who has tried to make use of it outside the 

juridical .!t-phere knows this:. And yet ethics, politics, and religion 

have be.en. able to define themselves only by seizing terrain from 
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juridical responsibility -·IlOt in order to assume another kind of 

n~sponsibility1 bllt to articulate zones of non-responsibility. This 

<h>es not. of course, :mean impunity. Rather, it sig11jfies :_ 21t least 
for c~thics- a confnmtati<m with a rt~sponsibility that is' infinitely 

greater than, any we could ever assume. At the most, W(~ can be 

faithful to it, that is~ assert its unassurnahility. 

The unprecedented discovery made by Levi at Auschwitz con·· 

cems an an~a that- is independent of every establishrnent of respon

sibility. an at·ea in which Lev,i succeeded in isolatiHg smm~thing ]ike 

a new {~thical elem~;~nt. Le·vi calls it the "gray zone:· It is the zone in 

which the "long chain of conjunction between victim and e.xccu·· 

tioner., comes loose 1 where the oppressed becorm~s oppressor and 

the executioner in turn appears as victim .. A gray, .incessant alchemy 
in which good and evil and, alo·ng with them, aU the m~!tals of tradi

tional ethic..'...~ reach their point of fusion. 
What is at issue here, therefore, is a zone of irrespon.;;:ihility 

and Himpoteutia judicandi" (Levi 1989: 60) that is situated not 

b~yond good and evil but rath<:r, so to sp~~ak. h~[ore them. With a 

gesture that is syn:unetri<:ally oppo~ed to that of Nietzsche, Levi ~ 

plac<.~s ethics before the area in which Wi:~ are accustomed to con

sider it. And, without our being able to say why. we sensi; that 

this '•before" is more important than any "beyond .. -· that. the 

"undt·rman'' must matter to us more than· the "1ove.rman:y This 

infamous zone of irresponsibility is our First Cirde, hom which 
no confession of responsibility will remove us and in which what 

·is speBed out, minute by minute, is the lesson of the "tenifying. 

un.i>ayable and unimaginable banality of evi1'1 (Arendt 1992: 252). 

1.7 The Latin verb sponrleo,, which is the origin of our teTm 

"responsibility/' rn<:'ans "'to become the guarantor of something 

for wm~:;~one (or for oneself) with respect to someone:' Thus. 

in the promise of :marriagc1 the father \-vould utter the form1.da 
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spondeo to express his commitment to giving his daughter as wife 

to a' suitor (after which she was then called a sponsa) or to guaran
tee compt~nsation if this did not take place. In archaic Roman law, 
in fact, the custom was that a free man could consign himself as a 

hostage-- that is, in a state of imprisonment. from which the term 

al>linatio d(~rives- to guarantee the compensation of a wrong or 

the t\IlfHlment of an obligation. (The term sponsor indicated the 

pt~rson who substituted himsdffor the reus, promising, in the case 

of a breach of contract, to furnish the required service.) 

The gesture of assuming re~ponsibility is therefore genuinely 
juridical and not ethical. It expresses nothing noble or luminous, 

but rather sitnply obligation, th~ act by which one consigned one

self as a prisoner to guarantue' a dr:bt in a context in which the 

legal bond was considered to inhere in the body of the person 

responsible. As sud1t responsihi1ity is closely intertwined with 

the concept of culpa that. in a htoad s.en.se, indicates th{· imputabil~ 
ity of damage. (This is why the Romans denit~d that there could 

he guilt w-ith rcspt~et to oneself: tpwd quis ex culpa. sua damnum 

.'feTJtit, non intdlisitur damnum sentire: the damage that one causes 

to oneself by one's own fault is not juridically relevant.) 

· Responsibility and guilt thus express sitnply two aspects of 

legal imputability; only later were they interiorized and moved 

ou~side law. Hence the insuffidency and opadty of every ethical 

doctTine that claims to be fonnfled on these two concepts. (This 

holds both forJonas, who dai~ed to formulate a genuine ''prin

ciple of responsibility" and fo;r Levina~t who, in a. much more 

co;nplex fashion, transformed the gesture of tbe sponsor into the 

ethical gesture par excellem:.·t:.) This insufficiency and opacity 

emerges clearly every timt~ the borders that separate ethics from 

Jaw are trac~L Let us consider two examples, which are very far 
from each t;th~:r as to the gravity of the facts they concern but 

which coincide with respect to the distinguo they imply. 
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During the Jerusalem trial, Eichmann's constant line of defense 

was dearly expn:~ssed by hii$ lawyerr Robert Serviatus. with these 

words: "Eichmann feels himself guilty before God, not the law." 

Eichmann (whose implication in the extermination e>f the Jews 

W(.I.S well documented, even if his role was probably different from 

that which was argued by the prosecution) actually went S(J f<u· as 

to declare that he wanted ''to hang himself in public" in order to 

"liberate young Germans from the weight of guilt." Yet1 until the 

endJ he continued to maintain that his guilt before Got! (who was 

for him only a hiihcrer Sinn~J.striiger, a higher bearer of meaning) 
could not he legally prosecuted. l11e only possihle explanation 
for this insistence is that, whereas the assumption of moral !,TU.ilt 
seemed ethically noble 'to the defendant, he was unwilling to 

assume any lcgai·guHt (although, from an ethica1 p~int of view, 

legal guilt should have been less serious than nwral guilt). 

Recently. a group of people who once had bekmged to a polit

ical organization of the extreme Left published a communique in 

a newspaper, declaring political and moral responsibility for th(~ 

murder of a police officer committed twenty years ago. ''Nev(~r

theless, such rc.o:;ponsibility,'' the document stated, "cannot he 
transformed ... into a responsibility of penal character." It must 

I 

be recalled that the .:~ssurnption of moral responsibility has value 

only if one is ready to assume the relevant legal consequences. 

The authors of the commtmique seem to suspect this in some 

way, when, in a. significant passage, they assume a responsibility 
tl1at sounds unmistakably juridical, stating that they contributed 
to ucreat:ing a climate that led to murder." (But the offense in 
(1uestion, tht~ instigation to commit a crime, is of cou.rse wipt~d 
out) ln every age, the gesture of assuming a juridical responsibil
ity when one i:s innocent has heen considered noble; the assump

tion of political or moral responsibility without the assumption 

of tlw con-~sponding legal const~quences, on the od,ler hand, has· 

2] 
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always characterized ·the arrogance of the mjghty (consider Mus

soHni's beh.wior, f(,r (",;xample, with respect to the case of Giacomo 

Matteotti, the m~mbcr <>f the Italian parH1;1ment who was assnssi

nated by unknown killen: in 1924). But today in Italy these models 

have been reversed and the con~rite assumption of moral respon
sibilities is invoked at every occasion as an exemption front the 
responsibilities demanded hy law. 

H.ere the confusion betwt!en ethical categories and juridical 

categories (w.ith the logic of repentance implied) is absoluH~. T'h:is 

confusion lies at the origin of the many suiddt~:s commhted to 

escape trial (n()t only tlwse of Na1j criminals), in which the tacit 

assumption of moral guilt atten~pts to 'cornpensate for legal guilt. 

It is worth remembering that the primary responsibility for this 
confusion lies not in Catholic d()Ctrine, which indudes a sacra

ment whose: function is to free the sinner of guilt, but rad1er in 

secular etbks (in its well-meaning and dominant versi(ln). After 

having raised juridical categories to the status of supreme ethical 

categories ~tnd thereby irredeemably confusing the fields of law 

~thics, secular ethics stiH wants u~ play out its distinguo. But 

ethics j8 the sphere that recognizes nejther guilt nor responsibil

ity; it is, as Spin:oza knew. the- doctrine of the happy life. To 
assume guilt and responsibility .;....which can, at times, be neces

sary- is to leave the territory of ethics and enter that of law. 

Whoever has made this difficult st~:p cannot presmne to return 
through the door he just closed behind him. 

1.8 The e~xtreme figure of the ''gr•'Y zone .. is the Sonde.rkom
ma.ndo. The SS used the euphemism '"special team" to refer to this 
group of deportees responsiblt": for manag.jng th<~ gas chambers 

and crematoria. Their task was to lead naked prisoners,to their 
death in the gas chambers ;md rnaint:il.in order among them; they 
then had to drag out the corpses, st<'linecl pink and green by th(; 



THE WITNE:Ss 

cyanotic add, <md wash the:m with W<lter; make sure that no valu

able objects ·were hidden in the or.ifices of the bodies; extr.Kt g()ld 

teeth from the corpses' jaws; cut the women's hair and \Vash 11 

with ammonia chloride; bring the. corpses .into the crematoria and 
oversee the:ir inc.inemtion; and, fi1Mlly, empty out thl.'~ ovens of the 

ash that remained, Levi wr)tes: 

Concerning these squads, vagm~ and mangled rurnors alr~~ady dr· 

culated among us during our imprisonnwnt and were confirm~d 

afterward .... But the. intrinsic horro-r of this human condition has 

imposed a sort c.1f reSt;'.tve on allt·he testinwny, so that even. today it is 

difficult to con.jure up an image of "what it meant" to be .forci~d to 

exercise thi!i trade; fm months .... Oni~ of thern declared: "Doing this 

work, one either gncs crazy tl1e first day or gets accuatomcd to it:' 

Another,1l1ough: ''Ce.ttainly, I could have killed myself or got myself 

killed: but I wanted to smviH~, to avenge myself and hear witne~!l. 

You mustn't think that W{' are Jnonsters; 've are the same as you, 
only much morf: unhrppy!' ... One cannot expect from men who 

have known such extreme destitution a de.po->ition. in 'the juridica] 

sense, but something that is at once a bm~nl, a curse; an expiation, 

an attempt t'-' jus:tify and rehabilitat~. oneself ... , Conceiving and 

organizing the sqm\ds was National Soc:iaHsru's most demonic crime 

(Levi 1989: .52··3). 

And ye.t Levi recalls that a witness, Miklos Nyszli, one of the 

very few who survived the last "special team" of Ausdw;itz, re

cotmted tl:lit1 during a "work" break he took part in a .socn:~r match 
hct\veen the SS and reprt~sentative.s of the Sonderkommand(l, "Other 

men of the SS and the rest of the squad are present at the game; 
they take sides, het, applaud, urge the players on as if, rather tlmn 
at the gates of hell, the game were taking place on the village 
green" (Levi 1989: .5 S). 
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This Inatch might stl"ike somc<me as a brid" pause of humanity 

in the middle of an infinite horror. I, like the witnesses 1 instead. 
view this match, this rnoment of normalcy. as the t1·ue horror of 

the camp. For we can perhaps U1ink that the rnas~ac:res are over·~" 
even ifhe.rc and there they are :i'epeated, not so £u away from us. 

But tha.t match is never over; it conttnues as if unintcnuptcd. It is 

the perft~ct and eternal cipher ~·f the ''gray zone," which knows 
no tim~ and is in every place. llt~ncc the anguish and shame of the 

survivors, "the ~nguish inscribe<! ill: everyone of t'he 'tohu-bohu~' 

of a deserted and empty universe crushed under the spirit of God 

hut fron1 which tht~ spirit of ma1i is absent: not yet born or oln~ady 

ex.tinguishedn (L<!vi 1989: 8S). B~t aho hence our shame, the shame 

of those who did not knovv the camps and yet, ·without knm\ri:n g 

how, are spe<.;ta.tors of that nJatch, whkh repeats itself in every 

match in our stadiums, in every tele,,is.ion broadcast. in t:he nor~ 

malcy of everyday life. If we do not succeed i:n understanding th<'lt 
match, in stopping it, there wm :never he hopt·. 

1.9 In Gret:~k the word for witness is mart:is, martyr. T~e first 

Church l1athers coined the ·word martiriu.m from martis to .indicatt~ 

the death of persecuted Christians, who thus bore witness to their 

faith. What happened in the camps has little to do with mar

tyrdom. 'f'he survivors are unanimous ahout this. "By <.~alling the 

victims of the Nazis 'mart1ts,t we falsify their fate" (Bettclh-dm 

1979: 92). Nevertheless. the concepts of ~'witnessing" anr! '•mar

ty-rdom" can be li~1ked in two ways .. The first c()ncerns the Greek 

term itself~ dc~rivcd as it is from the verb meaning "to remember:' 

The survivor's vocation is to ren:iemb~r; he cannot not remernher. 
••The memories of my impriso1i.n.1ent are much more vivid and 
detailed than those of anything el~(~ that happened to me before 
or after" {Levi 1997~ 225). "I still have a vi.sual and a<:oustic mem

ory of the experiences there that I cannot explain .... sentences i11 
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languages I do not know have remained etched in my memory~ 
like on a magnetic tape; I have repeated them to Pole:> and Hun· 

garic:ms and have he en told that the sentences are. me<mingful. For 

!lome Teason that I cannot explain, something anom~rlous hap

pened to me, I would say almost an unconscious prepar<:ttion for 

bearing w.itnes:/' (ibid.: 220). 

The second point of connection is even more profound, more 

instructjve. 'The study of the first Chrh;tian texts on martyrdom -

for example, Tertullian~s Scorpiacus ---1·eveals some unexpected 

teachings. The Church Fathers were. coTtfronted by heretical grmJps 

that reje{'ted martyrdom because, in their eyes, it eonstitut1~d a 

who11y senseless death (perire sine causa). What meaning could he 

found in professing one's faith before men·- persecutors and cxe~ 

cutioners- who would understand nothing of thjs undertaking? 

G()d could not desire something without meaning. ''Must inno

cents suffer these things? ... Once and for all Christ inuno]ated 

himself f(,r us; onct; and for aU he was killed, precisely so that we 

would not be killed. If he asks for t1H~ same in return. is it pt!r
haps hee~msc he too expects ~:Jalvation in my death? Or should one 

perhaps tJ1ink that God demands the blood of men even while h(~ 

disdains that of bulls and goats? Flow could God {;ver cl<;~sire the 

death of someone who is not <l sin.ncr?" Tho;:~ doctrine of martyr

dom tlu~refon~ justifies the sc;mdal of a meaningks::; death, of an 

t~ecution tbat could only appe•1r as al~~trd. Confronted ~·vith the 

spcctaclt- of a death that was appart;ntly ri;;e ca11sa,_ the refcr~..nce 
to Luke 12: 8··--9 and to Matthew 10: 32·-33 ('Whosoever th~:re

f()rt~ shaH confess me hefme men, him will I confess also before 
, my Father which is in heaven. Hut whosoever shall deny me 

before men, him will L also deny before rny Father which is in 

heaven") made it possible to interpret martyrdom as a divine 

command and, thus, to find a re<.~~on f~>r th<~ irrationaJ. 

Hut this hi.tS very much w do with the camps. For what appears 
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in t11e <:amps is an extermination for which it may he possible to 
find precedents, but whose forms make it absolutely senseless. 
Survivors are also in agreement .on this. ''Even to us, what we had 

to tell would start to seem unimaginable" (Antelme ·i992.: 3). "All 

the attempts at clarifkation.,;. failed ridiculously" (Amery 1980: 

vii). "l am i.rritated hy the attempts of some religious extrembts 

to iuterprd tbe exterrninat:i6n according to the nianner of the 

prophets: as a punishment for our sins. No! I do not accept this. 

Wbat is terrifying is that it was S(~nsdess ... :' (Levi 1997: 219). 

The unfortunate term "'holocaust" (usuaily with a capital "H") 

arises from this uncon.'idous demand to justify a death that is sine. 

causa-- to gi\>;e me<lning hack to what seemed im~omprehensihle. 
"Please excuse me, I US(~ this term 'Holocaust' reluctantly hecat1se 

l do not like it. But l use it to be understood. Philological1y, it is ci. 

mistake .... " (ibid.: 243). "It is a term that. when it first arose, 

gave me a lot of trouhle; then I learned that it was '1Nit:sel him.se.lf 
who had coined it> then regretted it and wanted to tak<.~ it back" 

(ibid.: 219). 

1.10 The history of an incorn~ct term can also prove instructive. 

';Holocaust'' is the scholarly transcription of the Latin holoca!Js
turn which, in turn, is a translation of the Greek ten:n holocaustos 
(which is, however, an adjective, and which means "completely 

burned"; the corresponding Greek noun is holocaustanw). The 
semantic historv of the term is (~ssentially Christian, since the 

J . .. 

Church Fathers used it to translate- in fact with neither rigour 

nor cohereiice- the complex ~5a.crificial doctrjne of th<~ Bihle (in 

pttrtkular, of Leviticus and Deuteronomy). Leviticus n;duces all 

sacrifices to four fundamental types: olah, 1wttat. shelamin, minha. 
As Marcel Mauss and Henri Hubert write in "The Nature and 

Function of Sacrifice/' 
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Tlw names of two of these are sig~tificant. Tht~ hatlal: was t!1e sacri·· 

fice employed especially to expiate the sin called hatrat or hatrwh, 

the dd1nitionohvllich given iu. Leviticus is mtfottt.matel_y extremely 

vague. The shelnmirl is a communion sacriHc(~\ a sacrifice' of thanks

giving, of alliance, of vows. As for tlw terms 'olah and minlw, they 

a.re pun:ly df:.sc.riptive. b;ch recalls one of the special operations of 

sacrifice: the latter .• the presentation of the victim, if it is of veg·· 

eta.ble matter~ the fm·mer, the dispatch of the oH!:~ring to the divinity 

(Mwss and Hubert 1964: 16). 

The Vu1gate usuaHy translates olah by holoccwstum (holocausti 

oblatio); hattat by oblatio; sbelt1min by lwsUe1 pacificorum; minha by 
hostia pro peccato. The terrn holocmutum is transmitted from the 

Vulgate tu th~ Latin Fathers, who used it primarlly in the many 
commcnta~ies of the Holy \Vrit to indicate the sacrifices of the 

Hebrews. (Thus in Hilarius, In P.wlmata, 6S. 23: holocausta sunt 

inte[J~""CI lwstiarum corpora.. quia tota ad i&nem .mcrdlcii dderehan
tm; holoccrnsta sunt nunwpata.) Two points are particularly im

portant here. First, .early on, the Church Fathers l.,lsed the term 

in its literal sense· as i.l polemical weapon against the Jews, to 
condemn the uselessness of blood)' sacrifices (Tertullian's tt:~xt, 

whkh refers to Mardon, is exemplary: QjJiJ stuhius .... quam 

sacrif1ciarum cruentorum et Jwlocamtomatum nidorosurvm a deo 

exaccio? "What is more foollsh than a god who demands bloody 
sacrifices and holocausts that smell of burnt :t(~mains t' Adversus 

.tfatcionem 5, 5; cf. also Augustine, C. Famtusm, 19. 4). Second, 

the term ''holocaustum', is. extend<~d as a n1etaphor to include 

Christian martyrs,. such that their torture is equated with sac

rifice (Hilarius, In P.mlmat(J, 65, 23: .Mart)'res in .J1dei testimonium_ 

corpora sua holrJcausta nJvewnt.). Christ's sacrifice on the cross 

is thus uhirnately defined as a holocaust (Augustine. In Evmw . 
.Joab., 41. 5: se in holocausturri olJtulerit in cruce lcsus; Rufinus, 
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Origines in Lev1ticum, 1, 4: balocaustum .... carnis, eius per lignum 

crucis oblatum). 
Thus begins the scm<mtic m:igration by which the term "holo· 

. caust'~ in vernacular languages graduaUy acquires the rneaning of 

the "supreme sacrifice in the sphere. of a complete devotion: to 

sacred and superior motives:' In English. the term appears in its 

literal sen.se in Tindale (Mark xii. 33: "A greater thyngc than all 

holocanstes and sacrifises") and H. More (Apoca1. Apoc. 101: "In 

the latter part thereof stands the altar of Holocausts"). The term 

appears in its metaphorical sense ii-I Bp. Alcock (1Yfons .Perfect C 

iija: "Very true obedyence is an holocauste oflna1·tyrdom made to 

Cryste"), J. Beaumont (l),~che x:xiv. cxdv: "The perfect holocaust 

of generous lave") and Milton~ where a signifies a complete con

sumption. by fire (Samson 170~: "'Like that self~begotten bird In 

the Arabian woods embost, That no second knm~'s n()r third, And 

lay er<~while a Ho1ocause'). Jt is repeated, 'over and over again, 

through to the twentieth century (for example, Hamard_ Commons 

6 March, 1940! rcth'~ general holoc·aust of civilized standards") 

(Oxford Euslish Dictiona~y 1989.: 315). 
But the tenn's usage in poiemics against theJ~~ws also has a 

history, eve~ if it i:s a secret on:e not recorded by diction~nies. In 

the c(mn<~ of my rest~arch on sovereignty; I happened upon a pas

sage by a medieval chronicler ~1at const\tutes, to my knowledge, 

the first use of holocaust with reference to a massacre of Jews, in 

this case in a violently anti-Semitic fashion. Richard of Duizes tes

tifies that 011 the day of tbe coronation of Richard 1 (1189), the 

inhabitants of L(mdon engaged in a particularly bloody pogrom: 
1'The very day of the coronation of the king, <tt about the hour in 

whid1 the Son was bun1t for the Fathei~ they hegan in London to 

. burn the Jews for their father the dt~rnon (incoeptum est in civitate 

Lundoniae immolare-Judaeos patti suo diabolo); and the celebration 

of this mystery_ lasted so long that the holocaust could not be 
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completed before the next day. And the othet cities and tovn1s of 

the region imitated. the faith of the inhabitants of London and, 
with the same devotion, sent their bloodsuckers to hell (pari devo
tione suas sanguim.qas cum .'\an.quine tmmmisenmt od ir!fi;msf (Car

dini 1994: 131 ). 

1nsofar as it impli.e~ the substitution of a literal express.ion 

with an attenuated Ol' altered expression for somdhing that one 

does not ~;ctually want to hear mentioned,. the formation of a e:u

phemism alwaJs involves ambiguities. In this case, however, the 

ambiguity is intolerable. The je\vs also use a euphemism to indi

cate the extermjnation. They use the term so~ aht which mean.s 
"devastation~ catastrophe" and, in the Bible, often impli<~s the idea 

of a divine punishrn.ent (as jn lsaiah 10:3: "What will you do in 

the. day of punishment. when theso'ah will come from a.br?"). 

Even if Lev.i. probahly :refers to this term ·when he speaks of the 

attempt to interpret the extermination as a punishment for our 

sins, his use of the cuphernism contains no mockery. In the case of 

tbe tenn "holocaust,u by contrast, the att.;:mpt to estahlish a .C<)n

necti<m, however distant, between Auschwitz and the Biblical 

olah and betw<;en death in the gas chamber and the 1'complete 

devotion to sacred 01nd superior rnotives" cannot but sotmd ·like a 

jest. Not only does the term imply an unacceptable equation be ... 

tween crematoria and altars; it also continues a semantic heredity 

that is from its inception anti-Semitic. This .is why we will never 

make use of this term. 

1.11 Several years ago, when I published an artide on the <:on-· 
centration camps in a French newspaper, someone ·wrote a letter 

·to the editor in which, among other f::rim.es, l was accused of hav~ 
ing sought to '(rub1 the m1iqne and unsayab1e character of Ausch
witz:' I have often asked myself what the author of the letter 

could haYe had in mind. The phenomenon of Auschwitz is unique 
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(certainly in the past, and we can only hope for the future). As 

Levi points out: "Up to the moment of this writing, and notwith

standing the horror of Hiroshima arid Nagasaki, the shame of the 

Gulags, the useless and bloody Vietnam v•.rar, the Cambodian self

genocide, the de.mparecidos in Argentina, and the many atrocious 

and stupid wars we have seen since, the Nazi concentration camp 

still remains an unicum,. both in its extent and its quality" (Levi 

·-1989: 21). But v.rhy unsayable? Why confer on extermination the 

prestige of the mystical? 

In the year 386 of our era, in Antioch, John Chrysostom 

composed his treatise On the Incomprehensible Nawre qj' God. He 

opposed those who maintained that God's essence could be under

stood, on the grounds that "everything that He knows of Himself 

we can also easily find in ourselves:' Vigorously arguing against 

his adversaries in affirming the incomprehensibility of God, who 

is "unsayable" (aaetos), ''unspeakable" (anekdiegetos), and "un~ 

writable" (anepigraptos), John well knew that this was precisely the 

best vvay to glorify ( doxan didonai) and adore (proskuein) Him. Even 

for the angels, after al1, God is incomprehensible; but because of 

this they can glorify and adore Him, offering Him their mystical 

songs. John contrasts the angelic hosts with those seeking in vain 

to understand God: "those ones [the angels] glorify, these ones 

seek to understand; those ones adore in silence, these o-nes give 

themselves work to do; those ones divert their gau~. these ones 

are not ashamed to stare into unsayable glori' (Chrysostom 1970). 

The verb that we have translated "to adore in silence" is, in the 

Greek text, euphemein. Euplwmein, which originally means "to 

observe religious silence," is the origin of the modern word "eu

phemism," which denotes those terms that are substituted for 

other terms that cani10t be uttered for reas_ons of modesty or 

civility~ To say that Auschwitz is "unsayable" or "incomprehen

sible" is equivalent to euphemein, to adoring in silence, a~ one 
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does with a god. Regardless of one's intentions, this contributes 

to its glory. Vve, however, "are not ashamed of staring into the 

unsayahle"- even at the risk of discovering that what evil knows 

of itself, we can also easily find in ourselves. 

1.12 Testimony, however, contains a lacuna. The sutvivors agree 
about this. "There is another lacuna in every testimony: witnesses 

are by definition survivors and so all, to some degree, enjoyed a 

privilege .... No one has told the destiny of the common prisoner, 

since it was not materially possible for him to survive .... I have 

also described the common prisoner when I speak of 'Muslims'; 

but the Muslims did not speak" (Levi 1997: 21 5-16). "Those vvho 

have not lived through the experience will never know; those 

who have will never tell; not really, not completely .... The past 

belongs to the dead .... " (Wiesel 197.5: 314). 

It is worth reflecting upon t11is lacuna, which calls into ques

tion the very meaning of testimony and, along with it, the iden

tity and reliability of the witnesses. "I must repeat: we, the 

survivors, are not the true witnesses .... 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 teH 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 tried, 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 cBscourse 'on 

behalf of third parties,' the story of things seen at close hand, 

not experienced personally. The destruction brought to an end, 

the job cornpleted, was not told by anyone, just as no one ever 

returned to describe his own death. Even if they had paper and 
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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" (Levi 1989: 83-4). 

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 horne witness to and 

that discharges the survivors of authority. The "true'' witnesses, 

thc"complete '"'itnesses," are those V\'ho did not bear witness and 

could not hear witness. They are those who "touched bottom": 

the Muslims, the drowned. The survivors speak in their stead, hy 

proxy, as pseudo-witnesses; they bear witness to a missing testi

mony. And yet to speak here of a proxy makes no sense; the 

drowned have nothing to say, nor do they have instructions or 

memories to be transmitted. They have no "story" (Levi 1986: 

90), no "face," and even less do they have "thought" (ibid.). Who

ever assumes the charge of bearing witness in their name knows 

that he or she must bear wit"ness in the name .of the impossibility 

of bearing witness. But this alters the value of testimony in a 

definitive way; it makes it necessary to look for its meaning in an 

unexpected area. 

1.13 It has already been observed that, in testimony, there is 

something like an impossibility of bearing witness. In 198 3, Jean

Fran9ois Lyotard published Tbe Dyjereml, which, ironically repeat

ing the recent claims of revisionists, opens with a logical paradox: 

You are informed that human beings endowed with language were 

placed in a situation such that none of them is now able to tell about 

it. Most of them disappeared then, and the survivors rarely speak 
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about it. When they do speak about it, their testimony bears only 

upon a minute part of this situation. How can you know that the 

situation itself existed? That it is not: the fruit of your informant's 

imagination? Either the situation did not exist as such. Or else it 

did exist, in which case your informant's testimony is false, either 

because he or she shou]d have disappeared, or else because he m she 

should remain silent. ... To have "really seen with his own eyes" a 
gas chamber would be the condition ·which gives one the authority 

to say that it exists and to persuade the unbeliever. Yetit is still nec

essary to prove that the gas chamber was used to kill at: the time it 

was seen. The only acceptable proof that it was used to kill is that 

one died from it. But if one is dead, one cannot testify that it is on 

account of the gas chamber (Lyotard 1988: 3). 

A few years later, Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub elaborated 

the notion of the Shoah as an "event without vdtn esses." In 1990, 

one of the authors further developed this concept in the form of a 

commentary on Claude Lanzmann's fiJm. The Shoah is an event 

without witnesses in the double sense that it is impossible to bear 

witness to it from the inside- since no one can bear witness from 

the inside of death, and there is no voice for the disappearance of 

voice- and from the outside- since the "outsider" is by defini

tion excluded from the event: 

It is not really possible to tell the truth, to testify, from the outside. 

Neither is it possible, as we have seen, to testify fr·om the inside. I 

would suggest that the impossible position and the testimonial effort 

of the film as a ·whole is to be, precisely, neither simply inside nor 

simply outside, but paradoxically, both inside and (JUtside: to create a 

c(Jnnection that did not exist during the war and does not exist today 

between the inside and the olltside -·-to set them both in motion and in 

dialogue with one another (Felman and Laub 1992: 232)~ 
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This threshold of indistinction henveen inside and ouudde 

(which. as we shall sec, is anything hut a "connection~t or a "(Ha

logue13) could have led to a comprehension of the structure of 

testimony; yet it is precisely this threshold that Felman fails to 

interrogate; Instead of developing her pertinent analysis, the au·
th.or derives 11n aesthetic possibility from a logical impossibility, 
through recourse to the metaphoi- of song: 

What makes the power of the testimony in the film and what con:>ti~ 

tutc:s in general the impact of the film is not the words but dtt' 

equivocal. puzzling rdation between words and voic(~. the interac

tion, that is, between: words, voice, rhythm, melody, images, writ· 

ing, and silence, Each testimony speaks to us hcyond its words, 

beyond its melody, like the unique perfonnance of a singing (ibid.: 

277-7S). 

To explain the paradox of testimony through the deus. <~x 

machina of song is to aestheticize testimony- something that 

Lanzmann is careful to avoid. Neither tln~ poem nor the song can 

interv{:ne to save in-ipossible testimony: on the contrary, it :is testi

mony, if arl.ything, that founds the possibility of the poem. 

1.14 The inccnnprehen.si<>n of an honest mind is often instTuc

tive. Prim.o Levi. who did not like ''hscure authors, was attracted 

to the poetry of Pau.l :celan,. even if he dicl not truly succeed in 

understanding it.ln a brief essay, entitled "On Obscure \Vriting," 

he distinguishes Celan from those who wt'ite obscurely out of 

contempt for the reader or lack of expressivity. The obscurity of 

Celan' s poetics makes, Levi think jnstead of a "pre-suidde. a not

wanting-to-he, a flight from the world for which a willed death 
appears as completion:' The extraordinary operation accomplished 

b.Y Celan on the German language, which has so f11sdnated Cclan's 
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read~rs. is compared by Levi-~ for reasons ';r,rorth reflecting on ··-· 

to an inarticulate babble or the gasps of a dying man. ((This dark~_ 
ness that grows from page to page until the la~t inarticulate bah~ 

hi<~ fills one with consternation lik(; the gasps of a dying man: 

inde<::d, it is just that. It enthralls us as whirlpools enthrall us, 

but at the same tin'l.c it rohs us of what was supposed to be said 

but \1\ras not said, thus frustrating and distancing us. I think that 

Celan the poet must be considered and moun1.ed rather than imi

tated. If his j:; a message1 it is iost in the 'background noise·.' It is 

not cornmunic;rtion; it is not a. language, or at the most it is a dark 

and maimed language; precisely that of someone ·who is .about to 

die and i.s alone., as we will all he O:lt the mo:ment of death" (Levi 

199fJ: 637). 

In Ausdnvit'l, Levi had already attempted to listen to a11d intet~ 

ptet i"l11 inartic11late babble, sornetbing like a non-hrnguage or a dark 

and maimed language. It was in the days that foHcnYcd tbe libera

tion of the camp. when the Russians rnoved tht~ survivors from Bun a 

to the (1hig camp" of Anschv\'itz. 1-Iere Levi's attention was imnH>· 

<liatdy drawn to a child the d~;portees called Hurbinek: 

Hurhinck wa:. ;i nr..)hody, a child of death, a child of Al.l.scbwitz. He 

looked about three years old, 110 one kn{"w anything ofhim, he conld. 

not speak and had no name.; that curious name, Hurhinek, had heen 

given to him by us, perhaps by one of the wom.en who had inter

pi·cted with· those syUablt;s one of the ina.rtkulate so\lnds that th.t; 

bahy let out no\v and again. He was paralyzed from the waii:>t down, 
with <ltrophied legs, as thin as sticks; but bis eyes, lost in his tl:iangu

lar and wasted face, flashed .terribly alivl'~, full of demand, assertion, 

of the will to break loo~e. to shatter the tomb of his. dumbness. Tbt' 

speech he lacked) which no one had bothered to teach him, the need 

of sp(~ech charged his sta.re with explosive urgency (Lev.i 1986: 191). 
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Now at a certain point Hurbinek hegins to repeat a word over 

and over again, a word that no one in the camp can understand 

and that Levi doubtfully transcribes as mass-klo or matisklo. "Dur

ing the night we listened carefully: it was true, from Hurbinek's 

corner there occasionally came a sound, a word. It was notJ ad

mittedly, always exactly the same word, but it was certainly an 

articulated word; or better, several slightly qifferent articulated 

words, experimental variations of a theme, on a root, perhaps 

even on a name" (Levi 1986: 192). They all listen and try to deci

pher that sound, that emerging vocabulary; hut, despite the pres

ence of all the languages of Europe in the camp, Hurbinek's word 

remains obstinately secret. "No, it was certainly not a message, it 

was not a revelation; perhaps it was his name, if it had ever fallen 

to his lot to be given a name; perhaps (according to one of our 

hypotheses) it meant 'to eat,' or 'bread'; or perhaps 'meaf in 

Bohemian, as one of us who knew that language maintained .... 

Hurbinek, the nameless, whose tiny forearm- even his- bore the 

tattoo of Au~chwitz; Hurbinek died in the first days of March 

1945, free but not redeemed. Nothing remains of him: he bears 

witness through these words of mine" (ibid.). 
Perhaps this was the secret word that Levi discerned in the 

"background noise" of Celan's poetry. And yet in Auschwitz, Levi 

nevertheless attempted to listen to that to which no one has borne 

witness, to gather the secret word: mass-klo, matisklo. Pethaps 

every word, every writing is born, in this sense, as testimony. This 

is why what is borne witness to ca~not already be language or 

writing. It can only be something to which no one has borne wit~ 

ness. And this is the sound that arises from the lacuna, the non

language that one speaks when one is alone, the non-language to 

which language answers, in which langu<tge is born. It is neces

sary to reflect on the nature of that to which no one has borne 

witness, on this non-language. 
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1.15 Hurbinek cannot bear witness~ since he docs not have lan

guage (the speech that he utters is a sound that is uncertain and 

meaningless: mass-klo or matisklo). And yet he "bears witness 

through these words of mine:' But not even the survivor can bear 

witness completely, can speak his own lacuna. This means .that 

testimony is the disjunction between two impossibilities of bear

ing witneSSi it means that language, in order to bear witness, 

must give way to a non-language in order to show the impossibil

ity 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, to the pure unde

cidability of letters (m-a-s-s-k-1-o, m-a-t-i-s-k-1-o). 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 
11 lacuna" that constitutes human language, collapses, giving way 

to a different impossibility of bearing witness- that which does 

not have language. 

The trace of that to which no one has borne witness, which 

language believes itself to transcribe, is not the speech of lan

guage. The speech of language is born where language is no 

longer in the beginning, where language falls away from it simply 

to bear witness: "It was not light, but was sent to bear witness to 

the light:' 
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CHAPTER Two 

The Muselmann 

2.1 'fhc untestifiable, that to which no one has borne wit.ness, 

has :a name. In the ja.rgon of the camp, it is der .Musdmonn, literally 
"the Muslim.'' 

The so~called_ Jl1melmann, as the camp Jangtliigc: termed the p1·isoner 

who was giving up and w~s given up by his C()mrades, no longer had 

room in his consciousness fo.r the contrasts good or had, nohle M 

base, intellectual or unintdlectual. He w11s a staggering corpse, a 

bundle of physical functions in its bst convu}$ions. As hard as it may 

he for us to do so, we must exclude him from om considc.rations 

(Amery 1980: 9). 

(Again the lacuna in testimony, one which is now consciously 

affirmed.) 

I rem<~mber that while we were going down the stain leading to the 

baths, they had us accomp.1nicd by a group of MtFclmiinne.t, as we 

l<1ter called them ...... mummy-men, the living dead. They ma.de tbmn 

go down the stairs with us only to show them to us. as if to say, 

"you'll be.c:ome like them'' (Carpi 1993: 17). 
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'TI1 e SS man was walking slowly. looking at the Muslim who was 

corning toward him. We looked to t])e left, to see what would hap·· 

pen. Dn,ggh1g his 1vooden dogs .• the dull-'.vitted and aimles_s crea

ture ended up bumping right into th~ SS officer, who yelled at him. 

aud gave him a. lashing on the htad. Tht~ Mu.slim stood still, ,~:ithout 

realizing what had happened. When h~~ received a seconJ and, then, 

a tlli.rd.1ashing because he h;Ud forgotten to tah otT his cap, he began 

to do it on himst'lf, .as he had dysentery. When the SS m.an saw the 

black. stinking liquid begin to cover his dogs, he went cnzy. He 

hur!td himself on top of tbe Muslim and began kicking his stomach 

with aH his sttength. Even after the p<:wr thing had fallen into his 

own excrem~nt, the SS man kept beating his head aml dH,~st. The 

Muslim did.n't def~nd himself. With th~~ first kick, h~~ folded in 

two, and after a few more he. was. dead (Ryn. and Klod::dnsk~ 1987: 

128--29). 

Two phases must be distinguished in the symptoms of m:~lnutJ·ition. 

The first is characterized by wdght loss, muscular asthenia, and pro

!,'rc.ssivc energy lo$S in moveme.llt, At this stage, the org<irdsm is not 

yet det~ply damaged. Aside from the sl_owness of IIwveJnent and the 

kws of strength, those suffering i!om :malnutrition ~till do Jiot show 

any symptom:<. If one disregards a certain degr<~e of excitability and 

irritability, not even psychological changes can· he detected. h wa~ 

difficult to 1·ecognize t:ht~ point of passage into the .second stage. In 

some cases it happened slowly and gnlfilually; in otherli it happened 

ve1·y qttiddy. lt was possible to ascertain that the second phase b\~gan 

when the ~t:.md.ng individual lost a third of his norm.•ll wdght. If he 

continued losing weight, his facial expression also changed. His gaze 

became doudy and his face took on an indifferent, mechanical, sad 

expression. His eyes hecan:re cov<~red by a kind of layer and 11eemed 

deeply set in his face. His skin took on a pale gray color, becoming 

th.iu and hard like paper. Ht\ became ve:ry sensit.iv(~ to ·every kind of 
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.infe:ctio.n and contagion., .especially scabies. Hi~ k~ir het;ame bristly, 

opaque, ~n.d split easily. His head becarne longer, his cheek bones 

and eye sockets became more pronnunced, He hl'e<\thed slo\~'ly: he 

spoke s-::.ftly and with great d.iffindty. Depending on how long he 

held been in this st:;tte of malnutrition, he sutl'ered from small or 

larg~:· edemas. They appeated on his lower ~::yelids and his fc.~t~t and, 

then, on other p<u·ts of his hody dt.~pendi·ng on dte. time of day. In the 

morning, after his night-time. sJe.ep, they were most visible: on his 

face, In the evening, on the other hand, they most easily could b(~ 

seet1 on his feet ;md the lower and upper parts of his legs. Being on 

his feet all the time made all tin~ liquids in him -.cclmtlJhte in the 

lower part ofhis body. As the state IJfmalnutrition.grew, the edem<.~s 

multiplied, especially -on tlwse who had to stand on their feet for 

tmmy hours·- first on the lower part of theit legs. then on thdr 

l;>eh!nds and testicles and even on their abdomens. 'The swe.Jling'$ 

were often accompanied by diarrhea, 'vMch often preceded the~ 

devclopnh!nt of edemas. In this phase, they becan·H~ indiffN·ent to 

everyd1ing happening around them. l11ey excluded themselves ti·om 

all relatJons to thdt environrnent. If they could still move <lround, 

they did so in slow motion, witJwut bending their knees. They shh

en'd since their ho\ly kmpentnre usually feH helow 98.7 degrees. 

Seeh1g them from afar, one ha~J the imprc:~sjoil oL5eeing Ar~tbs pray~ 

in g. This image was the origin of the term uso:~d at Aui:;chv\'itz fo1' 

people: dying of malnutrition: Muslim~ (ibid.; 94). 

No on(: felt compassion forth<~ Muslim, and no one. felt sympathy 

for hirn either. 'l11e othe1· inmates, wlw continually feared for their 

lives, did not: ev~n judge him worthy of being looked at. For tl1e 

pri.sonerf<i who colh.bnratcd, the Muslims we.re a source of anger and 

worry; for the SS, they were merely useless garbage. Every gronp 

thought only about eliminating them, each in its own way (fbi d.; 

127). 
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All th(~ Muselmiinner who finished in the gas chambers have the 

same. story, or more ex:;tctly, have no story; they followed the slope 

down to the bottom. like stn.·am.<; that nm down to the sea. On their 

entryinto the catnp, through basic incapacity. or by misfortune, or 

through some banal incident, they are overcome lldore they can 

adapt themselves; they arc beaten by tirne, they do not begin tQ Je;)rn 

Genuan, to disenungle the infernal knot of laws and prohibitions 

until d1eir hocly is alre;ady in decay, and nothing can .save them from. 

selections m· from de<tth by cxhau...••tion. Their life is short, but their 

number is endk~ss; they, th(~ .t!uselmdnner, the drowne.d, form the 

backbone of the camp, an anonymous 1nass, continually renewed 

and always :idi'ntkal. ofnon-men who march ;md labour in silence, 

the divinr~ spark dead in them, already too empty to really sutTer. 

One hesit.ates to call them living: one hesitates to ca]] their death 

d.c~ath, in the face of which they h;we no fem·, a~ they are too tired to 

underst<wd. 

They crowd my memory with their facdes!l presence, and if I 

could enclose all the evil of our time in oneimage, 1 would choose 

thi.s imag~: whi~~h is fa:miliar to Ille~ an eu1aciatf:~d man~ with head 

dTopped and sh01dder.'i curved, on whose l~1ce and in whose eyes not 

a t1·ace of thought is to he seen (LevU986: 90). 

2.2 There is little agreement on the origin of the term Mmel-· 
marm. As is often the case 'vith jarg<nl, the term is not lacking 

in synonyms. '~The expression was in common use especially. in 

Auschwitz. from whe.rt:~ it spread to other camps as well. ... In 

Majdanek,tlw word was ttnknown. The living dead there were 

termed 'donkeys~; in Dach;ru they w<~re 'cretins,' in Stutthof 

·cripples,' in Mauthansen 'swimmers,' in Neuengamme 'camels,' in 

Buch<~Jnvald 'tired sheikhs; an~ jn the women,s camp known as 

Ravenshttick, Muselweib~r (femak~ Muslims) or 'trinkets"'(SoJsky 

1997: 329nS). 



r H E:: M U S E L M !\ N N 

'I'he most likely expbnation of the teTm can b': found in the 
literal meaning of the Arabic word muslim: the one who submits 

unconditionally to the will of Go·d.. lt is thi.c; meaning that lies at 

the origin of the legends concerning Islam's suppose-d fatalism, 

legends which are f(mnd in Emopean culture starting with the 

Middle Ages (this deprecatory sense ofthc term is present in Euro

pean languages, particularly in Italian). But while the rnuslim's 

resignatj{_m consists in the comriction that the will of Allah is at w~wk 

every moment and in eve.n the smallest events, the Mm·~.dmann of 

A:wKhwitz is instead defined by a loss of aU vvili and conscious

ness. Hence Kogon's statement that in the camps, the "relatively 

Lnge group of men who ha.d long since lost any real will to sur

vive ... were called 'M.c;lslems,- men of unconditional fatalis1n" 

(Kogon 1979: 284). 

There arc other, less convincing explanations. One example 

appears in the .Encydopedi11 Judaica under the entry Musefmorm~ 

"Used main1y at Auschwitz. the tenn appears to derive frnm the 

typical attitude of certa~ deportees, that is, staying crouched on 

the !:,rn:mnd, legs bent in Oriental fashion, faces rigid as ma~ks:' 

Another explanation is suggested by Marsalek1 who associates 

"the typical movements of Muselmiinner, the swaying motions of · 
tlu: upper part of the b(ldy, with I.10lamic prayer rjtuals" (Sofsky 
1997: 329n5)~ There is als-c• the rather improbable interpretation 
of )l:fusdmorm as ilt!uschc:lmann. "shell-man," a man folded and 

dosed upon himself (Levi seems to alhide to this interpretation 

when he ·writes ofuhusk-men•'). 

In any cast':, it is cettain that, with a kind of ferocious in>ny) 

the Jews knew that they would not die at Auschwit't as Jews. 

2.3 This dist~greement eonct~rning the etymology of the term 

.Mu.selnwnn has as .its precise counterpart an uncertainty as to 

the semantic and disciplinary field in which the term shoHld~be 
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situated. It is not surprising that the physician Fejkie], who worked 

for a long time in the concentration camps, tended to treat the 

Jfuselmann as a medical case, beset with a particular malnutri

tional disorder endemic to the camps. To a certain degree; it was 

Bruno Bettelheim '"'ho first considered this issue, when in 1943 

he published his essay "Individual and Mass Behavior in Extreme 

Situations" in the Journalcif Abnormal and Social Psycholom'· In 
1938-39, before being liberated, Bettelheim spent a year in Dachau 

and Buchenwald, \vhich at the time were the two largest Nazi con

centration camps for political prisoners. Though the living con

ditions of the camps during those years cannot be compared to 

Auschwitz, Bctte1heim had seen ,1'/melmdnner with his own .eyes, 

and immediately recognized the novel transformations that Hex

treme situations" produced in the personalities of camp prison

ers. For him, the MITsclmann became the paradigm through which 

he conceived his study ofchildhood schizophrenia, written years 

after he immigrated to the United States. The Orthogenic Schoolj 

which he founded in Chicago to treat autistic children, thus had 

the form of a kind of counter-camp, in which he- undertook to 

teach JJriuselmanner to become men again. There is not one charac

ter trait in Bettclhcim's detailed phenomenology of childhood 

autism described in The Empty Fortress that does not have its 

dark precursor and interpretative paradigm in the behavior of the 

Muselmann. "What V\ras external reality for the prisoner is for the 

autistic child his inner reality. Each ends UJ), though for dH:fcrent 

reasons, ·with a parallel experience of the world" (Bettelheim 

1967: 65). Just as autistic children totally ignored reality in order 

to retreat into an imaginary world, so the prisoners who became 

Muselmanner substituted delirious fantasies for -the relations of 

causality to which they no longer paid any attention. In the semi

cross-eyed gazcj hesitant walk, and stubborn repetitiveness and 

silence of Joey, Marcie, Laurie, and the other children of the 
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school, Bettelheim sought a possible solution to the enigma that the 

Muse/mann had confronted him with at Dachau. Nevertheless, for 

Bettelheim, the concept of"extreme situation" continued to imply 
a moral and political connotation; for him, the Mnselmmm could 

never be reduced to a clinical category. Because what was at stake 

in the extreme situation was "to remain alive and unchanged as a 

person'' (Bettelheim 1960: 158), the .Muselmann in some sense 

marked the moving threshold in \\·hich man passed into non-man 

and in which clinical diagnosis passed into anthropological analysis. 

As for Levi, whose first testimony was a "Report on the By

genic and Sanitary Organization of the Monowitz (Auschv;ritz, High 

Silesia) Concentration Camp for Jews," written in 1946 at the 

request of the Soviet author.ities, the nature of the experience to 

which he was called to bear witness was never in question. uActu

ally, what interests me is the dignity and lack of dignity of man," 

he declared in 1986 to Barbara Kleiner, with a sense of irony that 

probably went unnoticed by his interviewer (Levi 1997: 78). The 

nc\"' ethical material that he discovered at Auschwitz allowed for 

neither summary judgments nor distinctions and, whether he liked 

it, or not, lack of dignity had to interest him as much as dignity. As 

suggested by the ironically rhetorical Italian title Se questa e un 

uomo (literally "If This Is a Man/' translated as Surl'iYal in Ausch-

witz in English), in Auschwitz ethics hegins precisely at the point 

where the 1l1uselmann, the "complete witness," makes it forever 

impossible to distinguish between man and non-man. 

An explicit political meaning has also been. attributed to the 

extreme threshold between life and death, the human and the in

human, that the Muselmann inhabits: 

The Muselmann embodies the anthropological meaning of absolute 

power in an especially r;jdical form. Power abrogates itself in the act 

of killing. The death of the other puts an end to the social relation-
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ship. But by starving the other, it gains time. It erects a third realm, a 

limbo between life and death. Like the pile of corpses, the Musel

manner document the total triumph of power over the human being. 

Although still nominally alive, they are nameless hulks. In the con

figuration of their infirmity, as in organized mass murder, the regime 

realizes its quintessential self (Sofsky 1997: 294 ); 

At times a medical figure or an ethical category, ·at times a 

political Hmit or an anthropological concept, the Muselmann is an 

indefinite being in whom not only humanity and non-humanity, 

but also vegetative existence and relation, physiology and ethics, 

medicine and politics, and life and death continuously pass through 

each other. This is why the Jl1uselmann's "third realm'' is the per

fect cipher ofthe camp, the non-place in ·which all disciplinary 

barriers are destroyed and all embankments flooded. 

2.4 Recently, philosophers and theologians alike have invoked 

the paradigm of the "extreme situation" or "limit situation." The 

function of this paradigm is analogous to the function ascribed by 

some jurists to the state of exception. Just as the state of excep

tion allows for the foundation and definition of the normal legal 

order, so in the light of the extreme situation- which is, at bot

tom, a kind of exception- it is possible to judge and decide on 

the normal situation. As Kierkegaard writes, "the exception ex

plains the general as well as itself. And when one really wants 

to study the gen~ral, one need only look around for a real excep

tion." In Bettelheim, the camp, as the exemplary extreme situa

tion, thus allows for the determination of what is inhuman and 

human and, in this way, for the separation of the 1l1uselmann from 

the human being. 

Referring to the concept of the limit situation and, in particu

lar, to the experience of the Second World War, Karl Barth justly 



THE MUSEI.MANN 

observed that human beings have the striking capacity to adapt 

so well to an extreme situation that it can no longer function as 

adistinguishing criterion. "According to the present trend," he 
wrote in 1948, 

we may suppose that even on the morning after the Day of Judg

ment·-· if such a thing were possible- every cabaret, every night 

club, every newspaper firm eager for advertisements and subscribers, 

every nest of political fanatics, every discussion group, indeed, every 

Christian tea-party and Church synod would resume business to the 

best of its ability, and with a new sense of opportunity, completely 

unmoved, quite uninstructed, and in no serious sense different from 

what it was before. Fire, drought, earthquake, war, pestilence, the 

darkening of the sun and similar phenomena are not the things to 

plunge us into real anguish, and therefore to give us real peace. "The 

Lord was not in the storm, the earthrp1ake or the fire" (1 Kings 19: 

llff.). He really was not (Barth 1960: 115). 

All the witnesses, even those submitted to the most extreme 

conditions (for example, the members of the Sonderkommando), 

recall the incredible tendency of the limit situation to become 

habit ("doing this work, one either goes crazy the first day or 

gets used to it"). The Nazis so well understood this secret power 

inherent in every limit situation that they never revoked the state 

of exception declaredin February 193 3, upon their rise to power. 

In this sense, the Third Reich has been aptly defined as a "Night 

of St. Bartholomew that lasted twelve years:' 

Ausdnvitz is precisely the place in which the state of excep

tion coincides perfectly with the rule and the extreme situation 

becomes the very paradigm of daily life. But it is this paradoxical 

tcl1dency of the limit situation to turn over into its opposite that 

makes it interesting. As long as the state 'of exception and the 
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normal situation are kept separate in space and time, a.s is US\l.ally 
the case, both remain opaque, though they secret1y institute each 

other. But as soon as they show their compHcity, as llappens more 

and more often today, they illuminate each other, so to spe.ak, 

from the inside. And yet this implies that the extreme situation 

ean no longer function as a distinguishing criterion, a.s it did for 

Bettelheim; it .implies that the e"treme situation's ]essnn is rather 

th<lt of absolute immanence, of Heverything being in e.verything." 
In this sense, philosophy can be. defined as the world seen from an 

extreme situation that has be crime the rule (according to some 

ph.ilosophers, .the name of this extreme situation is "God"); 

2.S A1do Carpi. professor of painting at the Academy of Brera, 
was deported to Gusen in February 1944, where he remained 

until May l94S. He managed to survive because the SS began to 

con:unission paintings and draw.ings from him once they discov

ered· his profession. They nwstly commissioned family portraits, 

·which Carpi produc.ed hom photographs; but there were also 

requests for lta1ian l~ndscapes and "Vene.tian nudes/' whkh Carpi 

painted fron1 memory. Carpi was not a realistic painter, and yet 
one can understand wby he wanted to paint the actual scenes and 

'(lgures from the camp. But his commissioners had absolutely no 

interest in such things; indeed, they did not even tolerate the 

sighrof them. uNo one wants camp scenes and figures," Carpi 

notes in his diary, "no one wants to see the Muselmann" (Carpi 

1993: 33). 

Other witnesses confhm this impossibility of gaz:i.ng upon the 

MuseTmann. One account is particularly eloquent,,. even if it is 
indirect. A few years ago~ the English film shot in Berge11-BeJsen 

immediately after the camJ>>s liberation in 1945 was made avafl

ab{e to the public. It is'djfficult to hear the sight of the thousands 

of naked corpses piled in common graves or carried on the shoul~ 
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ders of fom1er camp guards, of those tortured bodies that even 

the SS could not name (we know from wih1esses that under no 
circumstances were they to be called "corp.sest~ or •• cadavers," but 

ratl1er simply Figurer!, figures, dolls). And yet since the Allies 

intended to use this_ footage as proof of Nazi atrocities and make it 

public in Germany~ we are spared no detail of the teJTible specta

de:. At-one point, however, the camera lingers almost by :accident 

on what seem to be living people, a group of prisoners crouched 

on the ground or w~ndering on foot like ghosts. It lasts only a few 
seconds, but it is still long enough for the spectator to realize that 

they are either Muselmi.irmer who have surv:ived by some miracle 

or, at least, prisoners very close to the state of Muselmchmer. With 

the exception of Carpi's-drawings, which he did from memm·y, 

this is [icrhaps the sole image of .Musdmb'nner we have. Neverthe

less, the same c-ameraman who had until the.n patiently lingered. 

over naked bodies. over the terrible ''dolls', dismembered and 

stacked one on top of another, could not bear the sight of these 

half·livlng heingsi he in1medi<~tely began om:c again to show the 

cadavers, As Elias Canetti has noted, a heap ·~r dead bodies is an 

ancient spectacll\ one whi.ch has ofhm satisfied the powerful. But 

the sight of Muselmiinnel' is an abso]utely new phenomenon, un~ 

bearable to human· eyes. 

2.6 What no one wants to see at any cost. however, is the "core" 

of the camp~ the fatal threshold the1t all prisoners are constantly 

about to cross. HThe A1uselmmm stage was the great fear of the 

prisoners~ since not one of them knew when his fate would he

come that of the Muslim, the sure candidate for the gas chambers 
or another kind of death'• (Langbein 1972: :113). 

The space of the camp (at least of those carnps, like Auschwitz, 

in which concentration camp and exh~nnin<ttion camp coincide) 

can even be represented as a series of concentric circles thatl like 
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waves, incessantly wash.up against a central non-place, where the 

Muselmann Jives. In camp jargon, the extreme limit of this non

place is called Selektion, the selection procedure for the gas cham

her. This is why the prisoner's most pressing concern was to hide 

his sickness and his exhaustion, to constantly cover over the ilfusel~ 

mann who at every moment was emergingjn him. The entire popu

lation of the camp is, indeed, nothing other than an immense 

vvhirlpool obsessively spinning around a faceless center. But like 

the mystical rose of Dante's Paradiso, this anonymous vortex is 

"painted in our image" (pinta della nostra iffige); it bears the true 

likeness of man. According to the law that what man despises is 

also .what he fears resembles him, the Muse/mann is unjversally 

avoided because everyone in the camp recognizes himself in his 

disfigured face. 

It is a striking fact that although all witnesses speak of him as a 

central experience, the Muselmannis barely named in the histori~ 

cal studies on the destruction .of European 1 ewry. Perhaps only 

now, almost fifty years later, is the Muselmann becoming visible; 

perhaps only-now may we draw the consequences of this visi

bility. For this visibility implies that the paradigm of extermina

tion, which has until now exclusively oriented interpretations of 

the concentration camp, is not replaced by, but rather accom

panied by, another paradigm, a paradigm that casts new· light on 

the extermination itself, making it in some way even more atro

cious. Before being a death camp. Auschwitz is the site of an 

experiment that remains unthought today, an experiment beyond 

life and death in which the 1 ew is transformed into a Muselmann 
and the human being into a non~human. And we vllill not under

stand what Auschwitz is if we do not first understand who or 

what the, Muselmann is -if we do not learn to gaze with him upon 

the Gorgon. 
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2. 7 One of the paraphrases by which Levi designates the Musel
mann is "he who has seen the Gorgon:' But what has the Musel
mann seen, and w·hat, in the camp, is the Gorgon? 

In an exemplary study that draws on literature, sculpture, and 

vase painting, Fran~~ois Frontisi-Ducroux has shown how the Greeks 

conceived of the Gorgon, that horrid female head covered with 

serpents whose gaze produced death and which Perseus, with 

Athena's help, had to cut off without seeing. 

First of all, the Gorgon does not have a fac~ in the sense ex

pressed by the Greek term prosopon, which etymologically signi

fies "what stands before the eyes, what gives itself to be seen." 

The prohibjted face, vdrich cannot be seen because it produces 

death, is for the Greeks a non-face and as such is never designated 

by the term prosopon. Yet for the Greeks this impossible vision is 

at the same time absolutely inevitable. Not only is the Gorgon's 

non-face represented innumerable times in sculpture and vase 

painting; the most curious fact concerns the mode of the Gor

gon's presentation. uGorgo, the 'anti-face,' is represented only 

through a face ... in an ineluctable confrontation of gazes ... this 

antiprosopon is given over to the gaze in its fullness, with a clear 

demonstration of the signs of her dangerous visual effects"- (Fron-

tisi-Ducroux 199.5: 68). Breaking with the iconographical tradi

tion by which the human figure is drawn in vase painting only in 

profile, the Gorgon does not have a profile; she is always pre

sented as a Hat plate, without a third dimension- that is, not as a 

real face_ hut as an absolute image, as something that can only be 

seen and presented. The aorgoneion, which represents the impos

sibility of vision, is what cannot not be seen. 

But there is more. Frontisi-Ducroux establishes a parallel be

tween this frontality, which breaks with the iconographical con

vention of vase painting, and apostrophe, the rhetorical figure 

by which the author, rupturing narrative convention, turns to a 
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character or djrectly to the pu:blic. This means that the impossi

bility of vision of which tht~ Gorgon is the cipher contains some

thing like an apostrophe} a call that cannot be avoided. 

But then "he "vho has sc.eJ) the Gorgon'' e<tnnot be <L sirnple 

designation for the iftl!lselmcmn. If to see the Gorgon means to see 

tlw impossihility of se€ing, then the Gorgon doc.s not nan\e sorne

tJ~jng that exists or that happens iu the camp, something t:h<'lt the 

i~fuselmann, and not the surviYor, would have seen. Ilather, the 

Gorgon designates the i.m.possibHHy of seeing that belongs to the 

camp inhabitant, the one who hzts ''touched bottom" in the carnp 

and has become a non-hurnan. 'fhe il1usclmann has neither seen 

nor known anything, if not: the impossibility of knowing and see~ 

ing. This is why to bear witrH~Ss to the Muselmann. to attempt to 

contemplate the impossibility of seeing, is not an easy task. 

That at the "bottom" of dH~ hurnan being there is nothing 

other than an iinpossibility of seeing- this is th4:; Gorgon, whost:. 

vision transforms the human being into a non-human. Tbat pre

cisely this inhuman impossibility flf seeing is wha.t calls and ad

dresses the human. the apostrophe from which hmn~an beings 

cannot turn away- this and nothing else is testir.nouy. The Gorgon 

and 'he who has seen her and the A1uselmann and he who hears wjt· 

ness to him are one gaze; they are a. single impossibility of seeing. 

2.8 That one cannot truly speak of .. Jiving beings'' when rder

ring to Jfmelmiinner is confirmed by all the witnesses. Amery 

and Bettelheim define them as "walking corpses" (Amery 1980: 

9, Bettdheim 1979: 106). Carpi calls them ''living deadn and 

"mununy-·men" (Carpi 1993: 17); ··one hesitates to callthen:i liv

ing,, writes Levi (1.986: 90). "Finai!y~ you con.fuse the living and 

the dead," writes a witlH!SS of Bergen~Belsen. '(Basically, the dif~ 

Jerence is minimal anyhow. We're skeletons that are still moving; 

and they're skeletons that arc aln=:ady immobile. But there's even 
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a third category: the ones who li<: stretched out. unable to move, 

hut. still breathing slightly'' (Sofsky 1997: .328n2). "Faceless pTes
encesj' or "shadows,', in every case they inhabit "the limit bdween 

life and death"·--.. to cite the title of Ryn's and Klodzinski's stu.dy 
dedicated to the .:Hrrsdm(Jnn} which today l"E';mains the sole mono

graph on the subject. 

But this biological lrnage is: irnmediately accompanied by 
another im.~ge, ·which by co_ntrast seems to contain the tnH~ sen:";c 

of th.e matter. The Museln,wnn is not only or not so much a limit 

between lift~ and death~ rather, he marks the thr<~shold between 
the human and the inhunran. 

The witnesses arc in agreement about this too. ''Non~men who 

march <1nd lah()r in silence, the divine sp;,1.rk dead within them" 

(Levi 1986: 90). "They had to give up n•.sponding to it[thc environ
ment! .at all, and become ohjeets1 hut with this they g;nre up heing 

persons~' (Bettelhcim 1960: 1 Si 2). There is thus a point at which 

human beings. while apparently remaining hmnan beings, cease to 

he human. This point is the /1-fusclmann, and the. camp is his ex em

plary site. But what does it mean for a human being to become a 

non-hru:nan?- ls there. a humanity of human beings that can be dis
tinguished and separated from human beings) biological humanity? 

2.9 What is at srake ln the "extreme situatio~1" is; therefore, 
" .· . 1 l . . , l . u 1 remannng a lUU1iUl 'lemg or not, H~commg a mu:~e mann or 

not. The most irnmediate and common impulse is to interpret 

this lirnit experience in moral terms. It was thus a question of 

trying to preserve dignity and self-respect, even if in the carnp 

dignity and respect could not alwitp he translated into corre

sponding actions. Bettelhclm seems to imply something of the 

kind when he speaks of a "point of no return" beyond which the 

prisoner heeame a Muse.ltnalin: 
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To survive· ~.s a rmn not as a walking cotps(!, as a deb.1sed and 

degraded h11t ~till human being~ one had first and foremost to 

r~main infonned and aware ofwhat made up one's personal point. of 

no return, the point beyond which on<~ wonld neve.r, undet any cir

cumstances, givt'. iu to the oppressor. even if it 1m~ant risking and los· 

ing onf'}S lif,~. It meant being awan~ tha.t if one sul'vived at lht~ price 

of overreaching tl1is point one ·would be holding on to aUf(~ that had 

lost all its mean1ng. It would m~an sun+dng-not witb a lowered 

self-n~sp<~ct, bllt without any (BetteUu:im 1960: 157). 

Naturally, Betlelheim realized that in the extreme situation, 

real freedom and choice '\vcre practica11y 'non-existent and often 

amonnted to the dcgn~e of inner awareness with which one obeyed 

an order: 

This keeping informed and aware of one.'s adiom:- though it could 

not alte,r tiJ~;• re~:~uired aet, save in extremities- this ntinimal distance 

front one's own behavior, and thE~ fret~dom to fed differently about 

it depending or1 its character, this too was what permitted tl1e pris

oner to n~main a human being, It was the giving up of all fcdings. 

all inner re~enrations about one's actions, the letting go of a point 

a.t which one would hold fast no matter what) tho.tt t±lau.ged pris

om~r into moslem .. , . Prisoners who unclerstond thi.s fully, came 

to know that this, and only this, forrn~d tlw Cl'Ucial differenn;. he

tween retaining ont~'s humanity (and oftt>".n lift: itself) and acc~pti.ng 
death as a human heing (or perhaps physical death) (Bettelhdm 

1960: JS8). 

For Bettelheim, the Mt.~selmann is therefore the one '~rho has 

abdicated his inalienable freedmn and has conseqm~ntly lost all 

trace~ of affective life and humanity. Thi~ passage beyond the 

''point of U<) return" is such ; disturbing f~x.pe:rience andt for 
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Bettdheim 1 becomes .such a criterion of lnoTal distinction be
tw(~en human and non~human as to deprive the witness not only 
of aU pity, but a1so of lucidity, bringing him to mistake what ought 

never to be c(mfused. Thus Hoss, the· commander of Auschwitz 

conde:mned in Poland in 1947, is transformed for Bt~ttelhf.~im into 

a kind of '\vcU fed and Wt;U clothed'' Muselmmm. 

:VVhile his physical death came later, he became a living corps(~ from 

the time he <1s.mmed c;rmrmand of Auschwitz. That be rwvcr hecame 

a "moslem~' was hec<mst~ he cont.inu(~d to be >vdl fed and weB 

dothed. But he had to divest himsdf so entir~ly of self -respect ;rnd 

self Jove, of feeling and personality, that fol' all practical purposes he 

wa~ litt:h: mme than a machiTH~ functioning only ;1~ his supt~riors 

flicked the button:'!. of command (Bettelheim 1960: 2.38). 

To his eyes, the tt!usdmann also becomes an improbable and 

monstrous biological machine, lacking not only aU moral con~ 

science, but even sensibility and nervous stimuli. "One might even 

spe<~l.:ilate.', Bette1hchn writes, 

as to ·whether the.s(' organbm'{ had by ·pa$sed the l'eflex t~rc that one{: 

extende.d from e:xtcmal or internal .stimulus vi<l rrontallobes to feel

ing and action .... Prisoners entered the moslem stage wht"..:rl emo

tion could no longer he cooked jn them, .. , Despite their hunger, 

even the food stimulus reached their brajn dearly enough to lead to 

action .... Other prisoners often tried to he nice to them wh<:n they 

could) to give them food and so foJ"th, hut they could rw _longer 

respond to the emotional attih1de that was behind someone's giving 

them food (BetuJheim 1~>60: 152, 1.%). 

Here th(~ principle according to which "no one wants to see 

the Mw·elmann" involves the survivor as wt'.U. Not only does he 
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falsify his ow-n testimony (all the \"'itncsses agree that no one in 

the camps "\\•as good to the Musclmiil]ner',), he does not realize 

that he has transformed hum<Ul heings into an unreal paradigm, a 

vegetative machjnc. '01e sole goal of this paradigrn is tn allo\v at 

any cost for the distinction of whilt, in tlu.~ c<unps, has become 

indistinguishable: the hmnan and. the i.nhmnan. 

2.10 VVhat does it mean "to remain human''? Tbat tht.• answer is 

not easy and the question itself needs t:o h('~ con.s.idered is implicit 

in the survivor's warning: <(Consider if this is a man:~ At issue is 

not a question, but an injunction C'l comrnand these \'\'otds to 

you" [Levi 1986: 11]) that caBs inti) question the V(;ry form of the 
quest'ion- as if the last thing one c<~n expect. here is a stateme,nt 

or a denial. 

Instead, it .is necessary to withclr;lW the meaning of the term 

·~m<.m" to the point at v.,;ldch the very sense of the question is 
transf'orm~::d. It is remarkable that Levi~s and Antdnte~s testi

monies~ ·which were both publisht~d in 1947, seem to en6vage in an 

ironic dialogue on this suhject even in their titles, !f This]~· o .1-tan 

and l11e Human Species. For Antelme~ at issue in the camps was an 

aalmost biological" "claim to belong to the human species, the 
final sentim.ent ofhe1onging to a species: "the neg<~tion of our 

quality as men provokes an almost bi<)logical claim of belonging 

to the human species [especet (Antdme 1992: S-·6~ translation 
slightly emended). 

It is important that Antelme uses the technical tetln espece 
here instead of referring to the more familiar m'lc of le genre 
lwmain. For it is a matter of biological belonging in the strict 

sense (the '\tlrnost" is a euphemisr:n of sorts, a slight scruple be· 

foi·~~ th<.~ unimagined), not of a declaration of Tnf~ta! or political 

solidarity. And preds(:.ly this is what must be "considered/• and 

co'nsitkred J:tOt Js a question of dignity, a:s Bettelhcim seems to 



think. The task is so dark and (!nonnons a:s to coincide with rhc 

one set hy the SS: to take seriously the law of the camp, "pigs, 

not men.'• 

Of the heroes we know nbout, froro t6story Qr from literatl.lH;, 

V\'hether it was kwe tbey cried forth, or solitude, oor vengeance, or 

the anguish of being en of non-heing. wlteth(~r it was humiliathm 

they rose up against, or ir~ust:icc- of th,~se heroes we do not helieve 

that tht~y ·were ever able to express Js their last .md only claim an 

ultimat~: sense of belonging to the human race. To say that one J(•.lt 

oneself contested as a man, as a member of the human specie..~- may 

look like a feeling disco\'crt~d in t€;trosp.ect, ::m ~·xplamtion anived at 

aftcrw•1rds. An!-1 yet it was that w<~ felt most <:one~tmHly and immedi

ate] y, and that- exactly that -· w<os whfttthe others wanted (ibid.! 

translation slightly emended). 

What is the 1'uhimate" sense ofbelonging to thehutnan species? 

And does .such a sense exist? For many, the ,Mitselmrmn seems to 

,:·onstitute nothing other than an aHswer to this question. 

2.U Levi begins to bear >'\'itness only after dd.tmnanization has 

been achieved, only once it no longer makes a.ny sense to speak of 

(hgnity. He is the only one who co.nsdousl)' sets out to bear wit

ness in place of the Ahr.\e.lmiinner, the drowned, those who were 

demolislwd and who touched bottom. It is implicit in rna.ny testi·· 

monies that at Ausch'''itz everyone somehow set their human dig

nity aside, But perhaps no,vhere is this expressed as dearly as in 

the passage in The Drowned and the Saved in which L<:~vi evokes the 

strange desperation that overcame the pi·isone.rs at the moment 

of liberation: "Just as they felt they were aw.in becoming men) 

that is, responsible .. :• (Levi 1989~ 70). 'l'he survivor is therefore 

familiar with the common necessity of degradation; he knows 
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that humanity and responsibility are something that the deportee 

had to abandon when enteringthe camp. 

It is important that certain indh·iduals -·pious Chaim, taciturn 

Szabo, sage Robert, courageous Baruch- did not give in. Buttes

timony is not for them; it is not for the ''het.tt;r ones?' And even 

if they had not cl:ied- but "the best all died" (ibid.: 82)- they 

would not be the witnesses; they would not he able to bear 'Wit

ness to the camp. Perhaps to something else- their own faith, 

their own strength (and this is precisely what they did, in dying) 

-hut not to the camp. The"complcte witnesses," those for whom 

bearing witness makes sense, "had already lost the ability. to 

observe, to remember, to compare and express themselves" (ibid.: 

84 ). To speak of dignity and decency in their case would ·not be 

decent. 

When one of his friends tried to convince him that his sur

vival was providential, that he had been "marked, chosen," Levi 

responds with contempt- "Such an opinion seemed monstrous 

to me" (ibid.: 82). Levi suggests that to claim that a recognizable 

good was 1~.ept at Auschwitz, that something precious was in the 

camp and carried out into the normal world, is not acceptable 

and does not bear witness to the good. This too is the meaning of 

. the thesis that it is not thp---"best, those predestined t~ do good, 

the bearers of a message" who survive (ibid.: 82). The survivors 

are not only "worse" in comparison with the best ones·- those 

whose strength rendered them less fit in the camp- they are 

also "worse" in comparison with the anonymous mass of the 

drowned, those whose death cannot be called death. This is the 

specific ethical aporia of Auschwitz: it is the site in which it is not 

decent to remain decent, in which those who believed themselves 

to preserve their dignity and self-respect experience shame with 

respect to those who did not. 
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2.12 In The Notebooks ~f Malte Laurids Brigge, R.ilke provides a 

famous description of the shame that comes from having pre

served decency and dignity. Encountering some vagrants in the 

streets of Paris, Malte recognizes that, despite his apparent dig

nity and clean collar, the va.brnnts identify him as one of them: 

True, my collar is clean, rny underwear too, and I could, just as I am, 

walk into any cafe I felt like, possibly even on the grand boulevards, 

,~nd confidently reach out my hand to a plate full of pastries and help 

myself. No one would find that surprising; no one ·would shout at 

me or throw me out, for it is after all a genteel hand, a hand that is 

washed four or five times a day .... Though there are still one or two 

individuals, on the Boulevard Saint-Michel for example, or on the 

rue Racine, who are not fooled, who don't give a clarim about my 

wrists. They look at me and know. They know that in reality I am 

one of them, d1at I'm only acting .... And they don't •vant to spoil 

my fun; they just grin a little and wink at me .... \Vho <~rc these 

people? What do they want of me? Are they waiting for me? How do 

they recognize me? ... For it's obvious they are outcasts, not just 

beggars; no, they arc really. not beggars, there is a difference. They 

are hun)an trash, husks of men that fate has spewed out. Wet with 

the spittle of fate, they stick to a wall, a lamp-post, a billboard, or 

they trickle slowly down the street, leaving a dark, filthy trail behind 

them .... And how did that small, gray woman come to be standing 

at my side for a whole quarter of an hour in front of a store window, 

showing me an old, long pencil that pushed infinitely slowly up out 

of her wretched, clenched hands. I pretended that I was busy looking 

at the display in the window and hadn't noticed a thing. But she 

knew I had seen her; she knew I was standing there trying to figure 

out what she was doing. For I 1mderstood quite well that the pencil 

in itseJf was of no importance: I felt that it was a sign, a sign for the 

initiated, a sign on1y outcasts could recognize; I sensed that she was 
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directing me to go somewhere or do something._ And the strangest 

part was that f couldn•t gt·.t rid of the feeling that th(~re actually 

ex;isted .some kind of secn::t language which this sign bdungecl to, 

and that this scene was after aU something that I should havt~ e:x~ 

pect<:d .... S.ince then, h<~rdly a day has passed without a similar 

t~ncotrnter. Not only in the twilight, but at noon. !n the husiest 

streets, <t little man or au old woman wlll suddenly appear, nod to 

me, show me ~mmething, and then vanish, as if e-rerything neces;;;ary 

were now done. lt i~ po;;sible thrit one fine. day they will decic.J~ to 

come as far as Jny room; tlu~y c~~1tainly know l;~.rhere l live, and th(~y'l1 

manage to get past i:be concierge (Rilke 1983: 38-41). 

Wbat: interests us here is less that .Malte expres.sl~s the funda

mental ambiguity of Rilke's gesture, -vvhi.ch is divided hehveen the 

consciousness of having abandoned every recognizable human 

aspect and of attempting to elude this situation <lt any cost, and hy 
which every descent into the abyss becomes merely a preface to 

the predictable a~cent into the hatits lieux of poetry and nobility. 
What is decisive, ratht~r, is that when confronted wit.h the out" 

casts, Malte realizes that his dignity is a useless comedy, some
thing that Gm only induce them to ''grin a little <md wink" at 1}hn. 

Tl~e sight of them, the intimacy they suggest, is so unbearable to 

Malte that he fears they may one day appear at his house to bring 

shame upon hhn. This is why he takes re.ihge in the B.ibliotneque 
Nationale, among his fellow poets, where th(~ outcasts will :never 

be admitted. 

Perhaps never heforc Auschwitz was the shipwreck of dignity 
in the face of an extre:tne figure of the ht1man and the uselessness 

of self-respect lwfon.: absolute degradation so effectively described. 

A subtle thread ties Malte's "husks of men'~ to the "husk~men1' of 

wh.om Levi speaks. 'fhe yo-ung poees small shame bd'on~ the 

vagTc.mts of Paris resembles a meek messenger who announces the 
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great, unprecedented .shame of the survivors in the face of the 

drowned. 

2.13 The paradoxical ethical situat1on of the Afuselmann must be 

considered. lie is not so much1 as Bettelbeim believes! the cipher 

of the point of no return and the threshold beyond which one 

ceases to bf"~ human. He does not merely emhod.y a moral death 

against wldch one must resist ''v.i.th all one's strength, to save 

humanity,. self~ respect, and perhaps even life. Rather, the Mu~~el

mann, as Levi describes him, is the site of an experiment in which 

morality and humanity themselves are. called into question. The 

A'fusclmann is a limit figure ~)fa sped<ll kind~ in which not only 
categories such as dignity and respect but even the very idea of :an 

ethical limit lose their r.neaning. 

If one t'.stablishes a limit beyond \vhich one ct~ase.s to ht~ 

human, and all or most of humankind passes beyond it 1 thi~ 

proves not the inhumanity of human beings but, instead, the 

insufficiency and abstraction of tbe limit. Imagine that the SS let 

a preacher enter the camp, and that he tried with every possible 

means to convince the 31usclm?inner of lhe necessity of keeping 
their dignity and ~elf'~n~spect even at Auschwitz. The preacher's 

gesture would be odious; his sermon would.he an atrocious jest in 

the face of those "vho ·wc:re beyond not only the possibility of per~ 

suasion, hut even of a.ll human help ("they were nearly always 
beyond help" [BetteJheim 1960: 156]). This is why the prisoners 

have ahNays given up speaking to the Musdmann, almost as if 
~Hence :and not seeing were tlH~ only demeanor adequate for 

those who are b<:yond help. 

S1mply to deny the lrfuseluwnn\ humanity would be to accept 

the verdict of the SS am] to repeat their gesture. The .-1-lusefmann 

has, instead, moved into a zone of the hnman vvh.ere not only help 

but also dignity and self-respect have become U8el.ess. But if there 
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is a zone of the human in which these concepts make no sense, 

then they are not genuine ethical concepts, for no ethics can 

claim to exclude a part of humanity, no matter how unpleasant or 

difficult that humanity is to see. 

2.14 Years ago, a doctrine emerged that claimed to have identi

fied a kind of transcendental condition of ethics in the form of 

a principle of obligatory communication. It originated in a Euro

pean country that more than any other had reasons to have a 

guilty conscience with respect to Auschwitz, and it soon spread 

throughout academic circles. According to this curious doctrine, a 

speakingbeing cannot in any way avoid communication. Insofar 

as, unlike animals, they are gifted with language, human beings 
find themselves, so to speak, condemned to agree on the criteria 

of meaning and the validity of their actions. Whoever declares 

himself not wanting to communicate contradicts himself, for he 

has already communicated his will not to communicate. 

Arguments of this kind are not new in the history of philoso

phy. They mark the point at which the philosopher finds himself 

at a loss, feeling the familiar ground oflanguage somehow giving 

way beneath him. In his proof of the "strongest of all principles," 

the principle of non-contradiction, in Book Gamma of the Meta

physics, Aristotle is already compelled to take recourse to such 

argumentation. jjSome, owing to a lack of training," he writes, 

"actually ask that it be demonstrated; for it is lack of training not 

to recognize of which things demonstration ought to he sought, 

and of which not. In general, it is impossible that there should be 

a demonstration of everything, since it would go on to infinity and, 

therefore, not be a demonstration .... But even this [the principle 

of non-contradiction] can be demonstrated, in the manner of a 

refutation, if only the disputant says something. If he says nothing, 

it is ridiculous to look for a statement in response to someone 
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who says nothing; such a person, insofar as he is such, is altogether 

similar to a vegetable" (Aristotle 1993: 8, translation emended). 

Insofar as they are founded on a tacit presupposition (in this 

case, that someone must speC1k), all refutations necessarily 'leave a 

residue in the form of an exdw;ion. In Aristotle, the residue .is the 

plant-man, the man V\rho does not speak. It suffices for the adver

sary simply and radically to cease speaking for the refutation to 

lose its force. Not that the entry into languageis something that 

human beings can call into question as they see fit. Rather, the 

simple acqt1isition of speech in no way obliges one to speak. The 

pure pre-existence of language as the instrument of communica

tion- the fact that, for speaking beings, language already exists

in itself contains no obligation to communicate. On the contrary, 

only if language is not always already communication, only if lan

guage bears witness to something to which it is impossible to bear 

witness, can a speaking being experience something like a neces

sity to speak. 

Auschwitz is the radical refutation of every principle of obliga

tory communication. This is so not only hecause, according to 

survivors' testimonies, any attempt to induce a Kapo or an SS to 

communicate often ended in a beating; nor is it the case simply 

because, as Marsalek recalls, in certain camps the place of com

munication was taken by the rubber whip, ironically renamed der 
Dolmetscher, "the interpreter:' Nor because "not being talked to" 

was the normal condition in the camp, where "your tongue dries 

up in a few days, and your thought with it" (Levi 1989: 93). 

The decisive objection is different. It is, once again, the Musel

mann. Let us imagine for a moment that a wondrous time ma

chine places Professor Apel inside the ca~p. Placing a At/uselmcmn 

before him, we ask him to verify his ethics of communication here 

too. At this point, it is best, in every possible way, to turn off our 

lime machine and not continue the experiment. Despite a11 good 
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intentions, the Muselmann risks once again being excluded from 

the human. The Muselmann is the radical refutation of every pos

sible refutation, the destruction of those extreme metaphysical 

bulwarks whose force remains because they cannot be proven 

directly, but only by negating their negation. 

2.15 It is not surprising that the concept of dignity also has a 

juridical origin. This time, however, the concept refers to the 

sphere of public law. Already in the Republican era, the Latin 

term dignitas indicates the rank and authority that inhere in pub

lic duties as well as, by extension, those duties themselves. It is 

thus possible to speak of dignitas equestre. regia, imperatoria. From 

this perspective) a reading of the twelfth book of the Codex Jus
tinian us, entitled De Dignitatilms, is particularly instructive. Its 

task is to assure fuJl respect for the orders of the various "digni

tiesH (not only the traditional ones of the senators and consuls, 

but also those of the prefect to the praetorian, of the provost to 

the sacred cubiculum, of the casket masters, decans, epidemetics, 

the metats, and the other degrees of Byzantine bureaucracy). It 

takes care to forbid access to duties (porta dignitot:.is) for those 

whose lives did not correspond to an appropriate rank (for exam

ple, those marked hy public censorship or infamy). But the con

struction of a genuine theory of dignities is the work of medieval 

jurists and canonists. In a now classic book entitled The King's 

Tivo Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval PoLitical Theology, Ernst Kan

torowicz showed how legal science is strictly bound to theology 

in the formulation of one of the cardinal points of the theory of 

sovereignty: the perpetual character of political power. Dignity is 

emandpated from its hearer and becomes a fictitious person, a 

kind of mystical body that accompanies the royal hody of the 

magistrate or the emperor, just as Christ's divine person doubles 

his human body. This emancipation cu1minates in the ·princip]c so 

66 



THE MUSE.LMANN 

often repeated by medieval jurists that "dignity never dies" (dig·· 

nitas non moritur, Le Roi ne meurt jamais). 

The simultaneous separation and unity of dignity and its bodily 
bearer finds dear expression in the double funeral of the Roman 

Emperor (and, later, in that of the kings of France). Here a wax 

image of the dead sovereign, which represented his "dignity," is 

treated as a real person, receives honors and rnedic:al attention, 

and is burned in a solemn funeral rite ({unus imaginarium). 

The work of the canonjsts develops along lines parallel to 

those of the jurists. They construct a corresponding theory of the 

various ecclesiasti.cal "dignities'' that culminates in the De cligni

tate sacerdotum treatises used by oH'iciates. On the one hand, the 

priest's rank is elevated beyond that of angels, insofar as during 

the mass, his body becomes the place of Christ's incarnation. On 

other hand, however, the ethics of dignity is emphasized, that l.s, 

the need for the priest to behave as befits his lofty position (thus 

to abstain from mal(! Yita, for example, and not to handle the 

body of Christ after having touched female pudenda). And just as 

public dignity survives death in the form of an image, so priestly 

sanctity survives through the relic ("dignity,, is the name that, 

above all in France, indicates the relics of the holy body). 

When the term "dignity" is introduced into treatises of moral 

philosophy, the model developed by legal theory is simply fol

lowed, point by point, in order to be interiorized. In Rome as in 

the Middle Ages, the rank of the magistrate or priest is accompa

nied by a particular bearing and external appearance (from the 

beginning, dignitas also indicates the physical appearance ade

quate to an elevated condition and, according to the Romans, 

corresponds in man to feminine venustas). A pale image of dignity 

is thus spiritualized by moral philosophy and, then, usurps the 

place and name of the missing ''dignity." And just as law once 

emancipated the rank of the persona jlcta from its bearer, so 
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morality- with an inverse and specular gesture -liberates the 

bearing of the individual from the possession of a duty. A "digni~ 

fied'' person is now a person who, while lacking a public dignity, 

behaves in all matters as if he had one. This is clear in those 

classes which, after the fall of the ancien regime, lose even the last 

public prerogatives that absolute monarchy had given them. And, 

later, it can be observed in the lovi'er classes, ,,.,hich are by defini

tion excluded from every political dignity and to which aU kinds 

of educators begin to teach lessons on the dignity and honesty 

of the poor. Both classes are compelled to live up to an absent 

dignity. '.fhe correspondence is often even linguistic: dignitatem 

amittere or serl'are, ·which .indicated the loss or continuation of a 

duty, now becomes "to lose" or "to keep" dignity, to sacri~ice or 

save, if not rank, then at least its appearance. 

When referring to the legal status of J cws after the racial laws, 

the Nazis also used a term that implied a kind of dignity: ent

wiirdiaen, literally to "deprive of dignity.,. The Jew is a human 

being who has been deprived of all Wiirde, all dignity: he is merely 

human- and, for this reason, non-human. 

2.16 In certain places and situations, dignity is out of place. The 

lover, for example, can be anything except "dignified," just as it is 

impossible tomake love while keeping one's dignity.·The ancients 

were so convinced of this impossibility that they maintained that 

even the name of amorous pleasure was incompatible with dig

nity (verbum ipswn voluptatis non habet dignitatem), and they clas

sified erotic matters under the comic genre. (Servius informs us 

that Book Four of the Aeneid, which brings tears to the eyes of 

modern readers, was considered a perfect· example of the comic 

style.) 

There are good reasons for this impossibility of reconciling 

love and dignity. Both in the case of legal dignitas and in its moral 
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transposition, dignity is something autonomous with respect to 

the existence of its bearer, an interior model or an external image 

to which he must conform and which must be preserved at all 

costs. But in extreme situations- and love, in its own way, is also 

an extreme situation·-- it is not possible to maintain even the 

slightest distance between real person and model, between life 

and norm. And this is not because life or the norm, the internal 

or the external, in turn takes the upper hand. It is rather because 

they are inseparable at every point, because they no longer leave 

any space for a dignified compromise. (St. Paul knows this per

fectly when, in the Letter to the Romans, he defines love as the 

end and fu]fillment of the Law.) 

This is also why Auschwitz marks the end and the ruin of 

every ethics of dignity and conformity to a norm. The bare life to 

which human beings were reduced neither demands nor con~ 

forms lo anything. It itself is the only norm; it is absolutely imma.

nent. And "the ultimate sentiment of belonging to the species" 

cannot in any sense be a kind of dignity. 

The good that the survivors w·ere able to save from the camp -

if there is any sense in speaking of a Hgood., here-- is therefore 

not dignity. On the contrary, the atrocious news that the sur

vivors carry fl·om the camp to the land of human beings i'i pre

cisely that it is possible to lose dignity and decency beyond 

imagination, that there is still life in the most extreme degrada

tion. And this new knowledge now becomes the touchstone by 

which to judge and measure a1l morality and all dignity. The 

Muselmann, who is its most extreme expression, is the guard on 

the threshold of a new ethics, an ethics of a form of life that 

begins where dignity ends. And Levi, who bears witness to the 

drowned, speaking in their stead, is the cartographer of this new 

terra ethica, the implacable land-surveyor of Muselmannland. 
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2.17 We have seen that to be between Jife and death is one of 
tJ1e traits constantly attributed to the Muselmann. the "walking 
corpse" par excellence. Confronted with his disfigured face, his 
"Oriental" agony, the survivors: hesitate to attrib11te to h:im even 

the me.re dignity of the living. Rut this proxhnity to death may 
a]so have another. more appalling ~1~aning1 one which concerns 

the dignity or indignity of death rather than of life. 

As always, it is Levi who finds the most just .:md, at the same 
time 1 most: terrible formula: "One hesitates.'' he· writes. "to call 
their death de<lth:, It is the most just formula, for. what defines 

Muselmiinner is not so much that their life i&. no longer life (this 

kind of degradation holds in a certain sense for all camp inhabi

tants and is not an entirely new e:lol:perience} hut, nther, that their 

death is not death. This- that the death of a human being can no 

· ]onger be callt:~d death (not simply that it does not have impor

tance, which is not new. hut that it cannot bt~ called by the narne 

"death") -is the partkular honor that the Mnselrnonn brings to 
the camp and that the camp brings to the world. But this means

and thi.s is why L<;vi's phrase is terrible -that the SS were. right to 

call the corpses Fit]vrcn. 'Where death cannot be caHed death, 

corpses cannot be called corpses. 

2.18 It has already been observed tJ1at what defines the camp is 
not sim,p]y the negation of life, that neither dec\tb not the number 

of victims in any way exhausts the camp's horro1·, and that the 

dignity oJJcndcd in the camp is not that of life but nther of death. 

In an interview gjyen to Giinther Gaus .in 1964, Hannah Arendt 

thus described her reaction upon learning the truth about the 

camps, in all its details: 

Before that we said: Well, one has en.emi.es. That is entirely natural. 

\Vhy 8honldn't a people lnve enemies? But thig \Va.s different. lt was 
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really as if an abyss had opened. This mwbc not to hm'e happened. And 

I don't just mean the nmnber of victims. I mean dw method. the 

fabrication of corpses and so on--·1 don't need to go into that. This 

shou"!d not have l1<1ppened. Something happened theYe to whieh 

we cannot rec:onci1e omselves. None of till t~ver can (Arendt 19~'3: 

B-14). 

Every sentence here is charged with a lYH:':ar.1ing so awful as to 
compel whoever speaks to have. recourse to phrases that stand 

halfway between euphemism and the unprecedeitted. First of all, 

the curious expression repeated jn two versions, "this should not 

have happ<~ned," appears at first glance to have at least a resentful 

tone. which is surprising given its origin on the lips of the author 

of the most courageous and demystif)'ing book on th.e problem 
of evil in our time. The impression grows as one reads the final 

words: .. Something happened there to which we carmot reconcH·e 
ourselves. None of us ever can:' (R<:·scntment, Nietzsche said, is 

born from ~he will's impossibnit-y to accept that something hap

pened, from its incapacity to reconcile it.<idf to time and to time's 

'\wit \~-as.") 
Arendt identifies ., ... hat should n()t: have happened and never

thelc.ss happe_ned immediat:ely afterward. it is 'something so ap
palling that, having named it, Arendt tn<1.kes a i;esture bordering 

on reluctance or shame ("I don't need to go into that''): "the: fab· 
ric<ltjon of corpses and so on:' Hilberg infnrm.s us that the defini

tion of extennination as a kind of fabrication by Hconveyor belt" 

(am lm!f;mJen Band) was used for the first tinte by a physician 

·of the SS. F. Entress. Since then, it has been repeated cotm~le:;s 

. times, often out of context. 

In each case. the expression "fab-rication of corpses" implies 

that it is no longer possible truly to speak of death) that what took 

place in the camps was not death, hut ratht~r sor:n.ethin.g infinitely 
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more appalling. In /\uschwitz;1· people did not diej rather, corpses 
were produced. Corpses without ch~ath, non ·hun1ans whose de

cease is debased lnto a matter of serial production. And, accord

ing to a possible and widespread interpretation, precisely this 

degradation of death const1tut<·s the spcdfk otl'ense of Ausch

witz. the proper name of it:il horror. 

2.1.9 Yet it is not at all obvious that th-e degradation ofdeath 

constitutes the ethical problem of Auschwitz. Whenever Ausch

witz is approached from this perspective, ct:lrtain contr-adictions 

arise inevitahly. This'is alre<~dy the ease \vitl1 those authors who, 

many years hefore Auschwitz, dcnounecd the degradation of 

. death in our time. The first of these authors, of course, is Rilke, 

who may even constitute the unexpected, more or less direct, 

source of En tress's expression concerning the chain production 

of death in the t~amps. "Now thcrt, arc 559 beds to die in. Like a 

factory [j(JhrikmiissiaJ. of course. -With production so enormous. 

each individual death is not made very carefully; but that isn't 

important. lfs the quantity that counts" (Rilke 1983: 8-9). And 

in the same years~ Pcguy, in ~1 passage that Adorno evoked con~ 

ccn1ing Auschwitz. spoke of the loss of the dignity of death in the 

modern world: "the modern world bas succ:eeded in swallowing 

what is perhaps the hardest thing h1 the \'l'<)rld to s•vallo'\v, since 

it is something that in itsdf, almost in its texture, has a kind of 

speda] dignity~ something like a particular incapacity to be swal
lowed: death:) 

Rilke opposes "serial" death to the "proper death)! of good old 

times, the death that everyone carried within him just "as a fruit 

has its cont (ibid.: 1.0)) the death that "one had" and that "gave to 

each person special dignity <md. silent pride:1 The entire Book of 
Pov~trty and Death~ written in the shock of Rilke's stay in Paris, is 

dedicated to tbe degradation of death in the hig city, where the 
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impossih:ility of living becomes the impossibility of bringing to 

fruition erne's own death, the ''great death each of us has within 

us" (Rilke 1995: 90). It js n'm-,ukahle, though, that if one excludes 

the obsessive :recourse to imagery of childbirth and 01hortion ("we

give birth to our own stillborn death" [ibid.: 91]) and bitter and 

ripe fruit ("th:is death hangs green, devoid of sweetHess, /like a 
fruit inside them / that never ripens" [ibid,: 90)), proper death 

distinguishes ttself from the other kind of death only by the most 
abstract and formal predicates: proper /improper and internal/ 

externaL Faced with tbe expropriation of death acC'ompHshed by 
modernity, the poet reacts according to Freucrs scheme of mourn· 
ing; he inh~riorizf;S the lost object. Or, as jn the analogous cMie of 

melancholy, by fordng to appear as expropriated an object- death 

..:. concerning which it makes no scnst: to speak either of propriety 

or impropriety. Nowhere does Rilke say what renders Ch;nnberlain 

Brigge's death a ''princely'' a11d proper death, ''r:ith the one ~xcep

tion that lh(• Old Brigge dies precisc1y in his house, sun·otmded by 
lli'l servants and his dogs. Rilke's attempt to give hack "a ·spedlll 

dignity" to death leaves <111 impn~s~ion of such indecency that in 

the end, the peasant's dre<lm to kill his sufl'ering lord "with a <hmg 
fork" seems to betray the poees own repressed desire. 

2.20 Bdore Hannah Arendt, Martin Heidegger, Arendt's teach

er in Freihurg in tht~ mid-twenties, had already used the expres¥ 
sion "fAbrication of corpses" to define the extermination camps. 

And, curiously enough. for Heidegger tbe '•fabrication of corpses" 

implied, .iust as for Levi, that it is not possible to speak of death 

in the case of extt~rmination vidims. that they did not tru]y die, 

but were rather only pieces produt·ed ln a process of an assembly 

line. production. "They die in masses, hundreds of thousands at a 

time," reads the tt~xt of Heidegge1's lecture on technology given 

in Bn~m(~n under the title "The. Dangcr't (Die Gd;1hr). 
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Do they die? They decease. They are eliminated. They become 

pieces of the warehouse of the fabrication of corpses. They are im

perceptibly liquidated in extermination camps .... But to die (Ster

ben) means: to bear death in one's own Being. To be able to die 

means: to be capable of this decisive bearing. And we are capable of 

it only if our Being is capable of the Being of death .... Everywhere 

we face the immense thisery of innumerable, atrocious deaths that 

have not died (nngestorbcner Tode.J, and yet the essence of death is 

closed off to man (Heidegger 1994: 56). 

Not without reason, a few years later, the objection was raised 

that for an author implicated even mar&rinally in Nazism a cursory 

allusion to the extermination camps after years of silence was, at 

the very least. out of place. What is certain, however, is that the 

victims saw the dignity of death to be so negated for them that 

they were condemned to perish- according to an image recalling 

Rilke' s reference to "ahorted deaths"- in a death that is not dead. 

But what, in the camp, could a dead death have been, a death 

horne in its very Being? And is there truly any sense at Auschwitz 

in distinguishing a proper death from an improper death? 

The fact is that, in Being and Time, death is assigned a particular 

function. Death is the site of a decisive experience that, under the 

name "Being-towards-death," expresses perhaps the ultimate inten

tion of Heideggcr's ethics. For in the "decision" that takes place 
here, everyday impropriety- made up of chatter, ambiguities, and 

diversions and in which man finds himself always already thrown 

-is transformed into propriety; and anonymous death, which 

always concerns others and is never truly present, becomes the 

most proper and insuperable possibility. Not that this possibility 

ha~ a particular content, offering man something to be or to real

ize. On the contrary, death, considered as pos.<dhility, is absolutely 

empty; it has no particular prestige. It is the simple possibili~v of 
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the impossibility l!]' all comportment and all existence. Precisely for 

this reason, however, the decision that radically experiences this 

impossibility and this emptiness in Being-towards-death frees itself 

from all indecision, fully appropriating its own impropriety for 

the first time. The experience of the measureless impossibility of 

existing is therefore the way in which man, lihcraling.himsdf of 

his fallenness in the world of the "They" (das 1l1an), renders his 

own factical existence possible. 

Auschwitz's position in the Bremen lecture is therefore all the 

more significant. From this perspective, the camp is the place in . 

which it is impossible to experience death as the most proper and 

insuperable possibility,as the possibility of the impossible. It is 

the place, that .is, in which there can be no appropriation of the 

improper and in which the factual dominion of the inauthentic 

knows neither reversal nor exception. This is why, in the camps 

(as in the epoch of the unconditional triumph of technology, ac

cording to the philosopher), the Being of death is inaccessible and 

men do not die, but are instead produced as corpses. 

Yet one may still wonder if Rilke's model, which rigidly sepa

rates proper from improper death, did not produce a contradiction 

in the philosopher's thinking. In Heidegger's ethics, authenticity 

and propriety do not hover above inauthentic everydayness, as an 

ideal realm placed above reality; instead. they are "an emended 

apprehension of the improper" in which what is made free are 

simply the factual possibilities of existence. According to Holder

lin's principle often invoked by Heidegger, "where there is dan

ger, there grows the saving power," precisely in the extreme situ

ation of the camp appropriation and freedom ought to be possible. 

The reason for which Auschwitz is excluded from the experi

ence of death must be a different one, a reason that calls into ((Ues

tion the very possibility of authentic decision and thus threatens 

the very ground of Heidegger's ethics. In the camp, every distinc-
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tion between. proper and improper, hetwe<~n possible and impos
sible, radically disappears. For here th(~ pri.ncip1c according to 

which the sole content of the proper is the improper is exactly 

verified hy its inversi(m. which has it that the sole content of the 

improper is the proper. And just as in Being··tcnvards-death, the 

human being authentically app1·op-riates the immthentic, so in the 

camp. the prisoners exist eFerydr:y nn.:mymow>~y toward death. 'fhe 

appropl·iati6n of tht~ imjwoper is no longer possible hecause the 

improper has completely assumed the function of the proper; 

human. beings live factu~'I.Uy at every instant to\vard their death. 

This 1nc:.ans that in Auschwitz it is 11(> Ionge.r possible to distin

guish between death and tnere decease, between dying and "being 

liquidated:~ '1The ii·ee JH~rson.'' A1nery writes thinkil)g of Hcideg· 

ger, "can assume a certain spiritual posture toward death, bec1.1use 
for him death is not totally absorbed into the torment of dyingn 

(Amery 1980: 18). ln the camp this is jmpossihJe . .Andthis is so 

not hecause. as Arm~ry seern~ to suggcf:lt, the thought of ways of 

dying (by phenol injection, gas, or beating) renders st1pcrf1uous 

th(~ thought of death as sueh. Rather, it is becaus<~ when:~ the 

thought of death has heen Inaterially n;:aHzed, where death is 
''trivial. bureaucratic, and an everyday .affair'' (Levi 1989: 148), 

both death and dying, both dying and its ways, both death and tlH': 

fabrk<Jtion q.f corpses, hecome indistingnishable. 

2.21 Grete S:alm:, an At1sd1witz survivor whose \Vords always 

sound true, once WTotc tlMt "man shou]d never have to bear 

\~ve.rything that he can bear, nor should he en~r have to sec how 

this suffering to the. most extwm.e pcr1.•ver no Iongt~r ha.s anything 

hurnan about it~' (Langbein 1988: 96). It is vvorth reflecting on 

this singular lonnulation, which perfectly expresses the specific 

modal s~atus of the camp. its particular reality. which~ according 

to survivors~ testimony, renders it absolutely true and at the same 



time unirnaginable. If in Beirig-tow:ards-cleathJ it was <t matter of 

creating the possible through ~he experience of the irnpossihle 

(the cxperi~nce of death). here the impossible. (mass death) is 
produced through the fuH experience of the possibl-e, through the 

exhaustion of its infinity. This is why the camp is the absolute 
verific<.~tion of Nazi politics, which, in the words of Goebbels, 

was precisely the 'jart of making pns~·ihle what seems impost~ible'' 

('Politik i.~t die Kunst_. da.s l.mmcighcb Scl1einende miiHlich za macben). 
And thi:i is. why in the C?trnp, the most proper gesture of Heicleg

ger's ethics-the appropriation ofth(' improper, the making pns·· 

sible of existence- remainfi inefl't~ctual; this is wby "1 he essence 

of death is dosed off to man?' 

Whoever was in the camp. whether he '"l.'l:lS. dro·w11ed or sur

vived, bore everything that he could bear-- t~ven \'\"hat he would 

not have wanted to or .should not have had to bear. This f'suffering 

to the most extreme power," this exhaustion of the possible, nev~ 

ertheless has nothing "human" about it. Hunum po'-''er borders 
on .the inhuman; the human ~1lso endure~ the non-human. l:lcnce 

the survivor's unease, the "unceasing discomf(•rt ... that ... was 

n<~.meless,H in .,d1kh Levi discerns the atavistic anguish of Gene

sis, "the anguish inscribed in every one of the 'tohu-hohu' of a 
deserted and empty universe cmshed under the spirit of God hut 

from which the spirit of man is absent: not yet: born or already 

exting11ished" (Levi 1989: 85). This rnean.s that humans hear 
within themselves the mark of the inhuman, that their spidt con

tains at: its ve·ry center the wm.md of non-spirit, non-htrman chaos 

atrodously consigned to its own heing capable of everything. 

Both the surv.ivor'fl discomfort and t(;-stlmony concern not 

mert..·.ly what was done or suffered, but what could have been done 

or suffered. It h; this capacity, this almost infinite potentiality to 

suffer that is inh1unan-,not the facts, actions, or omission~: And it 

is pn!cisely this t'apacity that is denied to the SS. The e~ecutionen; 
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unanimously continue to repeat that they cozJld not do other than 
as they did, that, in other words, they simply could not; they had 

to, and thatis aH. ln German~ to act without being capabl.e of 
acting is called B~feblnM.~t(rnd, having to obey an order. And they 

obeyed kadavcrgehorsmn, likt~ <l corpse, as Eichmann said. Cer~ 
tainly~ even the executioners had to bear what th<.~y should not 
have had (and, at times, wantt-od) to bear; hut, ac(;otding to Karl 

Valentin's profcmnd witticism, in e-Yery case "they did not feel up 

to being capable of it.;' This is why they n~mained 11human!\n; they 

did no~ experience tJH:~ inhmnan. Perhaps never was thi~ radical 

incapacity to ... he ableH expressed with such hHnd clarity as iu 

Himmler 1
S speech of October 4, 1943: 

M(J~t of you know what it Jm:ans when 100 corpse!'- lie there, or 

when 500 corp-ses 'lie there, or when 1,000 corp.ses lie then~. To 

have gone through thi!l and- apart from a. few exception~ caused by 

human weakne~s -- t<; have rt>maincd decent, that has made us great. 

That is a page of glory in our history which has never heen written 

·and which will never be written.,. (Hilberg 1979: 648). 

It is not by chance, then~ that the SS showed themselves to be 

almost witbout exception incapable of bearing witness. While the 

victims bore witness to tht:ir having become inhuman, to having 

·horne everything that they could hear, the t~xecutionersi \vhil~~~ 
torturing and killing, remained "honest men1

'; they did not bear. 

what they nevertheless c:ould have horne. And if the extreme fig

ure (_)f this extreme potentiality to suffer is the Jfuselmarm) then 

one understands why the SS could not Sl~<~ the .Muse/mann, let 

alone he."r witness to him. {''l'hey \-Yere so weak; they kt them~ 
selves do anything. They were people with whou1 there was no 
common ground, no possibility of <:ommunication -- this is ,,,rhere 

the contempt CiUne frmn. l just couldn't imagine how tht~y could 
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give in Hke that. Re(~cmtly I read a book on winter rahbits, who 

every five or six years throw themselves into the sea to dk; it made 

me think ofTrebHnka'' (Se:reny 1983: 313). 

2.22 The id<':a that the corpse deserv-es particular resp{~ct, that 
then:~ is something lik<: a dignity of death, does not truly belong to 

the field of ethics. Hs roots He instead in the most archaic stratum 

of b.1A\ which is at every point indistinguishable from magic. The 

honor and care given to the dec<::ased' s body was originally intended 

to keep the sou] of the dead person (or, rather, his image orphan~ 

tasrn) from remaining a threatening presence in the world of the 

living (the larva of the Latins and the eidolon or phuntnsmo of the 

Greeks). Funera1 rites served precisdy to transform this Lmcom-· 

fortahk and uncertain being into a friendly and potent ancestor 

'~'ith \>V hom ir would then he possible to establish wcU~dcfined 

cultic relations. 

Th(~ ancient world was, hmvever, familiar with practices that 

aimed at rendering impossible an.y reconciliation with the dead. 

Somethnes it was s·imply a n\atter of net1tralizing the hostile pres~ 

ence of 1lH:~ phantasm, a.s in the. horrid nww·alismos ritual, in which. 
tht: <:xtremities of the corpse of a killed p~rson (hands1 nose, ears, 

etc.) were cut off and stnmg along a little coni, which was then 

passed tmder the armpit so th~'tt the dead person could not take 

revenge for the offenses he suffered. The deprivation of hudal 

(which is at the origi.n of the tragic conflict hetween Antigone 

and Creon) wM also a form of magic revenge t~xerted on the 

corpse of the dead person, who was th11s ct:enutlly C(.mdemnt.:d to 

remain a lanra, incapable of finding peace. 'T'his :is why in a1·chaic 

Greek and Roman law, the obligation to hold a funeral was so 

stdct. that in the absen<:e of a corpse, it was stipulated that a colos
sus- a kind of ritual double of the deceased (usually a wooden or 

wax effigy)"- he hun1ed in its place. 
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In firm o_pposibon to these magical practices stand both ·the 

phHo~opher's s.tatement that 'jthe cot'·ps{~ is to he thrown away 
like dung'' (Heraclitus, fr . .96) and the evangelical prec.ept tha.t 

enjoins the dead to bury the de-ad (of which there js an ee~1o, in 

the Church, in the prohibition of certain Franciscan spiritual cur

n~nts regarding the of:Ticiation of funeral rites). It is even possible 

to say that from the beginning. the link <~nd ~'tltunating contrast of 

this douhle heredity- a magieo-juridical oue and a. philosophko·
messianic one-- determine the ambiguity of our (:ulture's relation 

to the (rues don of the dignity of death. 

Perhaps imwhcre does this ambiguity emerge as forcefully as 

in the episode in The Brothers Karamazov in which tb~ corpse of 
Starcts Zosima givt~s off an intolerable stench. For the monks who 

crowd around the cell of the holy Stan;ts are soon divided among 

themselves. Faced with the dead body's ohvious lack of dignity
'vhichl Instead of emitting a saintly odor, hegins to decompose 

indecently-- the majority calls into {luestion the saintliness of 

Zosima's life; only a .t~~"v know that the fate of the corpse does not 
authorize any consequences ·on the plane of ethics. The smell of 

putrefaction that blows over the heads of the incredulous monks 

in some ~vay evokes the nauseating odor that the crematorial ov~~ns 

·-the "'ways of heaven"-· dispt:~rsed over the camps. Here toot for 

many, this stench is the sign of Auschwitz's !:iUprern~;: oHense 

against the dignity of mortals. 

2.23 The ambiguity of our culture's relation to death rc:\ches it~ 

paroxysm after Auschwitz. This is particularly evident in Adorno, 
who wanted. to make Auschwitz into a kind of histbrical -water~ 

shed; stating not only that "after Auschwitz one cannot write 

poetry'' but even that "all post~Auschw"itz culture, including its 

urgent ci;ti<]UC, is garbage" (Adorno 1973: 367). On the one hand, 
Adorno seems to share Arendt's. and Heidegger's considerations 

So 



fHF MUSELM/\NN 

(for which otherwisr;~ he has no sympathy whatsoever) regarding 

the "fabrication of corpses"; thus he speaks of a {"mass, low cost 

production of death." Hut on the other hand~ he scornfully de

nounces Rilk.e's (and Heidegg<~rts) claims for a proper death. 

"Rilke's prayer for 'one's own death~''' we read in Minima Moralia, 

uis a piteous way to conceal the fe~ct that: now<uiays people 1nerely 

snuff out'' (Adorno 1974: 233). 

This oscillation betrays reason's incapacity to identify the spe·· 

cific crime of Auschwitz with certainty. Auschwitz stands accused 

on two apparently cont.radictory grounds: on the one hand, of 

having realized the unconditional triumph of death agaii1st life; on 

the other, of having degraded and debased death. Neither of these 

charges- perhaps like every charg.::, which is always a genuinely 

legal gesture ~ succet~d in exhausting Auschwitz's offense, in de

fining its case in point. It is as if then~ wert~ in Auschwitz sornt> 

thing like a Gorgon's head, which one cannot- and does not 

want to..:... see at any cost1 something so unpreccd.ented. that one 

tries to make it comprehensible~ hy bringing it back to categories 

that are both extreme and absolutely familiar: life and death, dig

nity and indignity. Among thes~-: categ01:ies, the true cipher of 
Auschwitz~ the .M.uselmcmn, the "core of the camp," he whom 

"no one wants to see,·~ and \Vho is inscribed in every testimony as 

a lacuna-· wavers \Vithout finding a definite positl<.iil. He i:s truly 

the l<Irva that <JUI' memory cannot succeed in burying, the unfor

gettable with whom we nm.st reckm1. In one case, he appears as 

the non-living, as the being whose life is not truly life; in the 

other. ash<~ whose death cannot he caUed death, but only d1e pro

duction of a corpse -·" <is the inscription of life in a dead area and1 

in death. of a living area. In both cases, what is called into ques

tion is the very humanity of man, since man observes the frag

mentation of his privileged tie to what constitutes him as human, 

that is, the sacredness of death and life. The Muselmm1n is the 
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non-human who obstinately appears as hunnn; he is th~: human 
that cannot be told apart from the inhuman. 

Ifthis.is true, then "''hat does the survivor mean when he speaks 

of the .J1uselmann a~ the ''co·{np1etc witness," the only one for 

whom testimony would have a general meaning? How can the 

non~human testify to the human~ and how can the true witness 

be the one who by definition cannot hear witness? The Italian 

title of Sul'vival in Auschwitz, ••If This Is a Man~ I! .also has this 

meaning; the name "man'' applh:s first of all to a non~man, and 

the complete witness is he whose humanity has been vvholly de~ 

stroyed. The human beinf.J, Levi's. tide irnplies, is the. one wlw can 
survive the human being. If we give the name ;'Levi's paradox··· to 

the statement that '"the Jfusefm,mn is tl1e complete witness." then 

understanding Auschwitz-· if such a thing is possihJe- will coin

cid<~ with understanding the sense and no:nsensc of this paradox. 

2.24 Michel Foucault offers an explanation of the degradation 

of death in our time, an expl<matjon. in political terms that ties it 

to the transformation of power in the mode1·n age. In its tradi

~onal form; which is that of t'enitorial soverc:.~ignty, power defines 

itself essentially as the right over life and dt~ath, Such. a right, 

however, is by definition asymmetrical in the sense that it exerts 

itseH' above aH from the side of death; it concerns lite only indi

rectly, as the abstention of the tight to kHL This is why Poucault 

characterizes sovereignty through the fommla w ma.~e die and 
to let Jive. When, starting wjth the seventeenth o'·ntury and the 

birth of the science of police, care for the life and health of sub

jects beglns to occupy an increasing p.lace in the mechanisms and 
talculations of states, sow.:reign power is progressively trans

f{)rmed jnto what Foucault calls "biopower." 'l'he ancient right to 

kill and to let live gives: ·way to an inverse modeJ, which defines 

modern hiopolitks, and wh.ich can be expressed by the formula 
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to make live and to let (he. "VvhiJe in the right of sovereignty death 

was the poh1t in which tht~ sovereignjs absolute power shone most 

cl~~arly. now death instead becomes the moment in which the 

individual elud<':s all power, falling back on himself_and-som.ehow 

bending hack on what is most private in him" (Foucault 1997: 

221). Hence the progressive disqlB.Hfication of death} which stTips 

it of its character as a public rite in which not only individuals 

and families but the whole peopJe participates; hence the trans

formation of death into something to he hidden, a kind of private 

shame. 

The point at which the t\vo models of power collide is the 
d.eath of Franco. Hen~ the person who incarnated the ancient sov

t'rcign power of life. and death for the longest time in our centuty 

fal1s into the hands of the new rnedkal. biopDlitical powel\ which 

succeeds so well in "making men live" -as to make them live cve11 

when they are dead. And yet for Foucault tht.~ two pO\vers, which 

in the body ofthe dictator seent to he momentarily indistinguish

able, rernain essentially heterogeneous; their distinction gives r.ise 

to a series of conceptual opp~;sitions (individual body /popu

lation, discipline/mecha.nisins of-regulation, man-body/ man 

species) that, at the dawn of the modern age, define the passag<~ 

from one system to t:he other. Naturally, Poucault is perfectly 

aware that the two po·we1·s and th~ir techniques can, in certain 

cases, he integrated within each other; but they nevertheless re~ 

main conceptually distinct. Yet thls very heterogeneity becomes 

problematic when it is a matter of confronting the analysis of the 

great tot;t_Htarian states of our tim(.\ in particular the Nazi state. In 

Hitler's Germany, <n'l _unprecedented <lhsolu1·ization of the bio
powcr to make litre intersects with an equally absolute generaliZ<I· 

tion of the sovereign power to make die, such that biopolitics 

coincides imrnedia.tely with thanatopolitics. From the Foucauhian 

perspective, tl1is coincidenct~ represents a genuine paradox, which~ 
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Hke all paradoxes, demands an explanation. Hmv is it possihle 

that a power whose ahn is essentially to make live instead exerts 

an unconditional powt~r of death? 

The answer Foueanlt gives t.o this question in his 1976 Co11cge 
de Fram~e course is that radsrn is precisely what allows biopowe:r 

to mark caesuras in the biological continuum of the human spcci<.~s, 

thus reintrodt;d:n.g "' princip.le of war into the system of "makjiig 

live." ''In the. hiologic<tl conUmnnn of the human species, the op

position and hierarchy of r(tces, the qualification of certain races 

a;.; good and others, by contrast, as inferior, are. all ways to frag~ 

ment the biological domain who::;e care po\'\'er had fmdertaken; 

they are ways to distinguish difierent groups inside a population. 

In short, to sta.bilizc a caesura of a biological type inside a domain 

that defines itself precisely ·~s hiolo.f:,r:ical'~ (Foucault 1997: 227). 
Let us try to f·urther develop Foucault's analysis. The funda

mental caesura that divides the biopolitical domain :is that be

tween people. and popuhrtion, wbich consists in bringing to light a 

population in the very bosorn of a people~ that is, in transforming 

an essentially political body into an essentially biological body, 
whose hirth. and death, health and illness. must then be re!:,ll..Tlated. 

Wjth the emergence c)f hiopower, every peop1e if! doubled by a 

population; every democmUc people is~ at ·the s.:tm.e time, a demo
graphic people. b~ the Nazi Reich, the 1933 legislation on the 

';protection of the hen:~ditary health of the German people" marks 

· this caesura perfectly. 'l'hC" caesura that immediately folJo\vs is the 

one by which. in the set of a.IJ dtizens, cit1zens of ':Aryan descene' 

are distinguished from those of "non -Aryan descent:' A further 

h 1 f' ·. ' f (( A J · '' caesura t e.n traverses tne set o c1t1zens o non- · ryan uescen.t, 

separating Jews ( Volljuden) from .Mis .. -tllinac (people v.•ith only one 

Je:wish grandparent, or with two Jewish grandparents bnt who 

neither are of Jewish .faith nor have Jewish spouses as ofSeptem-

'··ber 15, 1935). Hiopolitkal <::aesmas are essentially mohile, and in 
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each case they isolate a further zone in the biological continuum. 

a zone whkh corresponds to a process of increasing Entwiirdigung 
and degradation. Thus the non·Aryan passes into the Jew, the Jew 

into the deportee (umgc·sieddt, ausfJCSicddt)~ the deportee into the 

prisoner (H~fLlin£1), until biopolitkal caesuras rel.lch their final 

limit in the camp. This limit is the ,llu::dmdnrL At. the point in 

which the Haftling becomes a :ffvselmann, the hiopolitics of rac

i.•nu so to speak transcends race, pe.netratiug into a threshold in 

which it is no long(~r possible to establish caesuras. Here the waver

ing link between pcopl{~ and population :is defin]tin~ly broken, 

<md we witness the emergence of something like an absolute bi()

political substance that cannot be assigned to a particular bearer 

or subject, or be divided hy another caesura. 

It is then possible to understand the decisive function of the 

camps in the system of Nazi biopoHtks. 'f'Jl(~y art~ not m~:rely the 

place of death and extermination; they are also, and ahove all. the 

sHe of the production of the )J1uselmmm, the final biopohtical sub

stanc(~ to be isolated in the biological continuum. Beyond the 

,f!m·clmarm lies only the gas chamber. 

In 1937, during a .'ieeret meeting, Hitkr formulates an ex

treme hiopolitical concept for the first time, one well worth con

sideling. Referring to Central-Western Europe, he::: chrims to need 

;;i ·v(!lkloser Raum, a space empty of people. How is one to under

stand this singular expression? It is not simply a matter of some

thing like a. desert, a gt~ographkal space empty of inhabitants (the 

region to which he referred was densely populated by diffen~nt 
peoples and nationalities). Hitler's ''peopldess space" instead des

ignates a fundamenta] biopolitica] intensity, an inten~ity that can 

persist in every space and through which peoples pass into popu

lations and populations pass into .f1uJe/manna. V(,/k/o<;er Rmnn, ir1 

other words~ names the driving force of the camp understood as 

a biopplitical machine that, once established in a determinate 



REMNANTS· OF AUSCHWITZ 

geographical space, transforms it into an absolute biopolitical 
space, both Lebensraum and Todesraum, in which human life tran

scends every assigflahle biopolitical identity. Death, at this pointt 

is a simple epiphenome-non. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Shame, or On the Subject 

3.1 At the beginning of The Reawakening, Levi describes his 

encounter with the first Russian advance guard that, at around 

noon on January 27, 1945, reached the camp <;>f Am:chwitz, which 

the Germans had abandoned; The arrival of the Russian soldiers, 

which marks the prisoners' definitive liberation from the night

mare, takes place not under the sign of joy but, curiously enough, 

under that of shame: 

They were four young soldiers on horseback, ''vho advanced along 

the road that marked the limits of the camp, cautiously holding their 

sten-guns. When they reached the barbed wire, they stopped to 

look, exch;:mging a few timid words, and throwing strangely embar

rassed glances at the sprawling bodies, at the battered huts and at us 

few still alive .... They did not greet us, nor did they smile; they 

seemed oppressed not only by compassion but by a confused 

restraint, which sealed their lips and bound their eyes to the funereal 

scene, It was that shame we knew so \Yell, the shame that drowned 

us after the selections, and every time we had to watch, or submit to, 

some outrage: the shame the Germans did not know, that the just 

man experiences at another man's crime,at the fact that such a 

crime should exist, that it should have been introduced irrevocably 
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into the world of things that exist, and f11at his wHI for good should 

have proved too weak or null,a:nd should not have a·vailed in defence 

(Levi 1986: 181 ~ 82, translation slightly emen'dc~d). 

More thmi twenty yt.:ars later, while writing The Drowned and 
the Savt·d, .Levi once again reflects on this shame. Shame now he

cc~mes the dominant sentiment of survivors, and L.cvi tries to 

explain why thj:-,; is so. It is therefore not surprising that1 li'ke all 
attempts at explanations, the chapter of the book entitled "Shame~, 

is ultimately umsatisfying. This is all the more so given that the· 

chaptt.r immed:iately f(Jllows Levi's extraordinary analysis of the 

~'gray zont'.,H which, consciously keeping to the inexplicable~ reck· 

lessly n~fuses all explanation. Faced with the Kapo.\' 1 eoHaho.rators, 
'
1prominent ones" of "ll kinds, the accursed_ members of the Son

derkommnndo and even Chairn Rumko\vski, the rex judaeorum of 

the Lodz ghetto, the survivor ended with a non-liquet: ·"I ask that 

we medi.t<ltc on thestory of 'the crematorium ravens' with pity 
and rigor~ but that judgment of them he suspended'~ (Levi 1989: 

60). But in his c~apter on shame Levi seems hastily to lead his 

subject back to a sense of guilt: "many (including me) experi

<·::n{~c.d 'shame.' that is~ a feeling of guilt:' (Levi 1989: 73). lmmedi~ 

ately ~fte.rward, in seeking to discern the roots of this gnilt, the 

very author who had only ·a little earlier fearlessly ·ventured into 

an absolutely unexplored territory of ethics now submits himsdf 
to a. test of conscience so puerile that it leaves the reader uneasy; 

The·wrongs that emerge (having at times shakt:n his shoulders 

impatiently when faced with the requests of yol..mger prisoners, 

or the episode of the water that he shared with Alberto hut 

denied to Daniele) are, of cour.se, excusable. But here the reader's 

UJ~ease can only he a retkction of the survivor's embarra~smcnt, 

his incapacity to mast~;r shame. 
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3. 2 The survivor's feeling of guilt i.s a locus cldsskus of literature 
on the camps. Betteihcim expressed its paradpxical character: 

the real issue ... is that the survivor a.s a thinking being knows very 

well that he is not guilty, as I, for one, know· about n1ysdf~ but that 

thi$ does not change the fact that the humanity of such a person, as a 

h:cling being, requires that heJee.l guilty, and lu.~ do(~s. One cannot 

~nrvive the concentration camp without feeHng guilty that one was 

so incredibly lucky when millions perished, many of them in front of 

nne's eyes .... In the camps (~ne was forced, day after day, for yearil, 

to watcl1 the destruction of others, feeling---against one's bdter 

judgment-that one should have intervened, feeling guilty fo:r hn~ 

ing often felt glad that it was not oneself wh(J perilihed {Bettelheim 

1979: 297-·98). 

\Viesel formulates the same kind of aporia in the a.potht~gm "I 

live, therefore I am guilty,'' adding immediately aftt~..rward! "I am 

here because a frknd, an acquaintance, an unknown person died 

in my place~" Ella Lingens otTers a· similar explanation, as if the 
survivor could 1ive only in the place of another: "Does not each of 

us who has rett1n1ed go around with a guilt feeling, :feelings which 

our cxccu1:fJfS so rarely feel- 'I Hve, because others died in my 
plaee?'" (l.a.nghe:in 1972: 539). 

Levi also experienced this kind of sentiment. And yet he does 

not fully accE~pt its consequences; he fights tenaciously against it. 

The conflict find~ t.~xpn~ssi.on as late as 1984. in his poem ''The 

Survivor:'' 

Dopo di allora, ad ora incerta, 

Quf;lla peua rito1·na, 

E se non trova chi lo ·asco'lti, 

Gli hrucia in petto il cuore. 
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Rivede i visi dei suoi compagnJ 

· Lividi nella prima luce, 

· Grigi di polvere di cemento, 

fndi.stinti peT nebbia, 

Tinti di morte nei sonni inquieti; 

A notte menano le mascelle 

Sotto Ia mon gre"Ve dd sogni 

Masticando una rap.1 che non c'e. 
"lndh~tro, via· di qui, gente somrnersa, 

Andate. Non ho soppiantato n~~s.suno, 

No bo usurpato il pane di nessurw, 

Nt~ssunu e morto in vcce mia. Ncssuno. 

Ritornate alla vostra nebhla. 

Non e mia colpa se vivo c respiro 

e. rnangio e h(~vo e donno e. vesto panni:' 

Since then. at an uncertain hour, that puni:dunent cmnes hack. And 

if it doesn't find someone who 'Nill listen to it, it hums his he<trt in 

his chest. Onet:. again he sees the faces of the other inmates, blueish 

in dw light of dawn, gray with cement dust, shrouded in mist. 

painted with death in their restless sleep. At night their jaws g1·ind 

<lway, in the <1hsence of dreams, che\ving on a stone that isn't there. 

'
1Get away from he1·e, dr6wned people, go <'tway. [ didn't ursurp 

anyone's place. I didn't steal <tnyone's hrt~ad. No one died in my 
ste;id. No one. Go back to your mist'. It isu't my fault if I live and 

breathe, eat and drink and sleep and wear clothes·~ (Levi 1988: 

. 581). 

The citation from Dante in the 1ast verse bears witness to the 

fact. that what is at issue in thi:; text is not simply the disavowal 

of rt~sponsihility. The citation comes from the thi.rty-third canto 

of the IJ?ferno (v. l4l), which describes Dante's (·ncounta with 
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Ugolino in the traitors' pit. lt: contains a doublt:,, implieit n':fer

ence to the prohlem of the guilt of the deportees. On the one 
handr Dante•s '~clark. ·-:.-vell, is the place of traitors, in pa:rticuh.r 

those;~ who have betrayed their own n:latives and friends. On the 

another hand, in a hitter allusion. to his own situation as a sur

·vivor, the cited verse also refers to someone whom Dante he

lieves to be alive, but who is only (lpp<~rent!y living. since his sou] 

has already been swallowed by death. 

1\vo years later, when he writes Jl11~ Drowned (md the Saved, 
L(~vi once again asks himself the following question: "Are you 

a!)hameJ because you are alive in place of another? And in partie~ 

ular, of a man more generous, tnore sensitive, more useful) wiser, 

worthier of living than you?'' But this time too the answer is 

doubtful~ 

You cannot block out such feelings: you examine yoursdf, you 

rev_iew your mt':morie.s, hoping to find them all, and that none of 

them are masked or disguised. No, you find lW obvious transgre!J·· 

sion:s, you di(t not usurp <myonc 's place, you did not beat anyone 

(but would you hav<:: had the .strength t() do so?), you did not ac<.:ept 

positions (but none wt::re t)ffe·rcd to you ... ), yon did not st(:al any· 

one's bre.:td; nevert1le1ess you cannot e~"'.clud~'= it. It is no more th<tn " 

suppositi{)n, indeed the sh;ldow of a suspicion: that c:ach man is hi;.; 

brother's Cain, that each one of us (but this time I say "us" in a much 

V<lster, indeed, universal sense) has usurped his neighbmJs plat~e and 

l.:ived in his stead (Levj 1989: fH-82). 

Yet the same generalization nf the <lccusation (or. rather, the 
suspicion) somehow blunts its edge; it makes the wound less 

painful "No one died in my stead. No one" (Levi 1988: 581). 

"Orte is ne.,.·er in the place of another'l (Levi 1989: 60). 
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3.3 The other face of the survivor's shame is the exaltation of 

simpk survival as such. ln 1976, Terrence Des Pres, professor at 

Colgate University, p11l1lished The SurviV<Jr: Au AnatorP)' ~f Lij'e in 

the Death Camps. 'fhe hf>ok, which had an immedi<1te and notable 

Stlccess, set out to show that Hsurviva] is an experience with a def

inite structure, neither random nor regressive nor amoraf' (Des 

Pres 1976: v) and, at the same time, to ><rendcJ· visible that struc

ture" (ibid.). In the final analysis, Des Pres's anatomical dissection 

of life in the camps reveal::; that in tlH= final analysis life is st1rvival 
and· that in the extreme situation of Ansd1wirt, the very nucle.us 
of "life in jtself" comes to l:ight a.s such, freed from the hindrances 

and deformations of culture. Des Pres does, at a certain poi11 t. in· 

voke the spectet ·of the .. lfuselmann as a figure representing the 

impossibility of survival f'the empirical :instance of death4in~lifeH 

(ihid.: 99J). But he criticizes lk~t:telhi.~im's testimony for having 

undervalued the prisoners' ano11ymous and everyday fight to sur
vive, in the name of an artti<p1ated ethics of the hero, of the one 

who is ready to renounce his life: Fo-r Des Pres, the iTue ethical 

paradigm of ouT time 1~ inste:~d the survivol', who, without search

ing for ideal justifications "choo5es life" and fights simply to stu·M 

vive. The survivor, he. \;c.tritcs, 

is the first of civilJzed men to live beyond the cornpuhions of cul

ture; beyond a fear <>f death \vhich c:•m. only l)e assuaged by insisting 

that life it.sdf is worthless. Tht.' survi•ior is (!vidence that men and 

1vom en are strong enough, mature enough, awake. t~.wugh. to face 

death without mediation, and thetefore to embrace life wtthout 

reserve (ibid.: 245} 

The life that the survivor chooses to "embrace without reser

vations;) the "small, additional, addcd~on lifeH (ibid.: 24), for 

wh1ch he is ready to pay the highest price, reveals itself in the end 



to be nothing other than biological life a~ such. the simple, im
penetrable .. priority of the biological element.'' With a perfect 

vidous circle in which to continue is nothing other than to go 

hackward, the "additional life'~ disclosed by survival is simply an 
ahs.olutc; a priori: 

Stripped of everything hut Jife, what can the survivor fall back upon 

except some biologic<~lly determined "talent" long sllppn~ssed by 

cultural deformation, a bank of knowledge emb{·dded in the body's 
cells. The key to sun+val behavior may thus He in tbe priority ofhio

logkal being (ibid.: 228). 

3.4 It is not surprising that Bettelhdm reacted to Des Pres's 

book with indignati<.m. In an article that appeared in The New 
Yorker foHowing the publication of The SmTivor, Bettelheim reaf·· 
finns the decisive importance of the survivor's feeling of guilt: 

It will be startling news to most survjvors that dwy are ~'strong 

enough, mature e.rwugh, awake .enough ... to em.brace Hf(~ ·witl10Ut 

reserve," since only ;1 pitifully small numher of those who ent.:~red 

the~ German camps survived. \VhM <!bout the milJions who pcrished7 

Wl.~re they "awake enough ... to embrace life \Yithout reserve" <tS 

they wen·. driv{~n into the gas chambers? ... What about thi~ m~my 

surv.ivor."i \vho wen~ completely broken by their experi~nte, S(> that 

ycal'S of ·the best psychiatric care could not he]p then'! cope with 

their memories, which continue to haunt them in their dee.p and 

ofttm suicidal dqn·ession? ... What of the horrible n·ightmares about 

the camps which (~very so often awaken me today, thirty-five'. yc:,1rs 

. late.r, despite ;l most rewarding Iif(:, and which every smYivor 1 have 

asked has also experienced? ... Only the ability to f<~el guilty makes 

us human, partieularly if, objectively seen, one is not guilty (Bette!· 

beiro l~J79: 296, .31 3). 
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Despite their polemical tont'.S 1 the two adversaries are in fact 

not as far apart as they seem;· they are, more or less consciously, 
_hoth prisoners of a curiumo: circk. On the one hand, the exaltation of 

sun-1Va1 constantly requires rden~nce to dib:rnity CfThere is a strange 

circularity about existence in extremity: survivors preserve their 

dignity in order 'not to he gin to die'; they care for the body as 

a matter of "moral surviv.":Jl'" (Des Pres 1976: 72]). On the other 

hand, the assertion of dignity and the feeling of guilt have no 
other sense than survival and "the li{(:~ instinct" (those prisoners 

who blocked out neither heart nor reason ... those p1·isoners .')ur

vived" [Bettelheim 1960: 158]; .. Our obligation-- not to thosf! 

who are dead, but to ourselves, and to those around us who are still 

alive·- is to strengthen the life drives~' [Bettelheim 1979: 102]). 
And it is c;ertainly not an acddent that Bettelhein1 ends by accus

ing Des Pres of the same "ethics ofh{·rnism" with which Des. Pres 

had earlier criticized Bettelhcim: "[Des Pres's b(Jok] makes lwroes 

out of these chance survivors. By stressing how the death camps 

produced such superior beings as the stnvivots .. !' (ibid.: 95). 

It is as if the symmetrical gestures of the t\-1ro opposite figures 

of tht:: survivor- the one who cannot feel guilty for his own 

survival and tl1c one "vho claims innocence in h<wi11g survived

betrayed a secret solidarity. They are the two faces of the Jiving 

being's incapacity truly to separate iniwcence and guilt- that is. 

somehow to master its own shame. 

3.5 lt is uncertain whctl1er the correct explanation for the sur· 
vivor's shame is that he fet:ls guilty for h~:dug alive in the place of 

another. Bettelheirn's tbt:.~s]s that the survivor is innocent and yet 

as sncb obliged to feel guilty is itself alre<tdy suspect. To assume 

guilt of d1is kind. \'\'hidl inheres in th~~ survfvor's <.:Gndition as 

such and not in what he or she as an individual did or failed to do, 

n~<:alkthe common tendency to assume a ge.tH~ri<:; col1ective guilt 
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whenever an ethical problem c<umot be mastered. Arendt observed· 

that the surprising willingness of post~war Germans of aU ages to 

assume collective guilt for Nazjsrnt to believe themselves guilty 
for \vhat their parents or their people had don(·, betrayed an 

equally surprising ill wm as to the as.~es~ment of individual re

sponsibilities and the punishment of particuJar crimes. Analo-· 

gously, at a certain point the German Protestant Church puhHdy 
declared itself "compHd~ before the God of M(~rcy for the. evil 

that our. people did to the Jew·s:' But the Prot~stant Church ''\'as 
not so ready to draw the inevitable consequence that this respon

sibility in reality concerned not tht.~ God of M~:rcy but the God 

of Jnstiee and should have called for the punishment of those 

preachers guilty of having justifier! il.nti-Semitisnl. The same can 

be said for the Catholic Church1 which, even recently in the dec

laration of the French episcopate, showed itself willing to recog

nize its O\''ln collective guHt toward the Jews. YL~t this very c::hun::b 

has never wanted to admit the precise. grave, and documented 

omiss.ions of Pope Pius XII with respect to the persecution and 

extermination of Jews (in particular, with n~spectto the deporta~ 

tion of Roman .Jevvs in 1943). 

Levi is perfectly convinced that ft. m<ikes no sense to speak of 

collective guilt (or innocence) and that only metaphorically can 

one claim to feel guilty for what one's ovfn people or parents did, 

When a German writes him, not without hypocrisy, that "the 

·guilt weighs heavily on my poor betrayed and misguided people," 

Levi responds that '"one must answer. personally for ~ins and 

(~rrors, otherwise all trace of civilization would vanish from the 

face of the earth" (Levi 1989: 177-78). And the only time Levi 
does speak of collective guilt, he. means jt in the only sense possi

ble for him, that is, as a wrong committed by "a] most aB tbt~ Ger

mans of the time'': of not having had th~ courage to spe<tk, to bear 

witness to what they could not not have seen. 
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3.6 But anothe1· reason leads one to distrust that explanation. 

More or less consciously and more or less explicitly, it claims to 

pn:sent the survivor's sha:me as a tragic conf1ict. Beginning with 

l·h~gel, the guilty-innocent person is the figun~ through which 

modern culture inteq:rrets Greek tragedy and, concomitantly, its 

o~n secret contradictions. "In considering aU these tragic con

flicts/' llcgel w:rite.s, uwe must ahove aU reject the .false idea tl1at 

they have anything to do with guilt or innocencr:. The tragic heroes 

are just as much innocent: as guilty" (Hegell975: 1214). The con~ 

flict of whkh H~·.gel speaks, however~ is not merely a matter of 

consdoHsness, in \'lthich subjective: innocence is simply opposed 

to objective guilt. \Vhat is tragie is, on thi~ contrary, for an appar

l::.ntly innoc•;n~ subjc~ct to assume. unconditionally obj(~ctive guilt. 

Thus in Oedipus Rex 

what is: at issue ... is the riJ~ht of the wide awake consdousness, the 

justification of what tht•. man ha.s sclf-eonsdously willed and know

ingly done, as eontrast:ecl with what he was fated by the gods to do 

and actuaJly did unconsciously and withmtt ha\'ing v~dllcd it. Oedi

pus has killed his f:ath('.r~ he h~s married his mother and begotten 

cbildnm in this ix11:estuous alliance; a.nd yet he has been involved in 

the~e most e-..i.l crimes without eith~;r .knowing or willing them. The 

right <>f our deeper <.'onsciousness today would consist in recogniz

ing that since he had neither intended nor known these crimes him

self. they W(~te not to be regardt•,d as his own deeds. But the Greek, 

''"ith his pla~tkity <~f comdonsness, takes res1~onsihility for what he 

has done as an individual a:nd does not cut hi~ purely suhjective sdf

C(msd.ousness apart from what is objectively Ute case .... But tbey do 

not daim to be innocent of these [acts] at a11. On the contrary, what 

the.y did, and actually had to do, is their glory. No worse insuh could 

he given to such a hero than to say that he had acted innocently 

(ibid.: 1214, 1215). 
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N otbing is further frmn Auschwitz than this model. For the 

deportee sees such a widening of the abyss between subje<:tive 

innocence and objective guilt, hetween what he did do and what 

he could Jeel responsible for, that he cannot assume. responsibility 

for any of his actions. Volith an inversion d1at borders on parody, 

he feels innocent precisely for that which the tragic hero feels 
guilty~ and guilty exactly where the tragic hero feels innocent. 
This is the sense of tlH:. specific Bl!}eh1notsland. the ''state of com

pulsion that follows an ordern of which Levi speaks in discussing 

the Sonderkommando members, which makes any tragic con1lict 
at Auschwitz impossible. T~w objective elemei1t, ·.vhich for the 
Gr~~t~k hero was in every <:ase the decisive questi<.m, here becornc.s 

what rt"':l1ders decision .impossible. And since he cannot master his 

own actions, the victim seeks shelter1 like Bettelheim, behind the 
prestigious mask of innocent guilt. 

The ea:w with which the executioners invoke the tragic model, 

not always in had fa1tb, provokes distru~t in their capacity truly tD 

give reasons for Ausdnvitz. It has been observed many times that 

the Nazi functionaries' recourse to Bdehlnotstand was in itself 
impudent (amortg others, d. Levi 1989: 59). An~ yet it js certain 

that at least from a ct::rtain _point onward. they invoked it not· so 

much to estape condemnation (the objection was already dis

missed during the first Nuremberg trial, given that the German 

rnllitary codf~ itself contained an article authorizing disobedience 

in extreme case!!) as, rather •. to make their situation appear in 

terms of a tragic conflict~ which was to ·tbt.'.il" t'!yes clearly more 

aCC{~ptablc. UMy dient r,~ds guilty before God, not the law," Eich

mann's lawyer repeatt~d in Jerusalern. 

An exemplary case is that of Pritz Stangl, the commander of 
the 'Irehlinka extermination camp, whose personality Gitta Sereny 

patiently sought to reconstni.ct through a series of intervit~ws 
held in the Di.isseldorf prison, published under the significant 
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title Into that Darkness. Until the end, Stangl stubbornly main

tained his innocence for the crimes attributed to him, without 

questioning them in the slightest as to their factual accuracy. But 

during the last interview on June 27, 1971, a few hours before he 

died from a heart attack, Sereny remarks that Stangl's last resis

tances have crumbled and that something like a glimmer of ethi

cal conscience appears "in that darkness'': 

"My conscience is clear about what I did, myself," he said, in the 

same stiffly spoken words he had used countless times at his trial, 

and in the past weeks, when ''"e had always come back to this sub

ject, over and over again. But this time I said nothing. He paused and 

waited, but the room remained silent. "I have never intentionally 

hurt anyone, myself," he said, with a different, less incisive emphasis, 

and waited again- for a long time. For the first time, in all these 

many days, I had given him no help. There was no more time. He 

gripped the table with both hands as if he was holding on to it. "But 

I was there;' he said then, in a curiously dry and tired tone of resig

nation. These few sentences had taken almost half an hour to pro

nounce. "So yes," he said final1y, very quietly, "in reality I share the 

guilt. ... Because my guilt ... my guilt ... only now in these talks ... 

now that I have talked about it for the first time ... :· He stopped. 

He had pronounced the words "my guilt": but more than the 

words, the finality of it was in the sagging of his body, and on his 

face. 

After more than a minute he started again, a half-hearted attempt, 

in a dull voice. "My guilt," he said, "is that I am still here. That is my 

guilt" (Sereny 198 3: 364 ). 

It is remarkable to hear this allusive evocation of a tragic con

flict of a new kind, one so inextricable and enigmatic as to be 

justly dissolved only by death. from a man who had directed the 
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killing of thousands of human beings in gas chambers. It does not 

signify the emergence of an instance of truth, in which Stangl 

"became the man whom he should have been" (il)id.: 366), as 

Screny, solely concerned with her dialectic of confession and 

guilt, seems to think. Instead, it marks the definitive ruin of his 

capacity to bear witness, the despairing collapse of "that dark

ness" on itself. The Greek. hero has left us forever; he can no 

longer bear witness for us in any way. After Auschwitz, it is not 

possible to use a tragic paradigm in ethics. 

3.7 The ethics of the twentieth century opens with Nietzsche's 

ovcrcomjng ·of resentment. Against the impotence of the will 

with respect to the past, against the spirit of revenge for what has 

irrevocably taken place and can no longer be willed: Zarathustra 

teaches men to will backward, to desire that everything repeat 

itself. The critique of Judea-Christian morality is completed in 

our century in the name of a capacity fully to assume the past, lib
erating oneself once and for all of guilt and bad conscience. The 

eternal return is above all victory over resentment, the possibility 

of willing what has taken place, transforming every "it was" into a 

"thus I wanted it to be''- amorjati. 

Auschwitz also marks a decisive rupture in this respect. Let 

us imagine repeating the experiment that Nietzsche, under the 

heading "The Heaviest Weight," proposes in The Gay Science. 
"One day or one night," a demon glides beside a survivor and 

asks: "Do you want Auschwitz to return again and again, innu

merable times, do you want every instant, every single detail of 

the camp to repeat itself for eternity, returning eternally in the 

same precise sequence in which they took place? Do you want 

this to happen again, again and again for eternity?,, This simple 

reformulation of the experiment suffices to refute it beyond all 

doubt, excluding the possibility of its even being proposed. 
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Yet this failure of twentieth-century ethics docs not depend 

on the fact that what happened at Auschwitz is too atrocious for 

anyone ever to wish for its repetition and to love it as destiny. In 
Nietzsche's experiment, the hor~or of what happened app~~ar.s at 

the start~ indeed, so much so that the first effect of listening to it 
is. pwdsely, to "gnash one's teeth and curse the demon who h.as 
spoken in such way:' Nor can one .say that the failure of Zarathus

tra;s lesson implies the pt;re and simple restoration of the moral~ 

ity of rescn tmc•nt -~ even if~ for the victims, the temptation is great. 

Jean Am(~l"Y \'V<lS thus led to formulate a genuine anti-Nietzschean 

ethics of resentment that simply refuses t<> accept that ••what hap

pened, happtmed" (Amery 1980: 72). "Resentments as the exis

tential dominant of people like myself,11 he \\'rites, 

are the rt~sult of a long p~rsonal and historical development.. , . My 
re~entments a.rc there in order that the <::rime become a moral reality 

for the critninal, in order that he he swept into the tnltll. of his atmc

ity .... In two decades of contemplating wllat happen<~d to me~ I 

bdie,;e to haye recognized that a forgiving and forgetting induced by 

soda I pressure is .immoraL ... Natural consciousness of time actually 

is rooted in the physiological process of wound--healing and b~::~carne 

part of the social conception of reality. But predsf.~ly for this reason 

it is :wt only extr;tmotal, but also cmtimonl in character. Man has 

tlw right and the privilege to declat~ himse1f lo be in disagreeme11t 

with every natural occurrenc~~, indud.ing the biological healing that 

timt.~ brings about. What happened, happem~d. This sentence. is just 

as true. as it is hostile to mortals and intellect. ... Tlw moral person 

demands annulment o.f time- in the partkular case under question, 

by nailing the climioal to his del~<L Thereby. and through a moral 

turning-back of tbe d~)ck, the btter can join bi~ victim as a feJlow 

human being (ibid.: fi4, 70, 72). 
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There is nothi:n.g of thjs in Primo Levi. Naturally he rejects the· 

title of lithe forgiver" v.•hkh Am{~ry attributes to him. HI am :not 

inclined to forgive, l never forgave our tme:mies of that tirne" 

(Levi 1989: B7). And yet for him, the irnpos.~ibility of '\''ranting 

AuschwHz to return for eternity ha:s another, dHl'erent root, one 

which implies ~'l new. unprecc~lentt.:~d ontological consistency of 

what has taken place. One cannot: want Auschwitz to return.fur eter~ 
ni1:Y; since in trutll it hm never cemeJ to t:L1ke place; it j;; always al

rcru~y repeot.i11fl itse!/ T1Jis ferodous, implacab]e experjencc appears 

to Levi i.n the form of a dream: 

It is a dream within other drc:;uns, which va.ries in it.~ details but 

not ln its content, I am seated at the. dinner tahle with my f~nnily, or 

with friends, or at work, or in the countryside·-· in a surrounding 

that is, in other words, peaceful and relaxed, apparently without 

tension and suffering. And yet I feel ~nguis.h, an anguish that is sub

. tle but deep, the dd1nite sensati6n of some threat. And, in fact, '"' 

the dream continues, bit hy hit or all ()f a sudden··- each tirne ifs 

different- tverything falls apart around me, the setting, the walls, 

the people. The anguh:h becomes more intense and pronounced. 

Everything is now in chao.~. I'm alone at the cent<~r of a gray, 
dandy emptiness, and at once I know what i.t means, l know that l'v,;~ 

:<~lways known it: I am once ag<'lin in the camp, and nothing outside 

th<~ camp was true. The Test-- family, flowering nature, home- was 

a brief respitc 1 a trick of the senses. Now tbis inner dre;l.mJ th'is 

dream ()f peace, is tNer; and in the outer drc.am, which continu~s 

relentlessly, l hear the sound of a voice 1 know- well: the sound of 

one word, not a command, but '' hrief, s.ulnnisHive ,,..,.or<L It is the 

order at dawn in Auschwit7,, a foreign word, a wotd thl\t is fearc:d 

and expected: "Get up," Wstowac (Levi 1988: 245-·55, tr<mslatiOJI 

emcnd~::d). 
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lr'l the ''ersion recotde(l in tlw poem At an Uncettdin Hour, 

the experience has the form not of a dream, but of a prophetic 
certainty: 

Sognavamo neUe notti ferod 

· sogni densi e violenti 

sognati con anima e eorpo! 

tornare., mang1are; raccontare. 

Finche s\touava breve c somine.sso 

il com<~ndo ddl'alba: 

i'Wsta'wac"; 

<!· si spe:zzava in petto il cuore. 

Ora r~hhiamo ritrovato la casa, 

H nostro ventre ~; sa:r,io, 

ahbi.<uno finito di raccontare. 

E tempo. Presto udremo ancora 

il comando stranicro: 

"\V s tawac ,"' 

!.n savage nights. we dn:arnt te.e.ming~ violent dreams with our body 

<md sottl: to go back1 to cat.- to tdL Until we heard the brief and 

mhmissive order of da:wn: W~tawac. And our hearts were bmken in 

our chests. 

Now we have found om homes ag·ain; our bellies are full; we have 

finished tclling<)Ur tales. It's time_ Soon we will once again hear the 

foreign OHler: W~taw.1c (Levj 1988: .BO). 

In this text. the ethical problem h:~s r~~dically changed shape. It 

is no longer a question of conquering the spirit of rev·enge in 
order to as.swne the past, willing its return for eternity; nor is it a 

matter of holding f«st to the lmaceeptable through 1·esentment. 

What lies hefore us now is a being heyond acceptance and refusal, 
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beyond the et(;rnal past and the ett:rnal present~ an event that 

n;turns eternally hut that, precisely fo:r this reason. is absolutely, 

eternally um,ssumable. Beyond good and evil lies not the inno
cence of becoming but, rather, a sha:me that is not only without 

guilt but even without time. 

3.8 Antehnc clearly bears witn(;ss to the fact that shame is not a 

feeling of guilt or shame for having survived another but, rather, 

has a diH'e:rent, darker and more dJfficuh cause. He relates that 

when the W<lr was nearing its t•.nd, during th<: mad march tO trans

fer pri~oners from Buchenwald to Dachan, as the Allies were 

quickly appro?-ching, the ss shot to d<:ath an those who would 

have slovred down the march because of their physical condition. 
At timeg the decimation would take place by chance, in the ab

sence of any visible criterion. One day it was d young Italian's turn: 

The SS cotitinues, •<nu knmme hiu!"Another Italian steps out of the 

column, a student from Bol.ogn(l. I know him. His iace has turned 

pink. I look at him closely. I still have that pink before my eyes. l·l<~ 

stands there at the side of th('. rc.~<td.. Ht~ doesn't know what to do 

with his hands .... He turned pink after th(: SS man said to him, "Du 

komme lner!" He must: have glanced aho1.1t him before he flu~ht~d; 

but yes, it was he who had been pick.ed, <md when h~: doubt~.d it no 

longer, he turned pink. Tlw SS who was looking for a nun, any rnan, 

t:o kill, had found him. And having found hiu:1., he looked no further. 

He didn't ask himself: \<Vhy him, instead of ~omeone else? And the 

Italian, having understood it was really him, accepted this chance 

sdectio:n. H(~ didn't wonder: Why me, inslead of someone dse? 

(Antt:hne 1992: 231-32). 

It is hard to forget the flush of the student of Bologna, who 

died during the march alone at the last minute. on the side of 
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the road with his mun]erer. And certainly the intimacy that one 

experiences before one's own unknown murderer is the most 

extreme intimacy. an intimacy that can as such provoke shame. 

But whatever the cause of that flush, it is certain thJt he is not 

asham<:.~d for having survived. Rather~ it is as if he weH~ asharned 
for having to die, for having been haphazardiy chosen-- he and 

nc; one else- to he killed. In the camps, this is the only sense that 

the expression ~~to die in place of anoth~r·'·' can have: everyone 

dies and Hves in place of another, without reason or meaning; the 

camp is th . .:.~ place in which no one can truly die or survive in his 

own place. Auschwitz also means this much: that man, dying, can

not find a:ny other sense in his death than this flush, this ~hamc. 

In any case, the student is not ashamed for having survivt~d. 

O:n the cont:r<n-y, what survives him is shame. Here, too, Kafka 

was a good prophet. At the end of The Trial, at the moment in 

which Josef K. is ahout to die •'like a dog," and in which the knife 

of the executioner turns twice in his heart~ something like shame 

arises in him; "it was as if his shame ·were to sur•.riv~.~ him!' What is 

Josef K. ashamed of? Why does the student from Bologna blush? 

It is as if the Hush on h.i.s cheeks momentarily hetrayed a limit that 
was reached, as. if something like a new ethical material were 

touched1rpon in the living heing. Naturally it is not a matter of a 

fact to which he could bear witness otherwise; which he might 

also have expressed through words. But in any case tlJal flush is 

like a mute apostrophe l1yjng through time to reach us, to bea:r 

witness to him. 

3.9 In 1935t Levinas provided an exemplary analysis of shame. 

According to Levina.s. shame does not derive, as tJ).e moral phi·· 
losophers maintain 1 from the consciousness of an imperfection or 

a lack in ourhcing from which vrc take eli stance. On the contrary, 

shame is grounded in our bdn.g's incapacity to move. away and 
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break frorn itself. If we experience shame in nudity~ it is hecause 
we cannot hide what we would like to remove from the field of 

vision; it is hecat!SC the unreslrainablc impulse. to flee from one

self is confronted by an equally certain impossibility of evasion. 

Just as vve experience our revolting and yet unsupp1·essihle pres

ence to ourselves in bodily need and nausea, which Levinas classi~ 
fies alongside shame in a single diagnosis, so in shame we are 

consigned to something frorn ;.vhkh we cannot in any way dis
tance ourselves. 

What appears in shame is therefore precisely the fact of being 

chained ro oneself, the radical impossjhility of fleeing oneself to hide 

oneself from otwself, the intolerable presence~ of the self to Itself. 

Nudity .l>l) shameful when it is the ohviousne$S of on~ Being, of' its 

final jntimacy. And the nudity of our body is not the nudity of a 

nia.terial. thing that is antithetical to the spirit hut tbt~ nudity of our 

entire. Being, in all its plenitude and solidity, in itl-1 most brutal 

expression, of which one cannot not he awan~. 'fhe whistle that 

Charlie Chaplin .~wallows in Ci~v Lights makes appear the scandal 

of the brutal presence of his Being; it is like a recording devic:e 

that allows one. to hy bare the discrete signs of a pre~ence that the 

legendary Charlot cloak hardy hides .... ·what is sharncful is our 

intimacy, that ls, our presence t:o ourselves. It reveals lH)t our Iloth

iugness but the tot1.1lity of our existence .... \Vhat shmne discovers is 

the Be.ing that disrmTrs itself (Levinas 1982: 87). 

Let us seek to deepen Levinas's analy.'iis. To he ashamed means 

to be consigned to something that cannot be assumed. But what 

cannot be assumed is. not something external. Rather, it originates 

in our own intimacy; it is what is most .intimate in us (for exam

ple, our own phys.ioiogica.llife). Here the "1'' .is thus overcome by 
its own passivity, its ownmost sensibility; yet this expropri;1tion 
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and desubjectification is also an extreme and irreducible presence 
of the ''1 .. to itself. lt :is as if our consciousness C(~llapsed and, seek
ing to flee in all direcUons. were simultaneously s.utltmoned by 
an ir:refutahle order to be present at its own defacement, at the 

expropriation of what is most i.ts own. In shame, the subject thus 

has no other content than its own desuhjectification.; it he<:Qmes 

witness to its own disorder. :its own oblivion as a subject. This 

double movement, which is hoth subjectification and desubjecti·· 

fkation, is shame. 

3.10 In his 1942-43 lecture course on ParmenJdes. Heidegger 

was also concerned with shame or. more predsdy. with the cor

responding Greek term aidos~ which he defined as "a fundamental 

word of authentic Greekncss" (HeJdegger 1992: 74-75, translaw 

tion modified). According to Heidcgger, shame is something 

more than .. a feeling that man has'• (ibid., translation modified); 

insteadf it is an emotive tonaHty that traverses and det:ennines his 

whole Being. Shame is thus a kind of ontological sentim(':nt that 

has its characteristic place in the encounter between man and 

Being. It is so little a matter of a. psychological phenomenon that 

Heidegger can write that "B~h_1g itself carries with itself shame, 
the shame. of Being" (ibid., translation modified). 

To emphasize this ontological character of shame- the fact 

that, in shame, we find ourselv~~s exposed in the face of Being, 

· which is itsdf ashamed--- Heidegg~r suggests that we consider 

disgust (Abscbeu). Cul'iously enough, he docs not proceed to 

develop this point, as if :it were ilnmediately ohvious, which is not 

at aU the case. Fortunately, Benjamin offers an an~1lysis of disgust 

that is both brief and pertinent in an aphorism of One- Wcry- Street. 

f<?r Bcnjamin1 the predominant feeling in disgust is the fear of 
being recognized by what repulses, us. ''The horror that stirs de.cp 

iu man is an obscure awareness that in himsom<:thing livesso 
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akin to the animal that it might be recognized" (Benjamin 1979: 

50). \Vhoever experiences disgust has in some wa.y recognized 

himself in the object of his loathing and fe.:~rs being rec()gni:t.ed in 

turn. The man who experiences disgust recognizes him.seH' :in an 
altcrity that cannot be assumed-- that is, he suhj<~ctifies himself in 
an absolute desuhjectification. 

We find a rt~dprocity of this kind <tgain in t:he analysis that 

Kerenyi. more or less in the same years, dedic~tes to aiclos in his 

book, Ancient Re.li&ion. "The phenomenon of didos, a fundamental 

situation of the Greeks' religious experience, unitfcS respectively 

active vision and passive vision, the man who set~s and is seen. the 

seen world ai1d the seeh.tg world- where to SN~ is also to pene-

tnt(~ .... The Greek is not only 'born to see,' 'ca.Ued to see;' the 

form of his existence is to he seen" {Kerenyi 1940: 88). In this 

redprodty of active and passive vision. tlidos resembles the expe-
rience of being present at ou~~'s own being seen.. being taken as a 
witness by what one sees. Like Hector confronted hy his motha's 
hare chest (Hector. rny sonj fed aidos for this!"), \vhoever expe

riences shame is overcome hy his own b<.·Jng subject to vision: he 

must re.spond to what d(~prives him of speech. 
We can thetefore propose a first, provisional definition of 

sharne. It is nothing less than the flmdamental sentiment of being 

<1 subject, in the two apparently oppo~ed sense~ (.)f this phrase: to 

he s_uhjectcd and to be sovereign. Shame is what i~i produced in 

the absolutt~ concomitance of subj(~ctification arid desubjt~ctifica

tion, self~l9ss and sdf-po.s.session, servitudt.~ and sovereignty. 

3 J l A ~;pecific domain exists in which this paradoxical. charac·· 
ter of shame is consciously taken as an object to be transformed 

into pleasure-- in which shame jsr as it were, carried beynnd 

Itself. This is the domain of sadon:1asochism. Here the passive sub~ 

ject, the masochist, is so overtaken by his own pa:;sivity, which 
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infinitely transcends him, that he abdicates his condition as a 

subject bJ h1lly subjecting himself to another subject, the sadist. 

Hence the ceremonial panoply of lace, contracts, metals, girdles, 
sutures, and constrictions of aH kinds through which the maso

chistic subject vainly tries to contain and ironically fix the very 

pa~sivrty which he cannot assume and which everywheri~ c:r<.oeeds 

him. Only because the masochist's own suffering is first of all that 

of not heing able to assume his own receptivity can his pain be 

immediately transformed into· delight. But what constitutes the 

subtlety of the masochistk strategy and its alr:n.ost s<trcastic pro

fundity is that the masochist is able to enjoy what exceeds him 

only on the condition of finding outside himself a point in which 

he ean assume his own p::tssiYity and his own unassurnable plea
sure. This external point is the sadistic subject. the Ina.ster. 

Sadomasochism thus appears as a bipolar syst<~m in which an 

infinite receptivity- the masochist- encounters an ~quaHy infi

nite impassivity- the sadist- and in whicb suhj ectific:ation and 

desubjcctification incessantly drcul<:~t:e between two po'les with

out properly belonging to either. This indetermination, however, 

invests subjects not mere]y with power, hut also with kno·wledge. 

The mastet-slave dialectic here is the result not. of a battle frn· life 

and death, hut rather of an iufinHe ·~discipline." a .tnct:iculous and 

interminable process of instruction and apprenticeship in which 

the two snhjects end hy e.xchanging their roles. Just as the 

masochistic subject cannot assume his pleasure except in the rnas

ter, so the sadistic subject: cannot recognize himself as such- can·· 

not assume his impassive knowledge- if not by transmitting 

pleasure to the slave through infinite instruction and punishment. 

But since the masochistic subject enjoys his cruel tra-ining by 
definition, what was to be the instrument of the transmission of 

knowledge- punishment- is instead tbe instrument of pleasure; 

and cliscipline and apprentice~hip. teacher and pupil, master and 
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slave h~:come wholly indistinguishable. This indistinction of d.isd·· 

pl:ine and enjoyment, in which the two subjects momentarily co

incide, i~; precisely shame. And it is this shame that the indignant 

master continually recalls to his humorOU$ pupil: "Tell tr!C; <Jren.'t 

you ashamed?" That is: ''Don't you realtze that you are th{~ subject 

of y~)ur own desuhjectjfk:ation?• 

3.12 A perfect equivalent of shamt~ can be found precisely in the 

originary structure of subjectivity that modern ·pbilosophy calls 
auto-£!/fection and that, from Kant om".rard, is generally identified 

as time. According to Kant. what defines time as the form of 
inner sense, that is, "the i:ntuition of ourselves and (Jf our inner 

state" {Kant 1929; 77), is that in it "the undershnding ... per

forms this _act upon. the passivt.~ subject, whose.fcw!lty it is, and we 

are therefore justified in saying that hmer sense is affected there· 

by" (ibid.! 166) and that therefore in tim.e '(we intuit our.~dves 

only as we are inwardly affected ~;v ouneb·t~s" (ibid.: 168). For 

Kant, a clear proof of this seif~rnodification implicit in our in·· 

tuition of ourselve~ is that we r':'<mnot conceive of time without 

drawing a straight line in the imagination, a line which is the 

immediate trace of the auto-affective gesture. In this sense. tirru: 

is auto-affection; hut: precisely for this reason Kmt can speak here 

of a genuine "paradox." which consists in th{· fact that we "must 

behave toward ourselves as pasSJV{;11 (wir IHJS aegen I.WS se/lJst afs 

]eMend verbdlten mussten) (ibid.). 
Hnware W(~ to tmderstand this paradox? What does it mean to 

be passive with respect to oneself? Passivity does not simply mean 

rce(~ptivity, the mere fact of being affech:d by an external active 

principle. Since everything takes place here inside th~· subject, 

activity and passivity must coincide. The passive s-ubject must he 

active with respect to its O'I<Yn passivity; it must "behave'~ (verbal
ten) "against" its-e1f (geacn uns selbst) as passive. If \:1.1e define as 



merely rec<.~ptive the photographic print struck by light~ or the 

soft wax on whkh the image of the seal is imprinted, we wiH then 
give the name ''passive" only to what actively feels its own being 

p<~:ssive. to •¥hat is qffer.ted l:r .its own receptivi~y. As .auto-affectiont 

pas.shrity is thus a receptivity to the second degree, a recepti-vity 

that expnienct:~S itself, that is moved by its 01Yl1 passivity. 

Commenting on these pages of Kant, Heidegger dd~hH~s time 

as ."pure auto-affection n that has the singular form of a "rn(JYing 

f . lf' d " ] . . th. , "} k. . b L \) :rom 1tse · to war . . . 1: 1at JS at e same tune a oo 'mg ac.K. 

Only in this complicat<~d gesture, in this looking to oneself in dis

tancing onesdf from oneselC can something like an identical self 

be constituted: 

Time is not an active affection that strikes an a.lr{~ady existing sub

ject. As pure a\Jto-affectlon, it forn~s the vcr·y ess<~nce. of what can he 

defiu~~d as seeing oneself in general. ... But the sdf itself that, as. 

sud1, can be st:en hy something is, in essenct'~) the: finite subji~ct. 

Insofar as it is. pure auto-affection, tirne J(n·ms the essential st:nKture 

of subjectivity. OnJy on the basis of this :selfhood can finite Being 

be what it must he~ deli \'<~red ovel' to recehring (Heldeggt~r 1990: 

B 2 "' 31. translation rnndifled). 

Here "~hat is revealed is the analogy with shan1\":, defined a.s 

being consigned to a passivity that cannot b<.~ assurned. Shame, 

indeed. then appears as the most proper emotive tonality of sub

jectivjty. For there is certainly nothing shameful in a human being 

who suffers on account of sexual violence; but if he takes pleasure 

in his &1.rfiering violence, if he i.s moved by his passivity- if. that 
is, auto-a.Hection is produced - only then car1 one .speak of shame. 

This is why the Greeks dearly separated, in the homosexual rela~ 

tion, the active subject (the erastes) and the passive subject ( ero
i'Jljmos) and, for the sake ,of the ethicity of the tdation, demanded 
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that the eromenos not experience pleasure. Passivity~ as the form of 

subjectivity, is thus constitutively fractured into a purely recep

tive pole (the Muselmann) and an actively passive pole (the wit

ness), but in such a way that this fractnn~ ne·ver leaves it~df. fully 
separating the two poles. On the contr~ry, jt alwap has th~~ form 

of an intimmy, of being consignt:d to ~ passivity, to a making one· 

self passive in which tht~ two terms are hoth distinct and insepan· 

hie. 
In his Compendium gmmmaticus linguae hebracae, Spinoza illus· 

trates the concept ofinunanent cause- that: is, an acti<>n in which 

agent and .. patient arc one and the same person- with the Hebrew 

verhal categories of the active 1·ef1exive and the infinitive noun. 

"Since it often happens,'' he \'\'rites, referring to the infinitive 

n<:mn, nthat the agent and the patient are one and the same per

son, the Jews found it necessary to form a new and seventh kind 

of infinitive with which to express an action refc~rred both to ilie 

agent and the patient, <tn acti.on that thus has the f(..}ffil both of an 

activity and a pilssivity .... lt was therefore necessary to invent 

another kind of infinitive~ expressing an aetion refern;d to the 

agent as immanent canse ... which, as we have seen .. , means 'to 

visit oneself; or 'to constitute oneself as visjting' or, finally. 'to 

show oneself as visiting' ( corlstitm..>..re se visftontem, 1•el ·denique prae

bere se risitantem)" (Spinoza 1..925: 361). Explaining the meaning 

of these verbal forms, Sphtoza is not ~atisfied with the reflexive 

f<.n~rn "to visH oneself," and is compelled to form tbe striking syn

tagm h'to constitute oneself as visiting" or 11 to show oneself as vis· 

iting•· (he could also have written "to. constitute or show oneself 

;1~ visited"). Just as in ot·din.ary language, to de.Hne someone who 

takes pkasure in undergoing something (or who :is somf::how an 

accomplice to this undergoing) one says that he "g~~ts himself 

done .. something (and not simply that something "is done to 

him"), so the coincidence of agent and patient ln one subject has 
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the form not of an inert identity, bnt of a com):) lex mov<~ment of 

auto~afTcction in which the subject constitutes--· or shows -itself 
as passive (or active), such that activity and passivity can never be 

separated,' revealing themselves to be. distinct in their impossible 

coincidence in a se!f The SL~!fi$ what is produced as a remainder 
in the double movement~ active and passi vc- of auto~affection. 

'Tiris is why subjectivity constitutively has the form of suhjectifi

c.:at:ion and desubjectification; this is why it is, at bottom, shame. 

Flush is the remainder that, jn every subjectiJication, betra)'S a 

desuhjeetificatinn and that, in every desubjectification. bears wit· 

ness to a subject. 

3.13 11-terc is an exceptional document of desubjectification as 

a shameful and yet iuevitahle experh~nce. It is the letter Keats 

·sends to John \Voodhous<.~ on October 27, l8l8. The "wretched 

confession t' of whidl the letter speaks concerns the poetic suhj ect 

hims{~lf; the incessant self-Joss by which he consists solely in 

alienation and non~t~xistence. 'fhe theses that the letter states in 

the form of paradoxes are well known: 

l) The poetic "f' is not an rfl"; it is not identical to itse!f "As to 

the poetical Character (I mean that .sort of which. if I am any 
thing, I am a Memher ... ) it i.s not itself- it has no self- it is 

every thing and nothing- It has no char<lcter" (Keats 1935: 226). 

2) The poet is the most unpoetical ~f thin.._qs, since he is always 

other than himsdf; he is always the place of anotlw.r body: _.A 

Poet i~; the most unpoetic:al of any thing in existence; because he 

has no Identity- he is continually filling in for- and filling some 

other Body'' (ibid.: 227). 

3) T.~e statement .. ! aro a poet" is not a statement, hui: rather a 

contradiction in terms, which implies th<': impossibility of being a 

poet: "Jf then he has no self, and if I am a Poet, where is the Won·· 

der that I shoulcl say I would write no more?" (ibid.). 

H2 



SHAMt<, OR PN 1.HE SlJEl.JECT 

4) The poeUc experience is the shanuifi¥1 experience c:fdesubjectifi
cation, of a full and unrestrained impossibility of responsibility 

tb(lt involves every act of speech and that situates the would-be 

poet in a position even lowel' than that of children; '1It is a wretched 

thing to confess; but it is a very faet that not (Jne wotd 1 ever utter 

can be taken for granted as an opinion growing out of'rny identi

cal nature .... _ how can it, when I have no nature? When I am in a 

room with Peop.le if I ever am free from speculating on creations 

of my own hraint then not myself goes home to myself: but the 

identity of every one in the room hegins so to press upon me that 

I am in a very little time annihilated·- not only among Men; it 

would he the same in a Nursury of children'' (ibid.). 
But the final paradox is that in the letter the confessiol:t is im

me£liately foHowed :tl()t t)nly by sHence and rcnundatiou, but also 
by the promise: of an absolute and unfailing writing destined to 

destroy and re.new itself day after day. It is almost as if the shame 

and desubjectification implicit in the act of spt~e·dJ contained a 

secret beauty that could only bJing the poet inct~ssantly to he;u· 

witness to his own alienation: "I will assay to reach to as high a 

summit in Poetry as the nerve bestowed upon me will suffer .... 1 

feel assured I .~hould write ... even if my night's labours should he 

hurnt every morning. and no eye ever shine 1:~pon them. But even 

now I am pethaps not speaking from myself: but from sornc char

acter in whose soul I now live', (ibid.: 22.7--28). 

3.14 In the Western literary tradition., tbe act of poetic creation 

and, indeed, perhaps every act of speech implies .somethi:ng like a . 

desubjectification (poets have named this desuhject:ificatic)n the 

''.Musc1
'). "An ·r without gua1·;mteesl'' writes.lngehorg Bachmann 

in one of her Frcm~fiut Lectures, "what is the '1,' what could it her 
A stctr "vhose position and orbit havt.~ never been fully identified 

and whose nucleus is cmnposed of ~ubstanc<.:sstill unknown. to 
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us. It could be this: myriads of particles f{)rming an 'I: But at the 

same time the 'I' seems to be a Nothing. the hypostasis of a pure 

form, something like an imagined substance" (Bachmann 1982: 

42). Bachmann claims that poets are precisely those who "make 

the •r• irito the ground of their experiments, or who have made 

themselves into the experimental gro"lmd of the 'I"' (ibid.). This is 
why they "continually nm the risk of going mad" (ibid.) and not 

knowing what they say. 
But the idea of a fully destibjectified experience in the act of 

speech i!i also not foreign to the religious tradition. Many cen~ 
turies before being programmatically taken up by Rimba.ud in his 

letter to P. Demeny (''ff.,r (1' :is another. If br.lss wakes up a trum

pet, it's not its fault''), a similar exp<~rience appeared JS the corn·· 

mon practice of a messianic community in Paul's first Letter to 

the Codnt:hians, The .cspeaklng in tongues'~ (lalein alosse) of 

which Paul writes refers to an event of speech··~· glossolalia-in 

which the speaker sp~:.~aks without knowing what he says ("no 

man understa.ndeth him; huwbeit in the spirit he speaketh mys
teries" [1 Corinthians 14:2J). Yet this mcan.s that the very princi

ple of speech becomes something alkn and ''barbaric": "H'I know 

not the meaning of the voice, I shall be unto him that spea.keth a 

bar-barian, and he that spe~~keth shall he a barbarian unto me'' 

( 14: l1 ). The literal meaning of the term bt.zrbaros, a "barbarian," is 

a being not gift'ed with lo.qos~ a fo:reigne:r who does not truly know 

how to understand and speak. Glossolalia thus presents. the aporia 

of an absolute desuhjectifkation and 11barbarization" of the event 

of language, in which the speaking subject gives way to another 

subject, a cbi1d, angel, or h•.u-hatian, who spe<.\ks "nnfruitful1y" 

and "into the air." And it .is significant that although he does nut 

altogether exclude the Corinthians' glossolalic practice, Paul 

alerts them to the. puerile regression .it implies, enjoining them to 

interpret what they say: "l~or if the trumpet give an uncertain 
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so1.1nd, who shall prepare himself to the battle? ... So likewise. 
ye, except ye utter by the tongue words {~asy to h~~ 1.mderstood, 

how shall it be known wbat is spoken? Por yc sha.U speak into the 
air .... WhereJore let him that speaketh it.\ an unknoo;.o\itt tongue 

pray that he may not interpret. For if I pray in an unknown 
tongue, my spirit prayeth, but my llnderstanding is unfru.itful. ... 
Brethren, be not children in understanding" (14: 8·-:20). 

3.15 The experience of glossolalia. merely radicali:l:'.es a de:mhje.c
tifyi.ng experience i.mphdt .in. the ~:irnplc.st act of speech. Modern 

linguistic theory maintains that language and actual discourse are 
two ahimlutely divid~;.~d on.lel\~, between whi(h there can be nei

ther transition nor communication. Sau.ssure already observed 

thlt if language (in the sense of lrmN11e) in .itself ~s constituted by 
a series of signs (for ex<1mple; "mud/, "lake," "sky;' "rcd,H Hsad," 

'"five/' "to split,, '1tO see"), nevertheless nothing rn.akes it possible 

to foresee and understand how lltcse signs w.ill be put jnto action 

to form discom<'>e. uThe scr.i.es of these words, -as rich a~ it is 
, thrm1gh the ideas that it evokes, will never show one jndividual 

that another individual. in pronotmcing tht~m~ means something:' 

"The world of signs," He11veuiste added a f<~w yeats ht.er, taking up 
and developing Saussure's antinomy, "is closed. From the sign to 

the phrase there is no transitjon. be it by syntagmatization or by 
any oth<~r means. A h.iatus separates them" (Benveniste 1974: 6S). 

However, ew:ry language has at its disposal a series of ~igns 
(v.·hich linguistics call j'shiftets'~ or .indicators of enunciation, 

among which~ for example, there are. the pronouns '"I," "you,'~ 
"this," and the adverbs "here," "now/' etc,) destined to a1low- the 

individual to appropdate language in order to nse it. Unlike other 

won]s. these s.tgns do not possess a. kxkal meaning that can be 

defined in real terms;. their meaning ~rises on]y through reference 
to the event of discourse in whkh they are used. ('What then/' 
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Benveniste asks, 1'is the reality to which lor }'Oll refers? lt is solely 
to a 'reality of discourse.' and this is a very stra:nge thing. 1 camwt 

be defined except in tetms of 'locution; not in terms of objects 

as a nominal sign is. { signifies 'the person who is 1lttering the 

present instance of the discourse containing t" (Benveniste 1971: 

218). 

Enunciation thus refers not to tpe text of what 1s stated, hut to 

its takina place; the individual can put language into act only on 

condition of identifying l:dmsdf with the very event of saying~ ,md 
not with what is s~'id in it. But then \>vhat does it mean "to appro· 

priatc language"? How is it possible to '•start to speak'' in these 

conditions? 

\Vhen one 1ook:s closely, the passage from language to dis

course appears <~S a par<ldox:ical act that simultaneou.dy implies 

botlu:nbjectification and desubjectificati•;-,n. On the one hand. the 

psychosomatic individual must fully aholish himself and desubjec~ 

tify hi1nself as a rea.l individual to become the subject: of enunda·· 

tion and to identify himself with the pure shifter "I," which js 

absolutely without any substantiality. and content other than its 
mt•.re reference to the event of d.iscourse. Bt1t, once stripped of ;'lll 

extra-linguistic meaning and constituted as a subject of enuncia

tion, the subject discovers that he has gained access not w much 

to a possibility of speaking as to an irnpossihility of speaking
or, ra-ther, dJat he has gained access to bt~ing always already antici

pated by a g1ossolahc potentiality over which he has neither 

control nor mastery. Appropr.iating the formal instruments of 

enundation 7 he is introduced into a language from which, hy de f .. 
inition. nothiug will allow him to pass into discourse. And yet, in 
saying ·~I,u "you,'1 l<this," "now ... ," he is expropriated of all refer

ential reality, letting himself be defined solely through the pure 

and empty relation to the event of discourse. The subject C!f'enunci
ation is composed qf discourse and exists in disrourse alone. But, j(.Jr 
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this ve~y reason, once the subject is in discourse, he cac1 S£o/ nothing; 
he cannot spec1k. 

_ "J speak~' is therefore just as contradictory a statement as is 

"I am a poet." For not only i.s the uy" ahvays already other witl1 

respect to the individual who lends it .speech; it does not even 

make sense to say that this !-other S))eab:., fo:r Jnsofar as it is solelv - -' 

sustained in a pure event oflangua,ge, independent of every mt:an· 

jng, this f.-other stands in an impossibility of speaking-~- he has 

nothing to say. In the absolute pres<.•.nt of the event of discourse, 

subjectification and destibjectif'ication coincide at every point, 

and both the .flesh and hlood individual and the subject of enund

atio:n are perfectly silent:. This can also he expressed by saying 

th<lt the one who sp(~aks is not the individual, hut language; but 

this means nothin.g other than that an impossibility of speaking 

has, in an unknown way, come to speech. 

h is therefore not surprising that in th~~ face of this intiJnate 

extraneousness h:nplicit in the act of speech, poets experience 

something Jike responsibility and sham~~. This is why Dante, in his 

Vita mwva, commanded the poet to know ho·w "to open hy prose" 

· (aprire per pm~a) the reasons of his poetry on pain of the "greatest 

shame:" And it is difllcult to forget the words with whk~h Rim

baud evoked his earlier years as a. poet: "I could not continue; I 

would have gone mad and, what is more ... it was eviC' 

3.16' ln twentjeth~~entury pot·try, Pessoa's letter on heteronyms 

constitutes perhaps the most impressive document of desubjecti

flcation, the transformation of the poet into a pure "'experinwnta

tinn ground/' and its possible implications for ethics. On January 
13, 1935 1 he responds to hi_s friend Adolfo Casais Monteiro, who 

had asked hin:'L about the origin of his many heteronyms. He begins 

by presenting them as "an orga.nic and constant ten den(.; tow•lrd 

depersonalization; ti 
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'l'he origin of my heteronyms is basically an aspect of hysteria tba.t 

~~xists ''vithin me. I dot!'t know whether I am simply a hysteric or if I 
am more properly a ntur<tsthenic hysteric. I tend tO\'Vard the second 

hy))Othesis. hec.mse there <ne in me evidences of hssitude that hyste··· 

ria, properly speaking, doesn't encOJnpass in the list of its symp~ 

toms. Be that as it may, the n1ental origin of h~teronyms lies in a 

per11istent and Ol"g~nic tendenr:y of mine to depersonalization ami 

s.imulati()n., These phenorncna- fortunately for me and others·-·· 

intellcctua]iz.e themsdve:s. I mt-.an, they don't show up in my practi

cal life, on the surface and in contact with others; they explode 

inside, and I live with them ~lone in me .... !tn urging of spirit came: 

upon rne, absolutely foreign, for one re:ason or anothe1·, of that 

which I am, or which 1 suppose that I am. l spoke to jt, immediatt·.!y, 

spC)ntaneously, as if it we.1·e a certain friend of mine who:5e name I 

invc.nted., whose history I adapted, and whose figure·-· face, build, 

dothes, and manner- I .immediately saw inside of me. And so I con·· 

triveJ. and prO(~reated various friends and acquojntances who never 

existed hut whom stiU today·-- nearly thirty years later·-· I hear, fe.el, 

set~. l rt~peat; l heal', J{~d. see, ... And get greetings from tht'-m ... 

(P~:ssoa 1988: 7--9). 

Next cmnes the summary of the .sudden personalization, on 

March 8, 1914, of one of his most memorable heteronyms. Alber

to Caeiro, who was to become h.is teacher (or, rat:her, the teacher 

of another one of his heteronyms, Alvaro Do Carnpo.s): 

J went i)YCr to a high desk an<l, taking a piect~ of paper, beg-an .to 

write, st~ul(Jing up, as I always do when I can. And I ·wrote some 

thirty poems, one after another, in a kind of I:';Cst"a•>y, the nature of 

which I am unable to define. It was the triumphant day of my life, 

and never will I have another like it. I h~gan with the titJe, The 

Keepc1· •if Sheep. \:Vhat followed was dH~ app(.~arance ()f .~omeonc in 
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me whom I named, from then on, Alberto Caeiro. Porgive me the 

absurdity of the sentence: In· me there appeared my maste.r. That was 

. my immediate reaction. So much so that scarcely were those thirty

odd poems written whE~n I snatched more paper and wrote, agah·a 

without stopping, the six poems constituting ;'Obliqu(~ Rain," h}' 

Fernando Pessoa. Straight: away <md ·completely .... It was the return 

of Pernando Pessoa/ Alberto Caciro to Fernando Pessoa himsdf. Or 

better, it was the rea<;tion of Fernando Pt"~ssoa ag<riust his nonexis· 

tcncc as Alh(~rto Caeiro (ibid.: 9). 

It is worth examining this incontparable phenomenology of 

heteronym.ic depersonalization. Not only does each new subjecti· 

fication (the appearance of AlbeTto Caei.ro) imply a desubjectifi

eation {the depersonalization of Fernando Pessoa, who submits 

himself to his teacher). At the same tirne, each desubjectification 

aJso implies a resuhjectifk:ation: the tetutn of Fernando P(~ssoa, 

who reacts to his non-t~xistcncc, that is, to hi~ depersonalization 

in Alberto Caeiro. It is as if the poetic experience constituted a 

contplex process that involved at least tlJTC{' subjects- or ratl1t:~r. 
three different subjectific.ations-desubjectifications, since it i.s no 

longer possible to speak of a subje(:t in the strict ~ens c. First of. 

aU there is the psychosomatic individual Fernando Pessoa, who 

approaches his d<~sk on March 3, 1914 to 'Write. With respect to 

this subject, the poetic act can only imply a radical desubjectifica

tion. which coincides with tbc subjectification of Alberto Caeiro. 

But a ne:w poetic omsdousness, son.1ething like a genuine ethos of 

poetry, hegins once Fernando Pessoa. having survived his G\Yn 

depersonalization, returns to a self who both is and ]s no longer 

tl1e first subject. Then he understands that he must react to his 
non-existence as Alherto Caeiro, dwt he Il1i1.~t te.rpond to his own 

desubjectification. 
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3.17 Let us now reread th.e,phenomenology of testimony in 

Primo Levi, the impossible dialectic hetwt~en the survivor and th(~ 

Muselmarm, the psetldo-witness and the 'jtomplete witness/' the 

human and the inhuman. Testimony appears here as a process that 
involves at least two subjects~ the first, the survivor, who can 

speak hut \vbo has nothing interesting to sa.y; and the st~cond, 
who "has seen the Gorgo-n.'' who uhas touched bottom/, and 

therefore has much to say but cannot speak. Which of the nvn 

ht~ars witness? I·"JI1w is the subject ~}'testimony? 
At first it appears that it is tbe human, the survivor~ who bea.rs 

witness to the inhmnan, the A1useltnann. But if th.e survivor bears 

witness for the .Muselmann -in the technical sense of •r on behalf 

of" or ''by proxy" ("we speak in their stead, by proxy'')~- thc:n, 
according to the I ega~ principle by which the acts of the delegated 

are imputed to the dcl(!gant, it is in .sorne way the MuselmanTJ who 

bears witness. Bllt this means that the one who truly bears wit~ 

ness in the human is the inhuman; it rneans that the human is 

nothing other than the agent of the inhuman, the one who lends 

the inhuman a voice. Or, rather, that th~rc is no one who claims. 
the title of ('witness'~ by right. To speak, to hear witness, is thus to 

ent(':r into a vertiginous movement in which something sinks to 

the bottom, wholly d(~s.ubjectified and silenced, and so1nething 

subjectificd speaks without truly having anything to say of it.s own 

('I tell of things ... that I did not actually experience"). T'csti
mollY takes phtc<.: wl:tere the. speechless one 111akes the spt~aking 

one speak and where the one who spel_lks hears the irnpossibility 

of .speaking in his own ~pe.ech, such that the silent and the speak

ing, the inhurnan and the human enter into a zone o.f indistinction 

in which it is impossible to establish the position of the suhject, to 

identify the ~'imagined sllhstance" of the <'1" and, along with lt, 

the true witne.ss. 

This can also he cxpt·essed by saying that the subject C!f usti-
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mo~y is the one I·rlw bears witness to a desubject!flc:ation. But tld."f 

expression holds only if it is not forgotten that ~'to hear witn.t:s~ 

to a desubjectification" can only mean there is no subject of tes·

timony ("l repeat, we are not ... the true w:itnesses'l) and that 

every testimony. is a field of forces incessantly tr<werse.d by cur

rents of subjectifkation and dcsuhjcctification. 

H(~re it is possible to gage the insufficiency of the two opposed 

theses that divide accounts of Auschwitz: the view of humanist 
discourse, which states that "all human beings are human" and 

that of anti-humanist discourse, which holds that "only some 

hum.an beings are human." .. \Vhat testimony .says js something 

completely different. which can be fonnulated in the fo1lowing 

theses~ "human beings are human insofar as they are not human" 
or, more preciselyt "human beings are human insofar as they bear 

\'\ritness to the inhuman.," 

3.18 Let us consider the individual living being, the ''infant" in 

the etymological sense, a being who cannot speak. What happens 
in him- and for hhn- in tlF;; momt:nt he say!! ''I, and hegins to 

speak? We have seen that the 1•1," the subjectivity to which he 

g<dns ace('.'~s, is a purely discursive reality that refeJ-s neither to a 

corH:ept nor to a real individuaL The ''f' that, a.l; a unity tran

sce.:nding the multiple totality of lived experiences; guarantet::s ~he 

permanence of what we ca11 consciousness :is nothing other than 

the <1ppearanct~ in Being of an exclusively linguistic property. As 

Benveniste \VTites, "It is in the instance of discourse in which I 

designates the 8peaker that the speaker proclaims himself as the 

'subject.' And so it is literally true that the hasis of subjectivity .is. 

in the exerdse of b .. nguage" (Benveniste 1971: 226)- Linguist~ 

have analyzed the consequences of the insertion of subjectivity 
into langu~ge for the. stTucture of ia:nguages. The consequences of 

subj(~ctitkation for the living individuat however, rematn largely 
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to be considered. It is thanks to this unprecedented self-presence 

as "I," as speaker in the QVtmt of discourse, that tht:re can be in 

the living being somc~thing like a unitary center to ';~,rhid.1 one 
('an refer lived experiences and acts* a fitrn point outside of 

the oeeans of sensations and psychic states. And Benveniste has 

shown how human temporality is generated through the self

presence and presence to the world that tht; act of enunciation 

makes possible, how hun)an beings in general have no w·ay to 

experience the t~now" other than by constituting it through the 

insertion of discourse into the world in saying "I" (lnd "now.'' But 

precisely for this reason. precisely because it has no other reality 

than discourset tht~ "now"---- as showtt hy every attempt to grasp 

the present instant- is marked by an irreducible negativity; pre

cisely because conscicnJsn~~ss ha.s no other consistency than lan

guage, everything that philosophy and psychology hdieved them

selves to discern in consciousness is sh:nply a shadow of language, 

an "imagined substance:' Subjectivity and consciousness, in which 

our culture be Heved itself to have found its firmest foundation, 

rest on what is most precarious and fragile in the world: the event 

of speech. But this unsteady foundation reaffirms itself- and sjnks 

away once again- every time we ·put language into action in dis

course, in the most frivolous chatter as. in speech given once and 

for aU to oneself and to others. 

There is more: the living being who has made himse.lf ab

solutely present to hitnselfin the act of enUtlCiation, in saying "1~" 
pushes his own lived experiences back into a limitless past and 

can no long<::r coincidE: with them. The event ()f language in the 

pure presence of discourse irreparably divides the self-presence of 

sensations <md expt~:ri~.::n<:<::s ill t:he very mmnent in whid1 it refers 

them to a unitary center. Whoe~c:r enjoys the particular presence 

achieved in the intimate consciousness of the enunciating voice 

forever loses the pristine adh(~sion to the Open that Rilke dis-
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cerned in the gaze of the animal; he must now turn his eyes in

ward toward the non~p]ace of language. Tllis is ''vhy suhjectifica

tion, the production of cnnsciou:mess i11 the event of discourse, is 

often a trauma of \Vhich human beings are not easily cun!<h this is 

why the fragJJe text of consciousness inct~ss<mtly crumbles and 
eras;:~s itself, bringing to light the disjunction on which it is erected: 
the constitutive desubjectification i11 every snbjeetification. (It js 

hardly astonishing that it was precisely from an analysis of the 
pronoun 'T' in I-hisserl that Derr.ida was able to draw his idt.;a of 

<Hl infinite dd'<::.rra.l. an originary disjunction- writing-~ inscribed 
in the pure self-presence of consciou<;ness.) 

It is th{~rdore not· surprising that when something like con

sciousness (srmeidesis, sumwia) makes its appearance in the work 

of Greek trag(~dians and poets, it appears as the inscription of a 
zone of n.on-consdousnt~ss in language and. of silenc(: in knowl

edge, whkh has an ethical rather than logical connotation from 

the beginning. Tbus in Solon's Eunomia, Dike has the form of a 

mute cothscience (sigti~o sunoide), and for the trag~~dia.nli f:on

scionsnt~ss can also be attributed to an in•mimate object which, 

by definition, cannot speak: the sleepless bed in Elutm and the 

rocky caven1 in Philnrtc:tnx (cf. Agamben 1991: 91). When a sub· 
ject appears for the first time as a consciousness, it thus has the 

foi·m of a disjunction between knowing and saying. Fot the ont:~ 

who knows, it is felt as an impossibility of speaking; for the one 

who speaks, it is experienced as an equally bith~r impossibility to 

know. 

3.19 In 1928. L1..1dwig Binswanger published a study hearing the 
significant tit1e! The Vital Function and lntenwl History tf L!Je. 
Introducing into psychiatric terminology a phenomenological 

vocabulary that is sttll imprec:ise, Binswanger develops. the idea of 

a fnnda.1nental heterogeneity between the p1aru~ of the physica.l 
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and psychical vhal functions that tak~~ place .in an organism and in 

personal consciousness, in which the lived experie~1ces of an indi

vidual are organized int() <.m inner unitary history. In the place of 
the old distinction between the psychic and the sontatic1 Bin

swanger proposes the much more decisive distinction betwt'!en 

the i'functional modahty of the psycho-somatic organism, on the 

one hand. and the jnternal history oflife on the other?' This aHows 

him to escape the confusion ''between the concept of psychic 

f\mction and the .spiritua] content of psy{:hic lived experiences/~ 

which is both •/inherent in the psychic ten:n and by now scientifi~ 

cally unsound." 

ln a later work (which Foucault commented on), Binswanger 

compares this duality to the opposition behveen dreaming and 

waking. HDreaming, man -to use a distinction [have drawn else
wb<:re- is 'Hfe~function;' waking, he creates 'life history.' ... It is 

not possible-·· no matt~~r hovv the attempt is made:·- to reduce 
both parts of the disjunction hdwcen life~function. and life~his

tory to a common denominator, because life con~idered as f·unc

tion is not the .same as Hfe t~onsidered as history'• (Binswanger 

1963: 247-48). 

Binswanger limits hirnself to noting this opposition and to 
suggesting that the psychiatTist ought to take account of both 
points of view. But l1e indicates an aporia so radical that the vt~ry 

possibility of identifying a unitary terrain of consciousness is 

called into question. Consider, on the one hand. the ooutinuous 

How of vital functions: respiration, circulation, digestion, home(J· " 

thermy (but also sensation," musc11lar movement, Irritation, etc.) 

and, ·on the other hand, the flow of language and of the (:onscious 

ul/' in which lived experiences a.re organized into an individual 

history. Is there a point in which these two flows arc unified, in 

which d1e "dreaming'~ of the vital functions is joined to tht~ "wak~ 

ing" of personal con:;;citnl.sncss·~ \\'here. and how, can .\ subject 



be introduced into the biological llov/t Is lt possible t:o say that 

at the point in which the speaker, saying"(," is produced as a sub~ 

ject, there is something like a co:incitlencc bet\-vee.n these two 

series, in which the speaking subject can truly as!mtne his own 

biological functions as his own, in \vhkh tlu~ living being can iden·· 

tify himself ·with the. spea.king and thinking "I"? In the cyclical 
deve1oprn.e:nt of bodily processes as in the series of conscious··· 

ness' intentional acts, nothing seetns to consent to such a coin

cidence. Indeed. hi" signifies prec:isely the irreducible disjunction 

between vital functions and inner history, between the living 

being~s bt~coming a speaking being and the speaking being's sen

sation of itself as living. It is certainly true that the two st~ries 

tlow a.longs"lde one another in what one could call absolute inti

macy. But is intimaq not precisely the name that we give to a 

proximity that also remains distant, to a prm:niscuity that never 

becomes identity? 

3.20 The Japanl~St: psy6hiatrist Kimtlr<'t Bin. director of the Psy-

chiatric Hospital of Kyoto and translator ofBiw;wanger, sought to 

deepen Heideggcr's analysis of temporality in Being and Time with 

reference to a da.ssification of the fundan:H:~ntal types of mental 

illness. To this end he made use of the Latin formula postjestum 
'(literally, "after the eelehration''), which indieatt~s an irreparable 

past, an arrival at things that arc already clone. Post.festum is sym

metrically disti.ng·nished from ante Jestum C'bcfore the celebra

tion") and intrafcstum c·during the celebration'~). 

Po:;tfeswm temporality is that of tlH~ melancholic, who always 

experiences his o"l<vn 111 .. in the form of an ••r was," of an irrecover

ably accomplished past with respect to wlrich one can only be 

in debt. This experience of time corresponds in Heidegger to 

Dasein's Being~ thrown, its finding itself always already abaJHkmed 
to a factual situatio11 beyond which it can nevt~r venture. There is 
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thus a kind of constitutive ''melancholy" of human Dasein. which 

is always late witJ1 respect to itself, having always already rnissed 
its "celebration:' 

AnteJestum temporality corresponds to the e:xperit~uce of the 
schizophrenic, in which the direction of the melancholic~ s oden

tation toward the past is inverted. 1:or the schiz.opluenic, the "C' is 
never a certain possession; it is always something to be. attained, 

and the schizophrenic thcrefoxe always lives time in the 1i)rm of 

anticipation. "The T of the schizophrenic," Kimura Bin writes, 

"is not the T of the •already been'; it is not tied to a duty. In other 
words, it is not the post festum T of the melancholic, which can 

only be spoken· of in terms of a past and a dcht .... Instead, the 

essential point here is th~- problem of one's own possihility of 

being one.self, the problem. of the certainty of lH~coming oneself 

and, therefore, the risk of possibJ}' being alienated from oneself" 
(Kimura Bin 1992: 79). In Beinfl and Time, the schizophrenic•s 

temporality corresponds to the primacy of the future in the form 

of projection and anticipation. Precisely because its experit".nce of 

time originally temporalizes itself on the basis of the future, 

Dosein can he. c:h{ined hy. ~kid~;gger as '\he being for whom, in 

its very Being, Being is always at ic;sue11 and aJso as ••in its Being 
always already anticipating: itse)f;'1 But predsdy for this rea:.;.ont 

Dasein is constitu~ively schizophrenic; it always risks missing itself 

a~d not being pn~sent at its own "et~lt~hr~tion:, 

One might expect the tf.:•.mporal dimension of intra jeswm to 

correspond to a point between the melancholic's irreparable self· 

loss and the schizophrenic's advance ab.'Hmce at his own cere

mony, a point in which hurnan beings would finally gain access to 

a full self--presence, finding their die.sfestus. But it is no~ so. The 

two exampks of i11tm }~-~tum Kimura B"in provides have nothing 

celebratory about them. In the fln;t case. obsessive neurosis, the 

adh(~rencc to the present takes the form of an obsessive reitera-
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tion of the same act with the intention, so to speak, of procuring 

proof of being oneself, of not: always having missed oneself. In 
other words, tlu.· ohsess:i\'e type seeks through repeti.tion to docu

ment his own presence at a celebration that constantly eludes 

him. The constituti·;:c self.. loss characteristic of intta fe,~'tmn tem.-· 

porality is even dearer .in Kimura Bin's second example: epilepsy, 
whith he prest~.tJt~ <.\S the j'original b.nd.scape" of insanity-·-· a par~ 

ticular form of self-loss achi(~vcd through a kind of ecstatic ex. cess 

over presence. According to Kimura Bin, the deci.siv·~~ question for 
epilepsy is: "Why does the epileptic lose consciousness?H His 
answe·r is that in the point in which th<~ "I" is about to adhere to 

itself in the supre:rnt:~ rnonH~IH of celebration, the epileptic crisis 

confinn.s consciousness• incapacity to tolerate JHesence, to partic

ipate at its own celebration. In Dostoe.vsky's words, which he 

cites at thi.s point: '(Tiu~t'~: are instants that last no longer than five 

or six seconds, in which all of ~i sudden you hear the presence of 

eternal harmony, and in whic:h you have reached .it. It is not earthly. 
But I do not want to say that it is heavenly' either; only that in his 

earthly form man is incapable of tolerating it. lle must either he 

physically transformed or die" (ibid.: 151). . 

Kimura Bin does not offer an example of epileptic temporality 

in Reina and Time. Awl yet it is poso;ible to suppose that it con

cerns the instant of decision. in which anticipation and having 

heen. schizophrenic temporality and melancholic temporality co~ 
.incidc, and the itr~ come.s to itself in a11thentically assuming its 

own irreparable past {"its anticipation of its most t:xtreme and 

ownmost possibility is a return to its own having been"). The 

silent- and anguished <lecision that anticipates and assumes its 

own end would then be something like Dasein's <~pileptic aura, 

in whk.h Dasein '"touc:ht~s the world of death jn the form of an 

excess, an excess that is both an oved1owing and a solirce of life .. 

(ihid.: 152). fn any case 1 according to Kimura Bin, man seems 
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necessarily to dwe-ll .in a di,sjunctkm with respect to himself and 

his own diesjestus. Almost as if livi.ng beings were constitutively 

divided on account of having becmne spe;tking beings, of having 

said i1; and as if time were nothing other than the form of this dis:· 

junction. And as if this disjunction could be mastered only in the 

epileptic exce!tls or the :moment of authentic decision, which rep

resent something like the invisible architraves sustaining the ecsta .. 

tico-horizo11al edifice of time) keeping 'it from caving in on Being
There's spatial situatimt, its There. 

From this perspective, Auschwitz marks the irrecoveTable cri

sis. of authentic temporality~ of the very possibility of "dedding'J 

on the disjunction. The:: camp~ the absolute situation, is the end of 

every possibility of an originary temporality, that is, of the tem

poral foundatjon of a s:LnguJa1~ position in space, of a Da. In the 

camp, the irreparabil:ity of the past takes the form of an absolute 

imminence; past Jes.turn and £lf!te fcswm, anticipation and succes-

' sion are pat·odically flattened on each other. Wakjng is now for

ever draWll intQ the inside of tla~ dream: "Soon we will again hear/ 

the foreign command:/ Wstmvac!u 

3.21 It is now pt)SsjhJe to clarify the sense in which shame is 

truly something like the hidden structur~~ of all subjectivity and 

consciousness. Insofar as it consists sole1y in the event of enuncia

tion, consciousness constitutively has the form Qf being con

sjgncd to something that cannot he assumed. To be conscious 

r:neans: to he consigned to something that catmot be assumed. 

(Hence hoth guilt as the strueture of conscience in Heidcgger ancl 

tht necessity of the unconsci~us in Fn.~ucl.) 

Consider the old philosophical d<Jinition of man as zoon logon 
echon, the living being who has language. The metaphysical tradi

tion has interrogated this definition with regard both to the living 

being and to loaos. And yet what has rernained unthought in it is 
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the echon, the mod€ of this having. I1()w can a living being have 
language? \Vbat can it mt~an for a hYing being to speak? 

The preceding- analyses have sufficiently shown the sense in 

whjch speaking is a paradoxi'-:al act that implies both suhjectiflca

tion ~nd desubjectifkation. in which the Hving individual appro

priates language in a fuJI expropriation alone, becoming a speaking 

being only on condition of f~Uing into silence. The mode of Being 
of this "1/' the existential status of the speaking~living-heing js 

thus a kind of onto1ogka1 gl()ssolalia 1 an absolutely in:mbstantial 

chatter in which tlu:: living being and the speaking being, subjecti

fication and desubjectiflcation, can never coincide. This is "vhy 
metaphysics and th<~ Western reflection on laqguage ·-if they arc 

two different things- have <.:onstantl}' sought to articulate the 

relation between the living being and tbe speaking heing, to con~ 

stru~t a link securing eommunkatjon between ·1ovhat seems in

communicable~ giving consistency to the Himagine:d substance" of 

the subject and its ungraspablc glossolalia. 
This is not tl1e place to show how this articulation ha.s been 

gt:m~rally sought in th{~ site of an ''I" or a Voice- :as a silent voice 

of conscience that appears to iVJ.elf in innt:r discourse, on the one 

hand, and on the other, as an aniculatt:d voice, phone enarihos, in 

which language is securely joined to the living being hy being 

inscribed in its very voice. And yet in the final analysis this Voke 

is always a mythologeme or a t!JeoloEJOUIIWHOn; nowhere, in the 

living being or in language, can we reach a point in which so:rne-· 

thing like an articulation truly takes pJace;, Outside theology and 

the incarnation of the Verb, there is no moment in which lan·

guage is inscribed in the living voice, no place in ,..,,hich t:hc.~ living 

being 'is able to render itself linguistic, transforming itself into 

speech. 
It is in this non-place of articulation that deconstruction in

scribt~s itt5 ;•trace" and its d!.fferance, in which voice and lettt·-r, 
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meaning and presence are infinitely differed. The line that, in Kant, 

marked the only possible way to represent the auto-affection of 
time is now the movement of a writing on which "the 'look' can

not 'abide"' (Derrida 1973: 104). But precisely this impossibility 

of conjoining the living being and language, phone and logos, the 

inhuman and the human- far from authorizing the infinite defer

ral of signification- is what allows for testimony. If there is no 

articulation between the living being and language, if the "I" stands 

suspended in this disjunction, then there can be testimony. The 

intimacy that betrays our non-coincidence with ourselves is the 

place of testimony. Testimony takes place in the non-place cj articu

lation. Inthe non-place of the Voice stands not writing, but the 

witness. And it is precisely because the relation (or, rather, non

relation) between the living being and the speaking being has the 

fonn of shame, of being reciprocally consigned to something that 

cannot be assumed by a subject, that the ethos of this disjunction 

can only be testimony- that is, something that cannot be assigned 

to a subject but that nevertheless constitutes the subject's only 

dwelling place, its only possible consistency. 

3.22 Giorgio Manganelli has written of a special figure of het

eronymy, which he calls "pseudonymy squared" or "homopseu

donymy?' It consists in using a pseudonym that is in every respect 

identical to one's own name. One day, one of his friends tells him 

that he has published a book of which he knows nothing, just as 

other times it had also happened to him that "sober-minded 

people)) let him know they have seen books with his first and last 

name on display in credible bookstore windows. (Pseudonymy) 2 

brings the paradox of ontological heteronymy to an extreme 

point, since here it is not only an "I" that gives way to another; 

this "other" even claims not to be "other/' but rather fully i~enti-
. cal to the "I," something the "I" cannot hut deny. "I had acquired 
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and partially read a book that an honest slanderer, a:n historicist, a 

specialist of ana graphs had called 'mine: But if I had written it, if 

there had been an T capable of writing a book, that book, what 

could explain the absolute, irritating strangeness that divided me 

from what had been written?" (Manganelli 1996: 13). 
With respect to the simple "I," the homopseudonym is ab

solutely foreign and perfectly intimate, both unconditionally real 

and necessarily non-existent, so much so that no language could 

describe it; no text could guarantee its consistency. "So I had 

written nothing. But by 'I' I meant .the person with my name 

and without pseudonym. Did the pseudonym write? It's likely, 
but the pseudonym pseudowrites; it is technically speaking un

readable by the 'I,' although it might be readable by the squared 

pseudonym 'I,' who obviously does not exist. But if the reader is 

non-existent, I know what he can read: what can be written by 
the degree zero pseudonym, something that cannot be read by 
anyone who is not the squared pseudonym, the non-existent one. 

In fact, what is written is nothing. The book means nothing, and 

in any case I cannot read it without giving up my exhtence. Maybe 
it's all a prank: as will be made clear, I have been dead now for 

many years, like the friend I met, and the book I'm leafing through 

is always incomprehensible; I read it, I reread it, I Jose it. Maybe 

one has to die several times" (ibid.: 14). 

What this terribly serious joke lays bare is nothing less than 

the ontological paradox of the living-speaking (or writing)-being, 

the living being who can say "I." As a simple "I'' \'vith a name but 

no pseudonym, he can neither write nor say anything. But every 

proper name, insofar as it names a living being, a non-linguistic 

thing, is always a pseudonym (a "degree zero pseudonym''). I can 

only write and speak as the pseudonym "I"; but what I then write 

and say is nothing, that: is something that.could he read or heard 

only by a squared pseudonym, who docs not exist in himself, if 
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not by taking the place of the first"!/' who then gives up his exis~ 

tence (that is, dies). At this point, the pseudonym's elevation to 

the second powt~t is complete: the ''I'~ with a name but no pseu

~:lonym disappears in. the non-existent homopseudonym. 

But the n.ext quet-ibon is: Who i.s speaking in Manganelli's 

story, who is its author? Who bt~llrS w.itne~;s to the unease of this 

inti.matc sttangenessl The 'T' without pseudonym- which exists 

but cannot write? Or the degree. zero pseudonym, who writes the 

unreadable text of the first ''.I"? Or rather the. third1 the squared 

pseudonym who reads, rereads~ and loses the empty and iD.Ct>m

prehensible book? If it is clear tlu.t HI have beNl dead for many 

years," who sm·vives to speak of this death? rn the process ofver~ 

tiginous, heteronymic suhjectifkatJon, 1t is <1S if something always 

survived, as if a final or residual "In were generated in the word 

"I/' such that the pseudonym's elevation to the second power 

were never truly completed, as if the squared ccr always fell back 

onto a new ''I,'~ an "I)' both iudi:;tinguishablc from and irreducible 

to the first. 

3.23 The term '•to surviv~t cont<'lins <1U ambiguity that cannot 

be diminatecl. It implies the reference to something or someone 

that is survived. The Latin .mpervi l'o --like the t~quivalent superstes 
sum- is in this sense constructed with the dative, to indicate the 

person or thing with respN:t to which there is survival. But from 

the beginning, the verb also has a reflexive form when referred to 

human beings, '\vhich designates the striking idea of survival \vith 
respect to oneself and one's own life. In this form, the one who 

survives and the person to whom something survives thus coin

cide. If Pliny can therefore say of a public figure that "for thirty 
years he had survived his glory" ( trigim:a mmis yloriae suae super
vixit)1 in Apuleius we already find the idea of genuine posthu

mous existence, a life that lives by surviving itself (etiaw mihi ipse 
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supenivem et postumm). In the same sense. Christian authors can 

say that Christ- and every Christian along with him-- is both tes

tator and inhe1itor insofar as he has survived death ( Clnistu.<: idem 
tert.ator et; haeres, qui worti pmpriae .mpen·ivit); moreover, they also 

can write that the sinner survives on earth on account of being in 

truth sp]ritually dead (em imam tuam misera perdidisti, spititlwlitet 

mortua supervi~'ere hie Ubi). 

This implies th<tt in human beings, life bears with it a caesuta 

that can transform all life into survival and all survi.v:al into life. In 

a scnse--·the sense we have encountered in Bett:elhcim ··· surviva.l 

designates the pure and simple eontin.uation of bare life with 

respect to truer and more human life. In anotheT sense, sutvinl 

has a positive sense and 1·efe.rs:- as in Des Pres-·-· to the person 

whot in fighting against death, has survived the inhuman. 

Let us tben formulat\~ the thesis that summarizes the lesson of 

Auschwitz: The human be.ing is the one lFlw can SlHvire the niWU!11 

being: In the first senst~, it refers to the Muse/mann (or the gray 
zone); it therefore signifies the inhuman capacity to survive the 

human. ln the second sense, it refers to the survivor; it designates 

the human being's capadt~r to survive the !Huselrrwnn, tbe nonhu-

:man, When one looks closely, however, the two senses converge 

in one point, whir.h can he sa1d to constitute their most intirr'~<1te 

s.er:nantic core, in which the two meanings m<)me:ntarily seem to 

co.indd~~. The Muselmann stands in this point; and it is in him th<1t 

we find the third, truest, and most ambiguous scm:e of the thesis, 

which Levi proclaims when he writes that "they, the Musdmiin

ne:t, tlw drnwnecl are the complete witnesses": the human being is 

the inhunWil1' t:he one whose humanity is completely destroyed is the 
one who is tt·u0' human. The paradox here is tlut if the only one 

bearing w.itrH~ss to the human is the one whose humanity has heen 

·w·holly destroyed, this means that the identity bctwe~~n hunum 

and inhuman is never p~~rfect and that it "is not truly possible to 
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destroy the human, that something ah\rays l'emains. The witness is 

this remnant. 

3.24 Concerning Antelme's, book, Blanchot once wrote that 

"man is the indestructible that can be infinitely destroyed" (Blan

chot 1993: 130). The word ''indestructible" here does not mean 

something- an essence or human relation- that infinitely resists 

its own infinite destruction. Blanchot misunderstands his own 

words when he sees infinite destruction as the place of "the human 

relation in its primacy," as the relation to the Other (ibid.: 135). 

The indestructible does not exist, eith_er as essence or as relation; 

Blanchot's sentence must be read in another sense, one that is 

both more complicated and simpler. "Man is the indestructible 

who can be infinitely destroyed" -like ''the human being is the 

one who can survive the human being"- is not a definition which. 

like all good logical definitions, identifies a human essence in 

attributing a specific difference to it. The human being can sur

vive the human being, the human being is what remains after the 

destruction of the human being, not because somewhere there is 

a human essence to be destroyed or saved, but because the place 

of the human is divided, because the human being exists in the 

fracture between the living being and the speaking being, the 

inhuman and the human. That is: the human being ex,ists in the 

human being's non-place, in the missing articulation between the liv

ing being and logos. The human being is the being that is lacking 

to itself and that consists solely in this lack and in the errancy it 

opens. vVhen Grete Salus wrote that "man should never have to 

bear everything that he can bear, nor should he ever have to 

see how this sufJering to the most extreme power no longer has 

anything human about it," .she also meant this much: there is 

no human essence; the human being is a potential being and, 

in the moment in which human beings thhtk they have grasped 
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the essence of the human in its infinite dcstructibi1ity, what 

then appears is something that "no longer has anything human 

about it!' 
The human being is thus always beyond or before the human, 

the central threshold through which pass currents of the human 

and the inhuman, subjectiJication and desubjectification, the liv

ing being's becoming speaking and the logos' becoming living. 

These currents are coextensive, but not coincident; their non

coincidence, the subtle ridge that divides them, is the place of 

testimony. 





CHAPTER FouR 

The Archive and Testimony 

4.1 One evening in 1969, Emile Benveniste, Professor of Lin

guistics at the College de France, suffered an attack: on a street in 

Paris. Without identification papers, he was not recognized. By 
the time he was identified, he had already suffered a complete and 

incurable aphasia that lasted until his death in 1972 and kept him 

from working in any way. In 1972, the journal Semiotica published 

his essay, "The Semiology of Language:· At the end of this artick, 

Benveniste outlines a research program that moves beyond Saus

surian linguistics, one that was never realized. It is not surprising 

that the basis for this program lies in the theory of enunciation, 

which may we11 constitute Benveniste's most felicitous creation. 

The overcoming of Saussurian linguistics, he argues, is to be 

accomplished in two ways: the first, which is perfectly compre~ 

hensible, is by a semantics of discourse distinct from the theory of 

signjfication founded on the paradigm of the sign; the second, 

which interests us here, consists instead "in the translinguistic 

analysjs of texts and works through the elaboration of a metase

mantics that will be constructed on the basis of a semantics of 

enunciation, (Benveniste 1974: 65). 

It is necessary to linger on the aporia implicit in this formula

tion. If enunciation, as we know, does not refer to the text of 
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what is uttered but to its ta.king place, if :it is nothing other than 
language;s pure reference to itself as a<:tmil discourse, in what 

St!nse ·is .it possible to speak of a "semantics" of ermn.dation? To be 
sure, the isolation of the dom.ain of e:nnnci<'l.tion first makes it: pos

sible to distinguish in a statement hetw~:en what is said ~md its 
taking place. But does enunciation not then. represent a non

sernantk dimension pred~ely on a..ccmlnt ofthis identification? It 

is certainly possible to define someth.lng like a meaning of the 
shifters ~~I/) "you," ''nowtu l'here•' (fur example, '''I' means the 

one who utters the present spt~ec:h in which T is contained"); but 

this rncaning is completdy foreign to the lexical meaning of other 

1inguistic signs. L;I" is neither d notion nor a substance, and <:nun

cia6ou concerns not what is said in discourse but the pure fact 

that it is said. the t~vent of language as such, which is by definition 
ephemeral. Like the philosophers' concept of Being, enunciation 

is what is most unique and concn~tc, since it refers to the abso

lutely singular and unrepcatable event of discourse· in act~ but at 

the same. time, it is what is most vacuous and generic, since it is 

always repeated without its ever heing poss.ible to assign it any 

lexical reality. 
What, from this perspective, can it rn{';a.n t:o speak of a metase~ 

mantics founded on a semantics of enunciation? What did Ben

veniste glimpse before falling into aphasia? 

4.2 In 1969, Michel Foucault also publishes The Arclweolo.qy if 
Knowledse, which formulates the method and program of hi.s 
research through the fouJ)dation of a theory of statements (enon

ces). Although Benveniste's name does not appear jn the book and 

despite the fact that Foumult could not have known Benveniste's 

last art ides, a secret thread ties Foucault's prograrn to the one the 

linguist outlined. The incomparable novelty of J11e Archaeology ?f' 
Knowledge consists in having explicitly t:tken as its object neither 
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sentences nor propositions hut precisely .. statements," d1at is, 

not the text of discourse but its taking place. Foucault was thus 

the first to comprehend the novel dimension of Benveniste's 

theory of enutlciation. and he was the first th(~n to make this 

dim.ension into an object of study. I:oucault certainly recognized 
th<tt this object is, in a certain sense, undefinable. that archaeol

ogy jn no way delimits a particular linguistic an~a comparable to 

those assigned to the various disciplines of knowledge. It1sofin· as 

enunciation refers not to a text but to a pure event of language 

(in the term$ of the Stoics, not to something said but to the 

sayable that remains unsaid in it), its tt=:nitory cannot: coincide 

with a definite level of linguistic analysis (the sentt=:nce, the 

proposihon • .illocutive acts, etc.), or with the specific domains 

examined by the sdences. Instead, it represents a fm1ction verti

cally present in all sciences and in aU acts of spee(~h. As Foucault 

writes, with lucid awareness ot his method's ontological .impli

c~tions: "dH:: statement is not therefore a structure , .. ; it is a 

function of existence" (Foucault 1972: 86) . .In other words: enl.m

ciation is not a thing determined by real, definite properties; it 

is, rather, pure existence, th<~ fact that a certain being~ language 
.....;. takes place. Given the system of the s(:iences and the many 

knowledges that, inside language, define rncaningfnl ~entences 

and more or less well· formed discourses, :archaeology dai;ns as 

its territory the pure taking place of these propositions and dis

coursest that is, the outside of language. thc-: brute fact of it~ 

existence. 

In this way, Poucaulfs archaeology perfectly realizes Benve

niste's program for a ;'metasemantics built on a semantics of 

enunciation.'' AftN having, used a seuHlnt:ics of enunc.iation to 

distinguish the domain of statements frorn that of propositions, 

Fciucault establishes a new point of view from which to investi

gate knowledge.s and disciplines, an outside that makes it possible 
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to reconsider the field of disciplinary discourses through a "meta

semantics": archaeology. 

It is certainly possible that Foucault thus merely dressed up 

old ontology, which had become unacceptable, in the modern 

garb of a new historical metadiscipline, thereby ironically propos

ing first philosophy not as a knowledge, but as an "archaeology" 

of all knowledgcs. But such an interpretation fails to recognize 

the novelty of Foucault's method. What gives his inquiry its incom

parable efficiency is its refusal to grasp the taking place of lan

guage through an "1," a transcendental consciousness or, worse, an 

equally mythological psychosomatic "I." Instead, Foucault deci

sively poses the question of how something like a subject, an "I," 

or a consciousness can correspond to statements, to the pure tak

ing place of language. 

Insofar as the human sciences define themselves by establish

ing a linguistic stratum that corresponds to a certain level of 

meaningful discourse and linguistic analysis (the sentence, the 

proposition, the illocutive act, etc.), their subject is naively iden

tified with the psychosomatic individual presumed to utter dis

course. On the other hand, modern philosophy, which strips the 

·transcendental subject of its anthropological and psychological 

attributes, reducing it to a pure "I speak,'' is not fully aware of the 

transformation this reduction implies with respect to the experi

ence of language; it does not recognize the fact that language is 

thereby displaced onto an asemantic level that can no longer be 

that of propositions. In truth, to take seriously the statement "I 

speak'' is no longer to consider language as the communication of 

a meaning or a truth that originates in a responsible Subject. It is, 

rather, to conceive of discourse in its pure taking place and of the 
subject as "a nonexistence in whose emptiness the unendjng out

pouring of language uninterruptedly continues" (Foucault 1998: 

148). In language, enunciation marks a threshold between an 
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inside and an outside, its taking place as pure exteriority; and 

once the principal referent ofstudy becomes statements, the sub

ject is stripped of all substance, becoming a pure function or pure 

position. The subject, Foucault writes, "is a particular, vacant 

place that may in fact be filled by different individuals .... If a 

proposition, a sentence, a group of signs can be called 'statement: 

it is not therefore because, one day, someone happened to speak 

them or put them into some concrete form of writing; it is be

cause the position. of the subject can be assigned. To describe a 

formulation qua statement does not consist in analyzing the rela

tions between the author and what he says (or wanted to say, or 

said without wanting to); but in determining what position can 

and must be occupied by any individual if he is to be the subject 

of ie' (Foucault 1972: 95-6). 

In the same year, Foucault undertakes his critique of the notion 

of the author following these very same principles. His interest is 

not so much to note the author's eclipse or to certify his death as 

to define the concept of the author as a simple specification of the 

subject~function whose necessity is anything but given: "Vve can 

easily imagine a culture V'i'here discourse would circulate without 

any need for an author. Discourses, whatever their status, form or 

value, and regardless of our manner of handling them, would un
fold in the anonymity of a murmur" (Foucault 1998: 222, transla

tion emended). 

4.3 In his underst<mdahle concern to define archeology's terrain 

with respect to other knowledgcs and domains, Foucault appears 

to have neglected- at least to a certain point- to consider the 

ethical implications of his theory of statements. Only in his last 

works, after having effaced and depsychologized the author, after 

having identified something like an ethics immanent to writing 

already in the bracketing of the question "Who is speaking?," did 



Foucault hegin to reflect on the consequences that his desub

jcctification and decomposition of the author implied for the sub

jt~et.. It is thus possible to say, in Benveniste's terms, that the 

metasemantics of disciplinary discourses ended by concealing the 

semantics of enunciation that had made- it possible, and that the 

constitution of the system of statements as a positivity and histor

ical a priori made it necessary to forget the erasure of the subject 

that was its presupposition. In this way, the- just concern to do 

away with the f~1he question HWho is speaking?" hindered the for

mulation of an entirely different ~nd inevitable question: What 

happens in the living individual when he occupies the 'vacant 

place' of the subject, when he enters into a process of enuncia

tion and discovers that uour reason is the dUierence of <liscourses, 

our history the difference of time~, ourselves the difference of 

masks?" (Foucault 1972:- 131). ·n:.at is, once again, what does it 

mean to be suhject to desuh.iectification? How can a subject give 

an account of its own ruin? 

This omission·--- if it is an omission- obviously does not corre

spond to a forgetfi1lpes,, or an incapacity on Foueaules part; it 

involves a difll.culty implicit in the very concept of a semantics of 

enunciation. Insofar as jt :inheres not in the- text of the statcrm~nt. 

but rather in its taking place·-- insofar as it concerns not some

thing said, hut a pure s~\ying- a semantics of enunciation cannot 

constitute either a text or a discipline. The subject of enuncia

tion, whose dispersion founds the possibility of a metasemantics 

of knowledges and constitutes statements in a positive system, 

maintains itself not in a content -of meaning but in an event of 

language; this is why it cannot take itself as an ohj ('.Ct, stating 

itself. There can thus he no archaeology ofthe subject in the 

sense in which there is an archaeology of knowle<lges. 
Does this mean tJut the one who occupies the vacant place of 

the subject is dt~stined to he forever obscured and that the author 
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must lose himself fully in the anonymous murmur of 41What: does 

it matter who js speaking';? In Foucaulfs work, there is perhaps 

only one text in whkh this difficulty thematically conws to light. 
in which the darkness of th_e subject momentarily appears in all 

its: splendor. This text is 1'The Life of Infamous Men," whi.ch was 

originally conceived as a preface to an anthology of archival docu~ 

ments~ registers of internment or lettres de cacbet. In the very 
moment in which it marks them with infamy, the <~ncounter with 

power revt~als human existences that would otherwise have left 
no traces of themselves. What momentarHy shines through these 

laconic statements are not the biographical events of personal his:~ 

tories, as suggested by t:he pathos~ laden emphasis of a certain oral 

history, hut rather the luminous trail of a different hL'>tory. What 

suddenly comes to light: is not the memory of an oppressed exis~ 

tence, but the silent flame of an immemorabk et;hos- not the 

subject's fac(~, hut rathe:r tl1e disjunction between the living being 

and the speaking being that marks its empty pbc(~. Here life sub

sists only in the infamy in which it existed; here a name lives 

solely in the disgrace that covered it. And S()mething in this dis~ 

grace bears witnf!Ss to life beyond all biography. 

4.4 Foucault gives the name "archive" to the positive dimension 

that corresponds to the plane of enunciation, "the general system 

of the formation and transformation of statements" (Foucault 

1972; 130). How are we to conceive of this dimension. if it corre

sponds neither to the archive in the strict sense - that is, the 

storehouse that catalogs the traces of what has he en saidt to con· 

sign them to future mernory- nor to the Babdic library that 

gathers the dust of statements and allows for their 1·esurrection 

under' the historian's gaze? 

As the set of rules that define the events of discourse, the 

archive is si t:uated between langue, as the system of construction 
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of possible sentences -that is. of possibilities of speaking- and 
the corpus that unites the set of what has been said, the things 

actuaBy uttered or written. The archive is thus the mass of the 

non~semantk inscribed in every meaningful discourse as a func

tion of its enunciation; it is the dark margin encircling and limit
ing every con<:rete act of speech. Between the obsessive memory 

of traditjon, whidr knows only_ what has been said, and the exag

gen~tcd thoughtlessness of oblivion, which cares only f<)r what 

was never said, the archive is the unsaid or sayable in.scdbed in 

everything said by virtue of being enunciat{~d; it is the fragment of 

ttH~Inory that is a]ways forgotten in the act of saying Iii." It is in 

this "historical a priori," suspended between J~mgue and parole, 
1hat Foucault establishes his construction site and founds archae· 

ology as 11the general dt(~me of a description that questions the 

already·said at the ]eve] of its t~xistencc" (ibid.: 131) --that is, as 

the system of relations between the unsaid and the said in every 

act of speech, between the (~nunc:iative function and th(~ discourse 

jn which it exerts itself, between the outside and the inside of 

language. 
Let us now attempt to 1·epeat Foucault's opr..~ration, sliding it 

toward language (longue), thus displacing the site that he had 

established betw(:en langue and the acts of speech, to relocate it 

in the ditTerenc.e between language (laneue) and archive: that Is; 

not between discourse and its taking place, between what is said 
and the enunciation that exerts itself in it, hHt tatlH:--:r between 

larwue and its taking pl~(:<~. benveen a pure poss:ihility of speaking 

and ·its ~~xistence as such. If enunciation in some way lies sus· 

pended between langue and parole, it will then be a matter of 

considering statements not fro:rn the point of view of actual d:is~ 

course, but nther from that of language (1anH11e); it will be a 

question of looking from the site of enunciation not tow•~rd an 

act of speech, h~:1t t<rward lanHlre as such: that i.s, of articulating an 
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1nside and an out-;idc not only in the plane of language and actual 

discourse, but al!.il'.l in the plane of hlnguage as potentiality of 

spe\!ch. 

In {)pposiUon to the archive1 whkh designates the syste•n of 

relations between the unsaid and the said, \Ve give the name testi-· 

monyto the system' of relations hetween the. inside and the out-' 

side of lanaue, between the: sayable and the unsayable in cYery 

language- that is, between a potentiality of speech and its e:·xis

tencet between a possibility .and an irnpos.sihHity of speech. To 

think a potentiality in act a.'> potentinlny, to tl1ink ermndation on 

the plane of l~m~yue is to inscribe a caesura in possihility, a caesura 

that divides it into a possibility and an impossibility, into a poten

tiality and an :irnpotentiality; and it is. to situate a subject in this 

very caesura. The archivt/s constitution presupposed the brach~t~ 

ing of the subject, who was reduced to a sirnplc:. function or an 

empty position; it was founded on the subject's disappearance 

into the anonymous murmur of statements. In testimony> hy 
contrasL the en1pty place of the subject becomes the decisive 

question. It is not a question, of course, of returning to the old 
problem that Foucault had sotlght to eliminate, iunnely, "How 

can a subject's freedorn. he inse.rted into the rules of;.~ language?" 

Rather, it is a. :rnatte-r of situating the subject: in the disjunct] on be .. 

t\'veen a possibility and an impossibility of speech, asking. "How 

can something like a statement exist in the site of langue? In what 

way can a possibility of speech realize itseH as such?" Precisely 

because testimony is the relation between a po.ss1hility of spt":ech 

and its taking place, itean exist only through a relation to an 

impossibility of speech·-- that is, only as conUngen('y. as a capacity 

not to he.. This contingency, this occurrence of language in a sub

ject, .is diH'erent from actual d1s.course's 11tte:rancc or non-utterance. 

its speaking or not speaking, its pmduction or non-production as 

a statement. It concerns the subj<.~ct's <:apaeity to have or not to 
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have language. The subjt~ct is thus the possibility that languagf~ 

does not exist, does m>t take place- or, better, that it takes pla<:e 

onJy through its possibility of not being there, its contingency. 

The human being is the speaking being, the living being who has 

language. because the hum<n1 being is capable of not having lan

guage, because it is capable of its o-wn in-fancy. Contingency is 

not one modality among otJH~rs. ahmgside poss1bility, impossibil

ity, and ncces:;1ty; it is the actual giving of a possibility, the way in 

which a potentiaHty exists as such. It js an event (comingit) of a 

potentiality .as the giving of a caesura between a cap<:tcity to be 

and a c<1pacity not to be. In language, this giving has the form of 

subjectivity. Conting<~ncy is possibility put to the test of a subject. 
Tn the relation lH~tw(~en -what is said and its taking place~ it was 

possible to bracket the subject of en~mciation, since spt~ech had 

already taken place. But: the relation hetw·een language and its 

exjstencej between lan.que !md the, archive, demands subjt~ctivity 

a.s that which, in its very possibility of speech, bears wjtness to an 

ilnpoRsihiHty of speech. This is why subjectivity appears as witness; 

this is why it can ~peak for 1lwse who cannot speak. Testimony is 

a potentiality that becomes actual through an im.potentiality of 

speech; it is, moreover, an impossibility that gives itself exjstcnce 

through a possibility of speaking. These two movements cannot 

be identifiec-1 either with a subject or with a consciousness; yet 

they cannot be divided into two incomJnunicab]e substances. Their 

inseparable intimacy is h~sthnony. 

4.S It is time to attempt to redefine the categories of modality 

from the perspective that interests us. T'he nwdal categori.£•s -

possibility, impossibiHty, contingency, nect.~ssity- are not innocu ... 

ous logical or epistemological categories that concern the struc

tun~ of propositions or the rela.tton of som.ething to our faculty of 

knowl~dgc. They arc ontological operators, that is, the devastat-
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ing weapons used in the biopolitical struggle. for Be.ing, in which a 

(j eds]on is made each time on the human and the inhmT1an ~ on 

••making live" or "letting die:• The field of this battl~~ is subjectiv

ity~ The fact that Being gives _itsdf in modalities rnearis that "for 

living beings, Being is life" (t:o de zen tois zosi einai e.;;tin) (Aristo

tle, De anima: 413b 13.); it implies a living subject. Tlte categories 

_of modality are not fonndc·d on the subject, as Kant maintains, 

nor are th~!Y derived from it; ratbert the suhjer:t is what is at stake 

in the processes in ·which they interact. They div.ide and separate1 

i.n the subject, \vhat is possible .:.n.d what is impossible. the living 

being and the speaking being, the .Jfusdmmm and the witness··· 

and in this way they decide on the subject. 

Possibility (to be ahle to he) and contingency (to be able not 

to be) are tbe operators of subjectificationj the point in which 

something possible passes into e.xist~~nce, giving itself through a 

relation to an impos3ihility. Impossibility! as negation of po.ssibil-. 

ity (not fto be able)), and necessity. as ncgatioJl of contingency 

(nQt Jto be ahle not to be]) arc the operators of desubjectification, 

of the destruction and destitutio.n of the subject-~· that is, pro

cesses that, in subjectivity, divjdc potentiality and impotentiality. 

the possible and the impossible. The first two constitute Bein.g hi 
its subjectivity, that is, in the final an<1lysis as a world that is always 
tl'!Y world, since it is in my world that impossibility exists and 

touches ( continait) the real. Necessity and possibility~ instead, de

fine Being in its wholeness and snlidity, pure :>ubstantiality with

out subject-· that js, at the limit, a world that is never ilo/ world 

since possibility docs not exi~t in tt. Ye.t 1nodal categories, as 

operators of Being, never stand before tbe subject as something 

he can choos.e or reject; and they do not confront him as a task 

that he can decide to assume or not to assume in a privileged 

moment. 'fhe subject, rather, is a Held of forces always already tra

versed by the incande~cent and historically determined currents 
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of potentiality and impotentiaHty, of being able not to be and not 

being able not to be. 

From this perspective, Auschwitz represents the historical 

point in which these processes colhpse., the devastating experi

ence in which the impossible is forced into the reaL Auschwitz is 

the existence of the impossible, the most radical negation of con· 

tingency; it is, therefore, absolute necessity. Th<~ Musdmann pro~ 
duced by Auschwitz is tl1e catastrophe of the subject that then 

follows, the subject's effacement as the~ pla(~e of contingency and 

its maintenance as existence of tbc impossible. Jh~re Goebhel\ 
definition of-politics·- "the art of making what seems impossible 

pos.sjbJe,- acquires its full weigl:.t:. It defines cl biopolltkal exper
iment on the operators of Being. an experhnent that transforms 

and disarticulates the subject to a li1nit point in which the link be

tween subjcctification and desubjectification seems to break apart. 

4.6 The modern meaning of the term '•author" appears rda-. 
tively late. in Latin. auctor origina1Iy designates the person who 

·intervenes in the case of a minor (or t1H~ pet·~o11 who, for what

ever reason, does not have the capacity to p~sit a legally \raHd ad}. 

in order to grant him the valid title that he rc(1uires. Thus th\~ 

tutor, uttering the formula (ll1Ctorfio, furnishes the pupil with the 

"authority" he lacks (one then says that the pupil acts tuttm: am:

tore). In the same way. auctoritas patmm js the ratification that the 

senators- thus called patres auctores-· bring to a popular resolu· 

tion to make it valid and obligatory in all cases. 
TI1e oldest meanings of the term also include "vendor" in the 

act of transferring property, "1he who advises or pt~rsuades·~ and, 
finally, "witness?' In what way can a tem1 that expressed the idea 

of th<~ completion of an imperfect act also signify sellerl adviser, 
and witness? vVhat is the common character that lies at the root 

of these «pparently heterogeneous meanings? 
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As to the mcan!ngs of "seller" and ''adviser;'' a quick examina

tion of the rdcvant texts suffices to confirm their substantial per· 

tinence to tlu~ tenn, s h"m.darnenta.l meaning. The seller is said to 
be auctor h1sofar as his will, merging with that of the buyer, vali

dates and legitimates the property at issue. The transfer of prop~ 

erty thus appears as a convergence of at least two parties in a 

process in which the right of the acquircr is a]ways founded on 

that of tht~ seller, who thus becomes the buyer's auctor. \¥hen we 

read in the Di.qest (50, 17, 175, 7) non debeo melioris condicioni esse, 

quam auctor meus, a quo iti.s- in me transit, this simply means the 

following: "My right to property.is, in a necessary and sufficient 
fa.shJon, founded on that of the buyer, who 'authorizes' it." 1n any 
<.~aset what is essential is the idea of a re httionship between two 

subjects in which om~ acts as auctor for the other: auctc}f me!JS is 

the name given hy the buyer to th.e current seller, -who ren.den; 

the property legHhnate. 
;;The meaning of 'he who advises or per.suades' also ptesup

post~s an analogotlS ide<t. It is the author who grants the uncertain 

or hesitant wHl of a subject the impulse or snpplernent that allows 

it to he actualized. When we read in Plautus's Miles~ "quid nunc mj 

auct01" es, utfociam?," this does not sl.mply mean, "\'Vhat do you 

advise me to do?" It a"lso means, '•1·(, what do you'·authorizc' me, 

in what way do you <~on)plete my ,..,m. rendering it capable of 
making a decision about a cext:ain action?'• 

From this pcrsp~ctive, the meaning of 1'witnessu also becomes 

tnm~parent, and the. three terms that, in Latin, express the idea of 

testimony all acquire their characteristic physiognomy. lf te.'it..is 

designates the witness insofar as he in t:enienes as ill third in a suit 

bet\>veen two subjects, and if .mpersU!s indicates the one who has 

fully lived through an cxpc:rience and ca.n therefore relate it to 

others, auctor signifies the witness insofar as his testimony always 

presupposes something- a fact, a thing or a word-- that preexists 
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him and whose reality and force must be ·validated or certified. In 

this sense~ auctor .is opposed to res (auctor magis ... quom res.,. movit, 
d1c ·.,vitness has greater authority than the witnessed thing [Liv_ 2. 

37, 8]) or to vo~~>: (voces ... nullo auctore emisscw, words whose valid~ 

ity no witness guarantees [Cice·m, Coel. 301), ·restimony is thus 

always an act of an 11author": it always implies an essential duality 
in which an insufficiency or incapacity is compl~~t:('~q or made valid. 

lt is thus possible to explain the sense of the term auctor :in the 

poets as 1'founder of a race or a city," a.s well as the general mean-

ing (if '"setting into being" identified by Benveniste as the original 

meaning of_aunere. As is well knmvn. the classical world is not 

acquainted with creation ex: nibilo; foT dte ancients every act of 

creation always impHes something dse 1 eithe.r unformed matter 

or incomplete Beingt which is to be cornpleted or "made to grow." 

Every creator is always a co-creator, every author a co-author. 

'fhe act of the auctor completes the act of an incapahle per~on, 

giving strength of proof to what in itself -lar.ks it and granting life 

t(} what could not live alone. It can conversely be said that the 

imperfect act or incapacity precedes tbe auctors act and that the 
imperfect act completes and g.ives meaning to the word of the 

auctor-witness. An author's act tbat claims to ht~ valid on its own 

is nonsense, just as the survivor'.s. testimo11:y has truth and a reason 

for being only oif it is completed hy the one who cannot bear wit

ness. The survivor and the Muselmann~ like the tutor and the inca~ 

pab1e. person and the creator and his material, are inseparable;_ 

their unity-dim:~renc;e alone constitutes te~:timony. 

4.7 'Let us return to Levl's paradox: "the A1usclmann is the com

plete witness:· It implies two ~ontra.dict:ory p'ropositions: 1) "the 

Muse/mann i.s the non-human, the one who could never bear wit·· 

ness." and 2) "the one who cannot bear witness is the true v .. rit

ness, the absolute witness;'' 

lSO 
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The sense and nonsense of this paradox become deat at this 

point. What is expressed in them is nothing other than the inti

mate dual structure of testimony as au <tct of an ~mctor, as the 

differenc(•. and compl(',tion of an impossibility and possibility of 

speaking, of the inhuman and the human, a Jiving be1ng and a 

speaking being. crhe .subject of testimony is con~·titytivdy fraC·· 

ttued; it h;:ts no other consistf'.ncy than disjunction. 'and disloca

tion- and yet it is neverthdess irreducible to them. 'J'.his is what it 

means "to be subject to desuhjectification/• and this is why the 

witness, the ethical suhjc:ctt is .the subject who ht!ars witness to 

desubjectification. And tht': unassignabi1ity of te$>Jtirnony is noth

ing other than the price of this fracture, of tlH: inseparable:~ i:nti

macy of the Muselmc.mn and the witness. of an impotcn tiality and 

potentiality of speaking. 
Levi's second p<•radox, according to which "the human being 

is the one ·who ca:n !OUrvh'c the human bt~ing,'' also finds its true 

sense here. Muselmann and witness, the inhumar.l and the hmnan 

are coextensive <lnd, at the same time, non-·coincident; they are 

· divided and neverthe1ess inseparable. And this indivisible parti··· 

tion, this rractured and yet indissoluble life expresses itself through 

a double sunival: tht~ non·-hm:nan is the one who can surv.ive the 

human being and the hum~n being is the one. who can snrv:!ve the 

non-human. Only because a fl.fuselmann could be iso1ated in a 

hlllnan being, only because human life is essentially destnlctiblc 

and divisible c~n the witness survive the Afuselnwnn. The witness' 

survival of the inhmmm is a function of t11c Museltrumn's survival 

of the hmnan. Wh(lt can he infinitely destroyed is what can infi

nitely survive. 

4.8 Bichat's centra] the[)is is that life can :survive itself and that 

life is, indeed, constitutively fractured into a plurality (Jf lives and 

therefore deaths~ All the Recherches phys1ol<"Wiques sur la vie 13t sur 
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.la mort are founded on Biehat's obsen'<l.tion of a fundamental frac

ture in life, which he presents as the co-presence of two "ani

mals" in e,·t;~ry org,1.nism. First there is the ''animal existing on the 

inside,'! whose life- Y''hich he calfs "organic" and c.ompares to 

lh<tt of a plant- is nothing hut a "habitual succession ()f asshni

lation and excretion.+' Then there js "the animal Hving on the 

outside,"' whose life...- •Nhich is the only one to meht the name 

"animal"- is defined hy its reJation to the external worlCI. The 

fracture between the organic and the anim.al traverses the entire 

life of the individual, leaving its mark in the oppo.">ition between 

the continuity of organic functions (h1ood circulation, respira

tion, a.oo;similation, excretion, etc.) and the intermittt~:nce oLmimal 

functions (the most evident of whkh is that:. of dreaming-waking); 

hetwecn the asymmetry of organic life (only one stomach, one 

liver, one heart) and the sym.metry of animal life (a symn1etrical 

brain~ t'\vo eyes, two ears, two ar:m.s, etc.); and fiw'l1ly in the non· 
coincidence of tht~ begirming and (~nd of organic and animal life. 

Just as in tbe fetus organk life begins before that c')f animal life, so 

in getting old and dying it survives :its animal death. Fo_ucault 
has noted the multiplication of death in Bichat, the em(:rgcnce of 

<t moving or det',tiled dt~ath, which divides death into a series of 

partial deaths; brain death. liver death. heart death .... But what 

Bichat cannot accept, what continues to present him with an ir
reduc:ihlc enigma is not so much this multiplication of death as 

organic Jife•s survival of nliro.al life, the inconceivahlt~ !-iuhsistence 

of "the animal on the inside" once the "'animal on the outside" 

has ceased to exist. If the pn~cedence of organi.c life with respect 

to an i.mal life can he unde.rstood as a process of d eveloprn en t 

toward more and more elevated and complex forrns, how is it 

possible to explain the animal on the inside's senseless surviYal? 

T'he passage. in which Bi<.:h.at describes the gradual a.nd inexor

able extinction of animal life in the indifferent survival of org<mJc 
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funct1ons constitutes one of tbe most: intense moments in the 

Reche1·ches! 

Natural death is remarkable jn tbat it puts an almost complete end to 

anil'nal life long bdorc orgauk life e.uds. Consider man. who fades 

a.wa:y a.t: the f:nd of a long p<~riod of old age. He dies in details: one 

afte.r anot.he1·, his external functions corne to an end; all his: .st~n.ses 

cease to function; the usual causes: of sen:sai:ion no longer leaw~ any 

impr~~ssion on him. His sight growH diJn, confused~ :and end.s by n·ot 

transmitting the image of ol)j\:cts; he suffers from geriatric bHnd

U(~ss. Sounds strike. his eat in a <.X>r1fi.1sed fashionJ and s.oon his C.•lr 

ht~comes. comph·tely insensitive to them. At this point, the cuta

neous h1yer. hanltmed, covere\l with c.:alluses partially deprived of 

blood vessels, and Iww inactive, allows fo1· nnly an obscurt~ and 

indistinct sense of touch. Habjt, in any c.ase-, has blunted all 8{~11-

sation. AU tbe org~ns that depend on the .~kin grow weak and die; 

hair and body hair gnnv thjn, Without the f1wds that nourished it·, 

most hair falls out. Odors now leave only a light impression on his 

. se11se of smell. ..• Isolated in the middle of nature, partially deprived 

of his sensitive org:ms, the old man's brain is soon extinguished. He 

no lon.g(:t· p~·rceives much of anything; hi.~ senses Cl',re almost hH.:a .. 

pable of bt~i:ng ex('rciscd at all. His irnagination f~Hh:s away and d.is

appears. His n"letnory of present thing.s is destroyed; in a second, the 

old man forgctfJ what was just tlaid to him. -5i.nce his external ~ensr-:os, 

which han:~ grown weak and are, as it were.~ dea.d, cannot confhm 

what his spirit thinks it grasp;;;. Ideas escape him, ;,vhile the itnage~ 

tnced by hiH- senses no longe1· retain their imprint (Bichat 1986: 

200-201). 

An intimate es:tnmgement from the world conesponds to this 
decline of external seT.tses. an eslr~mgement that closely recalls 

the descriptions of the Mu:;dmrm.1J in the camps: 
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The old man's movements are seldom and slow; he ]eaves c·nly with 

great cost the condition in which he finds him~clf. Seated beside tiH~ 

Jlre tbat i.~; heating him, he spends his days concentrating on himself, 

alienated from what surrounds him, in the ahs.enee c·f desires, pas

sions, sensatjons- almost without speaking, since nothing pushes 

him to break his silence. He is happy to fed that ht~ still ex!sts._, for 

almost every other feeling has vanished .... It is easy to see, front 

what we have said, that in the old man external functions e~re extin·· 

guished one~ aher another and organic life cr.mtinttes even aftel· ani

mal life has ahno.st ii.dly come to an e,nd. From this point nfv:iew, the 

condition of tht:~ living being abollt to be <mnihilat(:;d by death n'.sem

hles the statt~ in which we find ourselw;s in the maternal womb, or 

in the state of vegetatjon, which lives. only on the inside and is deaf 

tn nature (ibid.: 202-203). 

The des.cription culminates in a question tl1at is truly a bitter 

confession of pm,.vt .. rlessness in the face of an enigtn:i'l: 

But why i.s it that, when we have. ceased to exist on the o11tsidc, we 

continue to live on the inside, when senses, lncomotion, and so forth 

are ahove ;,ll designed to place us in relation to bt)dies that nourish 

us? Why do these functions grow weaker than internal ones? Why is 
their cessation nC)t simultaneous? [ cannot succeed in fully solving 

this cnigzM (ibid.: 203-204). 

Bichat could not have foretold that the time would come when 

m.edical resuscitation technology and, in addition, hiopoHtics 

would operate on precisely this disjunction between the organic 
and the <mimal, realizing the nightmare of a vegetative life that 

indefinitely survives the life of relation, <l non-human hfe infi

nitely separable from human existence. But, almost as if a dark 

foreboding of this n:ighunue suddenly crossed his mind, he imag--
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ines a symmetrical possibility of a death turned upside down, in 
which man's <Jitimal functions survive while his organic functions 

perish completely: 

If it wen~ possible to hn<1gine a m.an whose death, affecting only 

internal functions (such. as drcuJation, digestion, s·~cretions, and so 

forth), permitted the :mb~.istencc of the set of functions of ~nimal 

life, this. man would view the end of his organic Hfe V~<ith indiffer

ence. For ht-: would fed that the vvotth of hj~ existence >ltd not 

depend on organic functions, .and that even after their "death'' he 

would be capable of feeling and experiencing f~verything that until 

then had made him happy (Bichat: 1')86: 205-206). 

Whether what survives is the human or the inhuman, the ani

mal or the organic, it seems that life hears within itself the dream 

·-or the night1nare- of survival. 

4.9 As we have seen, Foucault defines the difference between 

modern biop<>wer and the sovereign power of the oJd tt;rri.toriaJ 

State through the cr·os.sing of tv.ro symmetrical formulae. ·](,make 

die and to let liw~ sunnnarizes tbe procedure of old sovereign 

power, which exerts itself above all as the right to kill; to make live 
and to let die is, instead, th~-. insignjil of hiopower, which has <i.S its 

primary objective to trJnsfonn the care of life and the biological 

a..o;; .such into the concern of State pmver. 

In the light of the pn~ceding .reflections, a third fonnub. can 

be said to insinuate itself between the oth~r two, a formula that 

defines the most specific trait of twentieth~century biopolitics: 
n() l~mger either to make die or to make live, but to make st1n'iV1L 

111e decisive activity of biopower in our time consists in the pro· 

duction not of life or death, but rather of a mutable and virtually 

infinite survival. In every case, it is a matter of dividing animal life 



from organic life. the human front the inlnunan, the ·witness frmn 
the i}fuselrnann, conscious life from vegetative hfe maintained func
tional through resuscitation techniques. until a threshold is reached: 

an essentially mobile threshold that, like the borders of gc()politics, 

moves according to the progress of scientific and political tech

nologies. Biopower's supn~mf:; ambition is to produce~ in a human 

body. the absolute separation of the living being and the speaking 

being, zoe and bios, the inhuman and the human-- survival. 

This is why in the camp. the Afuselmann -like the body of the 

overcomatose person and the neomort .attached to life-support 

systems today- not only shows th<'~ efficacy ofhiopower, hut also 

reveals its secret cipher, so to speak its arcamun. In his De aramis 

rerum pvhlicarum ( 1605), Clapmar distinguished in the structure 

of power between t1 visible face (jus imperii) and a. hidden face 

(arcamlnl, which he claims derives from a.rca, jewel casket or cof

fer). In contemporary biopoli.t.ics, survival is the point in which 

the two faces coindde, in which the arc,mum imperii comes to 

light as such. This is ¥vhy it n~ma{ns~ as it were~ invisible 1n its very 

exposure, aH the more hidden for showing itself as ,sUd1. ln the 

J1uselmann. biopower sought to produce its final secret: a surviva] 

sep<n·ated from eve:ry possibility of testimony, :a kind of absolute 

biopolitical substance that, in its isoiJt:ion, allows for the attribu

tion of demographict ethnic, national, and political identity. If, in 

the jargon of Nazi bureaucracy, whoever participated in the "Final 

Solution" was called a Gebeimnistr/il}er, a keeper of M!<~tets, the 

Muselmann is the absolutely unwitnessable, invisible ark of bio

pmver. Invisible because t~mpty, because the Mw;elmmm is nothing 

other than the l'olkloser Rawn, the space empty of people at the 

center of the calnp that, in separating all life from itself. marks 

the point in which the dtizen passes into the Staatsangehoriae 

of non-Aryan descent, the non~Aryan ii;to tJ1e Jew, the jew into 

the depmtee and, finally. the deported Jew beyond himself into 



the Muselmann. that is~ into a bare, unassignable and unwitness

ahle life. 
This is ·w·hy those who assert the un~ayahiHty of Auschwitz 

today should be more cautious in their statements. If-they mean 

to say that Auschwitz \''.t.as a u:nicp1e event in the face of which the 

witness tnust in some way submit his f~very word to the t(~st of an 

impos.<Jihility of speaking, they are right. But if. joining unique~ 

ness to unsayahility, they transform Auschwitz into a reality ah

solntdy separated fr0111 language. if they break tlw tie between an 

impossibility and a possibility of speaking that, in the Muselmann, 
constitutes t:<:~stimony, then th(~y unconscious])': tepeat the. Nazis' 

gesture; they are in secret solidarity with the arcanum imperii. 
T]u~ir silence threatens to repeat the ss·s SCOlnful WaJ'ning to the 

inhabitant<:; of the camp, which Levi transcribes at the very start 

of Tbe Drormed and the Saved: 

Ho\'\>'e:ver tlu~ war may t:nd, we have '-'ron the war against you; none 

of you will he left ti1 bear 'Nitness, but even if some om~ were to sur

t·ive, tlle world will not believe h.im, Tbere will pr.rhaps b(; suspi·· 

cion:;, discussions, research by historians, but there will be no 

certainties, because we \Vill destroy tlu~ evidence together with you, 

And even if some proof should remain and some of you survjve, 

people wiJl say that the eve:nts you descril)c an~ too monst:nms to be 

believed .... We wil1 be the ones to dict.lte the history of the Lagers 

(Le\'i 1989: 11-JZ). 

•L10 With its every word, testirnony refutes precisely this isola

tion of survival from life. The witness attests to the fact that there 

can he testirno.ny hccawH~ then: is :an inseparable divisio.n and non

coincidence between the inhuman and the human, the living being 
and the spei'lking being, the Muselmann and the st.trviYor. Precisely 

jnsofar as it inheres in language as such, precisely insofar as it 
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bears witness to the taking place· of a potentiality of speaking 

through an impotentiality alcme, its authority depends not on 

a factual truth, a conformity between something Si\.id and a fact 

or between memory and what happened. but rather on the im~ 

memorial felation between the unsayable and the sayable. between 

the outskh~ and the inside of language. The autlwri~v ?f the lll"itness 

consists in bi.~ capacity w spt:ak solely in the name ~fan incapacityto 
spfak -- tl1at is) in his or her beinH a .ml1ect. Testimony thu!) guaran

tees not the factual truth of the stah~ment safeguarded in the 

archive, but rathe.r its unarchivability, its exteriority with respect 

to the archive- that is, the m~ces.sity by which, as the existence of 

languagt~~ it escapes both men-.ory and forgetting. It is because 

there is testimony only where there .is an impossibility of speak

ing, because there is a witness only where there has been desub

jectificabon, that the Mu.selmmm is the complete wit11ess and that 

the survivor and the J1uscimann cannot he. split apart. 

Jt is necessary to reflect on the particular status of the subject 

from this perspective. The fact that the subject of testimony

indeed, that all subjectivity~ if to be a subject and to bear witness 

are in the final analysis one and the same·-is a .remnant is not to 

be understood in the sense that the subject, aeeording to one of 

the meanings of the Greek term hypo.~tn•>is, is 'd. substratum, deposit, 

or sediment left behind as a kind of background or foundation by 
historical processes of ~-ubjectification and desubjectification, hu~ 

manization and inhumanization. Such a conception would once 

again repeat the dial~>:ct:ic of grounding by \Vhich one thing -in 

our case, bare life- must he separated and effaced for human life 

to be ass1gned to subjects as a property (in th:is sense, the Musef.· 
mdnn is the way in which J ew'ish life must he effaced for some

thing like an Aryan life to he produced). Here the foundation is a 

function of a telos that is the gr01mding of the human hei:ng; the 

hecomin!~ human of the inhuman. It is this perspective that must 
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be wholly ~aHed into <jllt-.stion. We must ceast~ to look toward 

processes of subjectification and clesuhjectification, of the living 

being's becoming speaking and the speaking being's beconung 

living and, more ge:ner.ally, tmvard historical pro·~~esscs as if they 
had an apocalyptic or profane tdos in which the living being and 
the speaking hdng, the inhmuan and the human--· or any terms 

of a historical process- arc johH=.·d il1 an ~stablishe:d, completed 

humanity and reco11ciled in a realized identity. This does not mean 

that, in lacking ;m end, they are condemned to meaninglessne~s 
or the vanity of an infinite, disenchanted drifting. They have not 
<~Jl end, hut a nmma.nt. Th(~re is no foundation in or 'beneath them; 

rather1 at their center lies an irreducible disjunction in which 

each term, stepping forth in the place of a remn<.tntt can bear wit

ness. \ll.lhat is truly historical is not what redeems time in the 

directioll of the future or eYcn the past~ it is, rather, what fulfills 

time in the excess of a medium. The messianic Kingdom is nei

ther the future (the millennium) rwr the past (the golden agi~): it 

is, instead, a remainintJ time. 

4.11 In an interview in 1964 given on Ge1man television, Arendt 
was asked what remained, for her, of the pre-Hitlerian Europe that 

she had experienced. "What 1·emains?" Arendt a,nswered, "The 

rnother tongue remains'' ( H1as bleibt! Die Mutterspn.1che hleiht). 
What is language as a renmant? .How can a language $urvive the 

subjects and even the IH~opl<o that speak it? _And what does it mean 

to speak in a remaining languaw!? 

The case of a dead language is exemplary here, Every language 

can be considered as a field traversed by two opposite tensions~ 

one moving toward innovation and transformation and the other 

toward stability and preservation. In L.m.guage, the first move

ment corresponds to a zone of anomia, the. se<xHtd to tlu~ gram-

matical norm. The intersectjQn point bctwf~~en these two opposite 
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currents is the speaking suhj(~ct 1 as the auctor who always decides 

what can he sa-id. and ·what cannot be said, the sayable and the 

u:nsayahle of a lrnguagc. '\Nhen the. relation between norm ancl 

(.momia, the sayable <UJd the unsayable, is broken in the subject,. 

language dies ;md a new linguistic identity emerges. A dead Ian~ 

guage is thus a language in ·which His no longer possible to oppose 

norm. and mwm.io, innovation and preservation. We thus say of a 

dead language that it is no longer spoken, that is 1 that in it it is 

impossible to ass.it]n the po-\·ition ~fa subject, Here the aheady-said 

forms a v.rl10le that is dosed and ];,tcking all exteriority, that can 

only be t:ransmil't('d through rl cmpus or ey.oked through an archive. 

r:or Latin, thi:; happened at the time of the definitive collapse of 

the tension between urmo urbarws and senna msticus, of which 

speakers are already conscious in the Hcpublican age. As long as 

the opposition wa~ pe:rceiv(.~d as an internal polar tension, Latin 

was a living language and the subject felt that he spoke a sjngle 

language. Once the opposition breaks down, the normative part 

bec:x}rnes a dead language (or the language Dante calls grammat

ica) and th(~ anornk part gives birth to the Rmnance vernaculars. 

Now consider tbe case of Giovanni Pascoli. the Latin. poet of 

the beginning of the twentieth cent-ury, that is, a time when Latin 

had already been a dead language for rnany centuries. ]n his case 

an individual succeeds in assuming the position of subject in a 

dead langu3ge. thus lending it "gain th<~ possibHity of opposing 
the sayable and the unsayahle, innovation and preservation that it 

is by definition lacking. At first glance one could say that insofar 
as he t~stablis.hes himself in it as a subject, such a poet genuinely 

resurrects a dead language. This is what happened in cases where 

people followed the example of an isolated auctm·, as in the Pied

mon.tese dialect of Forno. when. between 1910 and ~918, one last 

speaker passed his language on· to a group of young people wbo 

began to speak it: or in the case of modern Hebrew, in which a 
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whole community placed itself in tht~ position of a subject with 

respect to a language that had become purely religious. But in this 

case the situation is rnore complex. To the degree to ·which a poet 

who writes in a dead language remains isola ted and continues to 

speak and write in his mother tongue, it can be said d1at in !io1:ne 

way he makes a language. survive the subjects who spoke it, pro

ducing it as an undecidable medium-or testimony--that stands 

he.tween <t livjng language and a dead language. ln a kind of philo

lngic~d rwlmia, he thus otl'ers his voice and blood to the sh<1dow of 
a dead language\ so that it may return -as such- to spcee:h. Such 

is this curious auctor, ·who authori::r.es an absolute impossibility of 

speaking and summons it to sp~:ech. 

If we now return to testimony, we rnay say that to bear wit

ness is to place oneself in one's own language in the position of 

those who have lost it, to establish <>neself in a living langua.ge as 

if it were dead. or in a dead language as if it were living- in any 

case. outside hoth the archive and the corpus of what ha::~ already 

been said. It is not surprising that the '""itness' gesture is also th(lt 

of the poet. the auctor par excellence. Holderlin 's statement th.:tt 
rrwhat remains is what the poets found~: (J~'Vc:u bleibt, st!ften die 
Dichter) is not to be understood in the trivial sense that pot~ts' 

\Vorks arc things that last and n:-main throughout time. Rather, it 

means that the poetic word is the on<~ that is ~ lways situated in 
the p(.JSiti{m of a rerm:iant and that can~ therefore, bear witness. 

Poets-- witnesses·-· found bngu<~ge as what remains, as what actu

ally survives the possibility, or impossibility, of speaking. 

To what dot;s such a languagt: bear witness'? 'To something- a 

fact or an event,. a memory or a hope, a delight or an agony- that 
could he registe·red in ·tl1e corpu:~ of what h<ts already been said? Or 

to ertundation, 'I!Vhich, in the <n-chiw;, attests to the irreducibilit)' 

of saying to the said? [t bcat·s witness to neither one :nor the other. 

What cannot he stated, what can.l1ot be archived is the language 
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in which the autho.r succeeds in bearing witness to his incapacity 
t:o speak. In this language, a hm&ruage that survives the subjects 
who spoke it coincides with a speaker who remains beyond it. 
This is the language of ihe "dad.~ shado\v.•.t that L-~:.~vi heard grow

ing in Cel.an's poetry, like a '"background noise,'; this is Hur

binek's non-language (mass-klo, nunisklo) that has no place in th<: 

libraries of whilt has been said or in the archive of statements. Just 

as in the starry sky that ·we sel'~ at night, the stars shine sur~ 

rounded by a total darkness that~ accordin~ to cosmologists, is 
·~~ 

nothing other than the testi.rnony of a time~ in which the stars did 

not yet sbi.ne, so the speech of the witness bears ·witness to a tune 

in which human beings did not yet speak; and so the testimony of 
lnrman beings attests to a time in which they were n.nt yet human. 

C)r, to take up an analogow:.: hypothesis, just: a .. '> in the t•xpanding 
unin:~rse, the:~ farthest galaxies move away from us at a speed greater -

than that of their light, which c'annot: reach us, such that the dark

ness we see in the sky is nothing hut the invisibility of the light of 

unknown stars, so_ the complete witness, aec:ording to Levi's. para

dox, is the one ·we cannot see: the J1uselmmm. 

4J 2 'l'hc remnant is a theologico-messianic concept. In the pro

phetic books of the 0 ld Testament, what is sav<:d is not tlH~ wholt~ 

p(~ople of Israel hut rather only a remnant) which is indicated in 

Isaiah as shear yisrael, the remnant of Tsrac:l, or .i.n Amos as sherit 

Yos~if. tht~ renmant of Joseph. The paradox here is that the prophets 

address all of Israel, so that it may turn to the good, while at thE: 

same time announcing to the whole people that only a remnant 
of it will be saved (thus in Amos 5:15: "Hat(~ the eviJ, and loY{~ the 

good, _and esta.blish judgment in the gate: it may be that the Lord 
God of hosts will be gracious unto the remnant ofJosephi, and jn 

Isaiah I 0: 22: "For although thy people be as the saud of the st:a, 

yet a remnant of them shaH be saved"), 
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What are V'."e to understand here. hy ''remnant''? What is ded~ 

sive is that, as theologians have observed, "remnanf> dot~s not 

seem simply to refer to a nurnerkal portion of Israel. Rather, 

remn,mt desianates the comistenc,y dsstmwd l~y lsmel wJ1etr placed in 
u:..lation with an eskhaton, with election or the messia1lic e!'ent. In 

its relation to salvation, the whole (the pe:opl .. ':) thus necessarily 

posits itself as remnant. This is particularly dear :in Paul. In his 

Letter to the Romans, Paul makes use of a series of Biblical cita

tions. to conceive of the messianic event as a series of caesuras 

djviding the people of 1srae1 and, <1t the same time~ the Gentiles, 

constituting them each tim~": as te1nnants: 'iEH~n so then at this 

pr~.:~sent tiri1e also [literally 'in the time of now,' en to mm kairo. 
PauFs technical expression for messianic time] there is a remn<U1t 

according to the election of grace" (Romans 11: 5), The caesuras 

do not, however. merely divide the part from the whoh~ (Romans 

9: 6--3: "For they are n~"Jt all Israel, which are of Israel. Neither, 

because they are the seed of Abraham, are they all children: but, 

in Isaac shall thy s<~cd he called. 'Hwt is, They which are the chil
dren of the flesh, these are not the children of God: hut the chil

dren (>f 1}Ie promise are c(.n.mted for the seed''). The caesuras also 

divide the non-people from the pcop.le, as in Romans 9: 25-6: ·~As 

be saith also in Osee, I \Vill can them :rny pcop"le, which were not 

my people; and her beloved, which was not my beloved. And it 

shall come to pass, that in the place where it was sa.id unto them, 

Ye arc not my people; there shall they be called the children of 

the living God:' In the end, the remriant a.pp<:ars a~ a redenrptive 

machine allowing for the salvation of the very whole whose divi~ 

siora and loss it bad signified (Romans 11: 26: "And so all Israel 
shall be saved'1

). 

In the concept of remnant, the aporia of testimo-ny coinddes 

with th<.: apori.a of messianism. Just as the remnant of Israel signi~ 

fies neither t:hc whole people nor a part of the people but1 rathel\ 
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the non-coincidence of thr: whole and the_ pa.rt, and just as mes

sianic time is neither histnrical ti:m.e nor eternity but, rather, the 

disjunction that divides them, so the remnants of Ausehvvitz- the 

witnesses- are neitht.~r the. ckad nor the sur-vivors, n.either the 

drowned rior the sav<.,d. They a.re what: remains between them. 

4. t3 Insofar as it defines testimony: solely through the Musel
mann, Levi's paradox contains the only possible refutation of every 
denial of the existence of the ext~r.m.ination camps. 

Let US 1 indeed, posit Auschwitz, that to which it is not possible 

ti.) bear witness; and let us also posit the ll4usdmann as the abso

lute impossibility of hearing witness. If the witness bears witness 

for the JJ.iusdmaun, jf he succet:ds in hr.int:,:ring to speech an impos

sibility of speech-- if the ,Husdmann is thus constituted as the 

whole witness¥- then the denial of Auschwitz is refuted in its very 

foundation. In the iUm·elmr:mn, the impossibility of bearing wit

ness is no longer a nlt~re privation. Instead. it has become real; it 

exists as s.uch. If the survivor hears ·witness not to the gas cham

bers or to AuschwHz but to the MU.Selraann. if he speaks only on 

the basis of an jmpossibility of spea.k1ng. then his teHtimony can

not be denied. Ausch\vitz- that to which it i~ not possible to bear 

witness- is absolutely and irrefutably proven. 

This means that the phrases. "I bear ·witness for th~ Mmel

mannH and "the ;}fuselmcmn is the whole witness" are notconsta

tive judgments. illocutive acts, or enun.ch1.tions in Foucaulfs sense. 

Rath~r. tht~y articulate a possibility of speech solely through an 

impossibility and. in this way, mark the taking place of a hmgua.ge 

as the event of a subjectivity. 

4J4 ln 1987, one year after Prirno .Levi'.•• de<~th, Zdzisla\\-' Ryn 
and Stanslaw Klodzinski published the first study dedicated to the 

.Muselmann. The a1·tk'le, pub1ished in Au.\·chwitz·-H~f'te bearing the 



significant title ''At the Border Between .Life :and Death: A Study of 

the Phenomenon of the .Mu.'(elmr.mn in the Concentration Camp.'' 

contains eighty-nine testimonies, almost all of former Auschwitz 
prjsoners. They had been aske~l to respr.md to a questionnaire 011 

the origin of the term, the Musdmiirmer' s physicJl and psycholog~ 

ic.:al tra:its, the circumstance::; that pn.'lduced ''Musclmannization," 

the b~~havior of f\tnctionades and other prisoners with respect to 

A!uselmanner, and tWuselmiinner's death and chanc.es of survival. 

The testimonies collected in the article do not add anything essen~ 
tial to what we already knewt except for one partkularly inter

esting point, which calls into t'[Uestion not shnply Levi.'s testimony, 

but even one of his fundamental presuppositions. One section of 

the tnonograph (Ryn and Klodzinsk:t 1987: 121-24) is entitled fell 

war ein tHusclmcm.n • .. I was a Musdmann." It contains ten tcsti

monie~s <>f men who survived the condition of being Mw;elmiinner 

and now seek to tell of it. 

In the expression HI was a Muselmmm,'' l.l:':vi's paradox .reaches 

its most extreme formulation. Not only is th"~ .Hn~elmarm the 

complete witness; he now speaks and bt~ars wit:JH:ss 1.n the first 
per~on. By now it should be dear that this extreme formulation

"I, who speak, was a Muselmr..mn~ that is, the one who cannot in any 

sense speak'' --not only does not <:ontradict Levi's paradox but, 

rather, flllly verifies it. This is why we leave thc:rn- the Muse] .. 

manner··· the last word. 
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1 ccm\foroet the days when 1 was a Muselmann. l was weakt 
exhausted, dead tired. I saw something ro eat wherever I looked. I 

dreamt: ~fbread fWd wmp, but as soon as I woke up I wm tmbeMab~y 
hrmwy. The.food I'd been gjven the 11ight b~jore (t~)' portion ~j'l>read, 

.f}ftx [Jrams t!{mmlJMine,j~ft.Y grams ojjarn, and../(>ur potatoes cooked 
with i.heir skins on) was a thing (.!f the past. :the l1ead (!f' the hdrrack 

aml t~he other inuwtes who had positions threw out thdr pot.at:o-skins1 

sometimes r:ven a whole potato. 1 used t.o watch them ser..retlj=· m1d look 

for the skins in the trash so that I could eat tbem. I would .'ipread Jam 

on them.; du:y were really good. A pig wouldn ·'t ha"·e Mtcm them, bat 
I did. I'd chew on them until !.felt sand on Il~)' teeth .... (Lucjan 
Sohieraj) 

{ pt:rsonally was a Muselmannfar a slwrt while. 1 remember that 

<-!fter the I!Wl'e to the barrack, .T complete~v collapsr~d (JS feu as my 
p,~ychologit:cJl l!Je was concern cd. The collapse took tbe. following 
form: I was overcome b _ _r· a aeneral apathy; nothin9 intue,o;t.ed me; Ina 
lonHcr reacted w eithe1· external vt internal stimuli; I stopped wasb

inl], el'en wlten there was ~Yater; l no longer evenfclt lwngr)'- ... 

(Feliha Ph;~karska) 

l am a Muselmann. Like the other inmates, I tried to> protect 
myseljj'i:om settin8 pneumouia by leaning forward, stretcninfl 11~Y 
shoulders as much as I could and, patiently, rhythmically moving 11~v 

hands over nry- sternum. This is how 1 kept myself warm when the Ger

mans weren't watching. 

From then onward I went back 1.0 the camps an the shoulder:\' C?_{ 

~)' collr:agues. Rut there are alwa.)'S more (:f us Mu~elmanner. ... 
(Edw"lrd Sokol) 

l too was a Muselmann, )rom 1942 to the besinni113 C!f 1943. 
w{JSn't cOJH'cious (!fbe.ing one. 1 think t:hat many Muselm~inner Jidn 't 
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reali:t.f they belonged to that cotef]01J; l!ut: when. the inmates were 

divided up, I was put in the aronp r:_f' Muse1manner. Jn nlm:y cases, 
whether or not an .inmate was considered a Muselmann depended on 
h.is oppeamnce. (Jerzy Mostowsky) 

Whoe.~'et has not hinw:.!f been a Musehnann jor cJ wbile cannot 

ii1Wf!jne the depth c;( the tnmiformathms that men w1denrent, Y(w 

z,e.romc so ind!JJerent to yourjau tlwt you [H) 1£112l)C.J' wonted tl1~ything 
from anyone. You JUSt waited in peace-for cleath. Tht?J no longer had 
either the strength or the will to fight for daily survival. Ioday 1vas 

enough; you lfere content with what you couldJind in the trdsh ... , 
(Karol Talik) 

/n general. one can say that amontJ Muselmanner there were 
exm:tly the same dL_fTerences, 1 mean physiccJl cmd psyclwlogical dilJer
enccs, as between men livinlJ in normal conditiom. Camp conditions 

made these dif}erences more pronounced~ and we ~{ten witnessed rever-

sals 9{ t:bc roles ph~yed by ph_ysical and psydwlofrimlJactors. (Adolf 
Gawalt:!wic:l.) 

I'd cJ1ma~y had a presentiment c;,f this state. In the cell, !felt l!fe 
1ear1l![f me. Eort:h~' tbinfJS no lonHer mattered; bodi{y.Jimt:Uorujaded 
away. Et'c.n lumaer tormented me less. '!felt a st1'<1llffC sweetness. I just 

clidn •'t have t:}Je sr.rength to aet ~JJ my cotJ and !f'l did, l fwd to lean 
on the walls to make it to the bucket . ... (Wlodzimierz. Borkowski) 

Tn n~y mvn bo~y, I lived throuah the most atrocious kind ~~ ltfe in 

the camp .. t:he horror ~j' being a Musclmann. 1 was one ~{tlte Jltst 
Muselmanner. I wandered through the camp like a stra_r dog; I was 
indiJJ~.reni: to everythin,_q. 1 just wanted to s11rvi1'e (mutlwr da_,v. I 
t1rr.ived ill the camp on Ju.ne 14, .1940, with tbeJirst tmnsportJi·om the 

1amow prison ... . ·1fier sorm~ initial hardships, I was put in theJ(um-
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iiJfJ Kommtmdo, where l worked Cit honrestin._q potatoes and h.~y and 
thresb.ing U.lltil the fall (!f the sa:me year. Suddentv somethinu lwp
ptmed in the Kommando. Tl1~}' had dis coveted that d vilians outside 

tlu .camp wcte _qiT'ing us food. I ended up among the di~ciplinary 

group, and that i.~· where the traaed;· (?l my ljfe in the camp beacm. I 
loJt mx strength and health. -1fl:er a couple ?.{days ~r hard work~ the 
Kapo (!(the old Kommando had me nuwedfrom the clisc:iphtwq group 
to the sawmill Kommando. The work wam 't (iS bard, br!t I Jwd to stay 

outside all d~J', and that ....veor the fall was very cold. The rain was 
ahmy\· mixed w1th snow. lt had alrea~y heguu to freeze over and l¥e 

were dressed jn light fabrics- tmdeni·enr and shirts: wooden clotJS 
without sods with doth C'lPS on our Jw,Jds. ln such a sitrwtion, with

out .n!.l]icient. nourishment, drenched andJi·ozen eve1)" d(~', death 1~Jt 
us rw wc:y out., .. This was the be.Hinnin[J qf the period :in which 
Muselmannhood [ da.s Musclmannturn/ became mare and more com
motl itl all the teams working outdoo.rs. Ere.t)'One despised Muse]man

ner; ev;;~n the Musehnann 'sfdlmr inmates .. .. His sen.'ii!S al·e aulled 
and he bec()mes completely ind!fferem; ttJ eYcrytllina around him. He 
can 110 lonfler speak c:_.f anyt:hingi he ca11 't c:ven pray, s.ince he no 

long1~r believes in heaven vr hell. He no lonner thinks about his home, 
hh}ami~y, the. or:her people in the camp. 

Almost all Musdmanner died in the camp; onlj' a .mwil percent
age managed to come out ~ftlw.t staf:e. Thanks ro good luck or provi
dena, some were .liberated. This i~· why l can Jegcril)e how J was able 
to pull mysef:( out ?f that condition . ... 

You cou.ld see Muselmanner e\'e~ywhere: s.bn~y, dirty.Jl.fJures, 
their skin an(faces hldckened, their aaze gone, their ~yes hollowed 
out) their dothes threadbare, _filthy ami stinking. They mot'cd wil"h 

sjow, hesitatillf) steps poorly suited to tile rl~ytlmt qf the march . ... 
They spoke only about their memories andfood- how many pieces ~l 
potaf:i> then~ we1·e in the soup yesterday, how many mout~jizls ~~meat, 
f{ the soup wm tb1c.k or onl)' ~ater . ... The letters tlwt arrived })r 
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them .J1.·om their homes dJdn Jt comfort them; they bod no illusions 

about ever goin[J home. Musdmanner anxiousbr eKpected p(J;;ka17es. 
t:l!inkingt?fheingjull at .least once. nu·y dreamt cj"rumma[Ji11H l'hmllsb 
the kitchim trash. toJ!nd j1ieces ~[ b1·ead or aiffe.e grinds. 

Muselmanner worh:d out: <1 inertia or, wther1 pretended to work. 
For example. during n~ work at: the savr:mill! H'e used to look jt)l: the 

blunter saws that were ea.der to use, wit:hout wonyin.q about whether 
they actually cut or 1wt. We C!.ften pi'etm~ded to wor.k like that for ll 

whole da)', wit:Jwut eren culling one block ~1· wood. ~1· we were sup

posed to stmi!Jhtm nails:) we Vi'ould instead hammer aW(lj' at tbe anvil. 
But we had to make sure that no one SCIW us; which was also tirinfj. 
Muselman-ner had no goais. J'hq did their work without ininkillg; 

th~y moved around without thiflkint;, dreaming ontv f!]"bavin[l a place 

ill tbelinein which th~y'dbeoiren moresm.1p) moret:hick.mup. Musel" 

manner paid dose attentirm to the [Ji.~:;tures ~{' theJood ~fl1ccr to see 
ij; when he l(1died out the soup) he dren: it.from the top or the bottom. 

Tlu~y ate quickly (Jnd tlwught on!y abmzt getUng second h.elpinfJS· But 
this never happened- the only ones wh<: got secrmd helpings were 
those wbo had worked the most and tbe lwrdest, who wcreJavorcd l:.r 

rfw Jood r~fJicer .... 
Th£~ other inmates fn·oided Muselrnanner. Tlwre could IJe no com·· 

mon subject· C?f conversation between tfu:m> sina~ M.usdmannt!r only 

..J~mtcfsized and spoke ahoutfood. Muselrn.anner didn't like the "bet

ter'' prisoners, unless they could fjct somethinH to eatfrom t:bem. Jllq 
prqerred dw compm~y ~~those lil?.e t1lrm5e.ln::s, si:nce then they could 
easil)' exduwse br£~ad, clwc.w, and .'>a.usaHe for a ci,qarette or other 

kinds t?ffood. Th~y were qfraid (~fgoing to t.he in}irmaq; the:.r ne11er 
cl<Jimed to be sich. Vsual~y they just .mdden{y collapsed rlnrin.g fwnk. 

1 can $t.ill see the teams coming bockJrom work in li1u:s (~[five. The 

Jirst line C?J.'ftllc>. would marcb acconlinH to tbe rhythm (!f:- tbe orchestra, 

but the next line would already be incapable c;fkceping up with them. 

Thejlve behind th~m would lean dlJainst ench oilier; and in tbe last 
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lines tlw jtmr stronaest would carry tlw weakest one by hi,~ arms and 

legs, since he 1ras (lyina . ... 
As ,1 mid, in 1940 I di!fted through the camp like a str~y doB, 

dreaming C!f"coming across at least a single potftto skin. I tried to lower 
myselj~into the hC)les neat tbe sawmill, where theyfermented potatoes 
t.o make.fodde1'for th(! pigs t;~nd otl1er animals. 71u! in motes would eat 

sliceit ?J'raw potatoes smeared witll saccharin, which tasted .wmewlwt. 

like pears. My condition 8rew worse eve~yd(~r; 1 de1·elopeJ ulcerations 

on my less and 1 no longer hoped to survive~ I hoped on~yfor a mira
de, tlitlwugh T d.itln 't have the strenath to concentrate and prayfaitli-

jiJ1~v .... 
'l11is was the stote 1 was in when I was noticed by a commission of . ~ 

?fJicers who had entered the barracks t:?ft:er the last roll cal1. 1 think 

they wen~ SS doctors. There were three or four if them (Jnd tbey were 
particular!)' interested in Muselmanner. In addU:ion to blisters on u:r 

legsJ .1 also had (J swellina the Sizt 1 an esn on my ankle boJle, This is 
why they prescribed an operation and moved me, toaether with some 
others, to Barrack 9 (wl~icb used to be Barrack 11). JVe were 9iven the 

same food (h' the othersi,';but we didtJ Jt ao to work and M-'e were aJJoweJ. 
to rest all da.y lmw. Ca;np physicians visited us; l was operated on
the scar:; }'tom the operatjon ate still visible today- and I sot better . 
. we di<ln 't hal'e to be present dt the roll can· it was warm and we were 

doinB we11. Then one day, the SS f!]Jkers who were responsible for the 
barrack didn "t come. They said that the llir tvas sl!ffocatino an<! 
ordered all the windows to be openecl. lt was December, 1940 . ... 1fier 
a few minutes, we were all shivennoftom the coM; then tlwy made us 

run around in the room to beat ourselves up1 until we were all covered 
in sweat. Then thq said> "Sit dtlW11~;· and we did .. u tlu;y .'wid. Once 

our hoclies had cooled down, and we were once aaain cold} it was time 
for more runninH- and so it lasted for the whole day. 

When I understood what was 9oino .on, I decided to leave. When il 

wa.1 timr.Jor me to be examined, 1 said tlwt I was a11 better and that I 

lJO 
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wanted t:o W01"k. And this is what happened. I was t'ran~forred to Bar
rack 10 (which had become number 8). They put me in Cl room in 

wl1ich there tvc.1'e ()nly new arrivdls . ... ·Since I was an old prisoner, the 

head if t.he borrad liked me, m~d he spoke ~[me as an example }'r 
the other p1'isoners ... . As a result I was traniferred to the Far!I1ino 

Kommando, in the cmvshed. There 1 also won the trust if the other 

inmate.<;, and J lwd extm food .• pieces '!f beetrootJ black SU[Jar, .wup 
.from the pi[J ·'s sty, large quantities '!/:milk and, wlwt 's more, the !Jeat 
cf tile cowshed. This 90t me back on D~ feet again; it saved me from 
Muselmannhood ... , 

Tl1e period in which I was a Muselma.nn lqi a pn?found impres
sion on my memory. 1 rememln~r pe_t;fectly the accident in the sawmill 
Kommando '!ffall1940; 1 still see the saw, the heaps '!{wood blocks, 
the barracksj Musehnanner keepin9 each other warm, tbeir Hes
tures . ... The last moments <!]"the Musclmanner were just as they sc.!Y 
in this camp song: 

Whclt 's worse than a Muselmann? 

Does he even have the right to live? 
lsn 't he tb:ere to be st:epped on, struckJ beaten? 
He wanders tlnvush the camp like a strcgr do9. 
Everyone chases h.im aw~y, but the crematorium is his deliverance. 

The camp i~flrmmy does away with him! 

(Bronislaw Goscinki) 

(Residua desiderantur) 

1]1 
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