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Introduction


The question that drives this paper is, “What is the purpose of literature after Auschwitz?” Instead of attempting to answer this question myself (something for which I am highly unqualified), I will examine and compare the answers given by three writers – Theodor Adorno, Primo Levi, and Dan Pagis – and the stylistic choices that these writers make in order to give their answers.


Each of these three writers approaches the topic in a different way. Theodor Adorno is a German philosopher and sociologist from the Frankfurt School who argues that literature (and culture in general) helps perpetuate aspects of Western society that led to Auschwitz even though it has the power to alter that society. I will begin with Adorno because he is the only one of the three writers that explicitly addresses the question of the purpose of literature after Auschwitz, and so an examination of his answer also helps us more clearly understand the question. The primary essay of Adorno's that I will examine is entitled “Cultural Criticism and Society” (CCS), in which he claims that “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (34), a claim that is often cited in Holocaust studies and often misunderstood, even by those who argue that their contemporaries are misunderstanding it. I will use themes common to Adorno’s thought in CCS (and elsewhere) and an Adornan definition of culture to construct a multi-faceted reading of Adorno's claim and, more generally, what he argues is the purpose of literature after Auschwitz. I will then complicate this understanding with an analysis of the categorical imperative he claims that Hitler has imposed on us in Negative Dialectics – that  is, to keep Auschwitz from recurring – and with an analysis of his choices of genre and style to make these claims.


The second writer I examine is Primo Levi, who is well known as an Italian writer of memoirs about his experience in Auschwitz from December 1943 to January 1945. As we will see, the term “memoir” is too simple to describe Levi's texts, which (in addition to addressing his memories) explicitly attempt to answer questions like “will Auschwitz return?” by exploring aspects of Auschwitz, the world that led to it, and the world that follows after it. Although it is true that Levi's explorations are saturated by memories, his stated goal for (his) literature is to desimplify our beliefs about Auschwitz so that we cannot as easily call it something of the past that will never return. Both Levi and Adorno, therefore, are working explicitly to answer the question, “What can we do to make sure an atrocity like Auschwitz never happens again?” where Adorno approaches the question from a theoretical perspective and Levi from a literary one. Levi makes these claims about the goals of his literature in the prefaces to If This is a Man and The Drowned and the Saved. I will begin my exploration of his texts by examining these prefaces. I will then show how the texts themselves both complicate and inform Levi's claims. Finally, as I did with Adorno, I will complicate my conclusions with an analysis of Levi's choice of genres.


The final writer I examine is Dan Pagis, an Israeli poet originally from Bukovina who, after surviving as an adolescent in a concentration camp, avoids the topic almost entirely in his poetry until late in his life. When he does include references to the concentration camps, he turns his experiences into biblical stories. I will examine a series of poems by Pagis, collectively titled “Marked Car,” throughout which Pagis makes indirect references to the camps, and through these indirect references open up questions about how and whether we can represent the camps and their implications for contemporary life. I will show that Pagis's indirect references open up these questions by close reading many of the individual poems and also showing that the ways in which these poems interact  reveal the ways in which Pagis writes about the camps without directly mentioning them. Finally, I will claim that the method of indirect reference to the camps, although it initially appeared to avoid the topic, in fact works to complicate our conceptions of the camps in ways that direct references cannot accomplish. I will then once again show how Pagis's chosen genre complicates and informs this task of opening up questions.


After examining these three writers separately, I will compare each of the purposes that they develop. Pagis deals with issues that at first seem far different from those addressed by Adorno and Levi because they are not directly related to the issue of preventing future occurrences of Auschwitz. Therefore, his purpose for literature (to open up questions about representation) seems of a different category entirely than Adorno's and Levi's (to prevent future occurrences of Auschwitz). Yet, Adorno's and Levi's projects also deal with representation (especially Levi's), so we can read Pagis's goals for his literature as a necessary step in the process of preventing the recurrence of Auschwitz.


I will conclude that the answer we reach when comparing these three writers is that the function of literature after Auschwitz is to work to prevent Auschwitz from recurring. It can do so in many ways, such as: keeping our memories about what happened alive; opening up questions about what in Western society allowed Auschwitz to happen and how; attempting to give voice to the suffering of the victims of Auschwitz; and ultimately desimplifying Western society's conceptions about Auschwitz (including how to represent it) so that the members of this society do not dismiss it as something of the past that will never return.


Yet, even before we begin, such an answer to our initial question is disappointing. The question, “What is the purpose of literature after Auschwitz?” begs for an ultimate answer: “literature should do this and only this after Auschwitz.” To understand how the answer above is an adequate response to our question, we need to better understand what this question means. It is a deceptively simple question that appears, at first, unproblematic. We will, however, see below (p. 6-8) that a few of the terms (“purpose,” “literature,” and “Auschwitz”) already reveal the limitations of this kind of project because all three turn out to have connotations that bias us towards one kind of answer as opposed to another. But, before examining the finer points of this question, its more general push also has a few obvious problems.


The question, at first, sounds more than a bit absurd. It assumes first that questioning the purpose of literature is useful in the first place and second that literature after Auschwitz is somehow different than it was before. We might then throw two objections against it from the beginning. First, literature might have no clear purpose, after the Shoah or before, but is something we create and read for its own sake; it is an end-in-itself. Second, the purpose(s) of literature might be unaffected by Auschwitz, especially in places that were relatively unaffected by it, like regions in mid and southern Africa, the whole of South America, and most of Asia. To claim that the purpose of literature has changed for the people in these areas, even as they were (to the extent that it is possible to be) completely uninvolved in what happened in Europe during World War II, is (at least) a difficult claim to defend.


I cannot dissolve the objection that literature is an end-in-itself. If we approach literature in this way, then the question of the purpose of literature after Auschwitz is necessarily limited. It can only help us understand aspects of the purpose of literature other than its purpose to simply exist. Yet, looking at these aspects is still useful. Insofar as literature is affected by and can affect the society from which it originates, as we will see Theodor Adorno argue below, one might read what follows as an investigation into how literature can, in addition to its being its own end, also be a means for social change.
 In other words, even if all literature is useful simply because it exists, some literature is also useful for other reasons, and those reasons (as we will see) are urgently important.


The objection that literature, or at least some literature, should be unaffected by Auschwitz is answered by Theodor Adorno. As we will see below (p. 40), he claims that all thought must be affected by the horror at being confronted with Auschwitz. Such a claim is important in this context for two reasons. First, it reveals that the concern here is about Western literature because that is the literature that comes from people affected by Auschwitz. It could be argued that the entire world has been affected by the horror of Auschwitz, or even that all literature should change, even that of societies unaffected by Auschwitz, but the scope of the term “literature” as I mean it is only Western literature. Second, these claims about literature are claims about how Western society must necessarily change the way it thinks about literature because of Auschwitz. The claims are not suggesting that, objectively, literature suddenly has a new purpose because an event took place, only that we can no longer think about literature as we did before Auschwitz because of what Auschwitz means to and about us as a society.


Given these responses, it would be wise to rephrase our initial question to: “What do/should Western society perceive the social purpose of Western literature to be after Auschwitz?” Yet, even this reformulation is problematic. Adorno talks about the purpose of culture after Auschwitz, where his specific example is writing poetry; Levi talks about the purpose of his texts after his experience in the Lager; and, Dan Pagis creates poetry that opens up questions about representation after something he never names. Thus, one could replace “Western literature” with “Western culture” or with “writing Western poetry,” where each is supported by one writer. To talk about literature limits our ability to look at how literature is involved in a larger culture which has (as a whole) the purpose of preventing the recurrence of Auschwitz. To talk about culture ignores the specific question of my project, which is about the purpose of literature specifically. Thus, the term “Western literature” is at once meant to be “Western literature,” “Western culture,” and “writing Western poetry.” For this reason, I alternate among the three as the writer who I am investigating at the moment does. When Adorno talks about culture, I use the term “culture.” When Levi writes about the purposes of his texts, I talk about the purpose of “his literature.” When Pagis suggests purposes for his poetic texts, I use either “his poems” or “his texts.”

Similarly, as Naomi Mandel argues (218-9), and as we will see suggested in Pagis's texts (p. 81-2), the term for the Nazi genocide is highly problematic. Adorno uses the term “Auschwitz,” and I have followed suit to this point. Levi uses several terms, most commonly “Lager” and “concentrationary world.” Pagis does not use any term at all. Each of these terms has advantages and disadvantages when compared to the others. “Auschwitz” is a metonymic term, referring at the same time to a specific concentration camp and to the genocide as a whole. “Lager” is the term used within the camps themselves to mean “concentration camp.” Because it is different from the terms most commonly used to talk about the Nazi genocide outside of the Lager, both it and the term “concentrationary world” emphasize the uniqueness of the experience of those in the Lager as opposed to those in the outside world. The term “Lager” further emphasizes that Levi is specifically interested in the point of view of the person who lived in the Lager, and how that point of view can inform our ability to prevent future Lagers. Pagis's avoidance of any term at all reveals the complication of representing the genocide in the first place, and specifically with a single term (even “Auschwitz” or “Lager”). In order to not limit myself to one set of connotations, I (again) follow the writers. When Adorno talks about Auschwitz, I use the term “Auschwitz,” etc. For Pagis, I choose to use the term “Shoah” as the most common Israeli term for the genocide, yet this choice is obviously problematic because it is not Pagis's own choice. When I talk about all three writers, I attempt to use a medley of the terms, in order to convey both the many connotations surrounding the genocide and the problem of attempting to capture the genocide with a single term.


So, our final question, which we will attempt to answer by first looking at each of the three writers (Adorno, Levi, and Pagis) and then comparing the conclusions we draw from looking at them, is: “What do/should we as a society perceive the social purpose of Western literature/Western culture/writing Western poetry to be after Auschwitz/the Lager/the Shoah/the Unnamed?” For the sake of brevity, we will shorten it once more to “What is the purpose of literature after Auschwitz?” knowing that it caries the complications of the longer question.

Adorno and Poetry as Barbaric

Cultural criticism finds itself faced with the final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism. To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it has become impossible to write poetry today.







- Theodor Adorno (CCS 34)

According to Efraim Sicher, Adorno's claim that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (CCS 34) is the conventional starting point for discussions about writing after Auschwitz (Sicher, 299).  This claim, however, is interpreted in a variety of ways. Adrienne Rich claims that Adorno “may have forgotten the ancient role of poetry in keeping memory and spiritual community alive. On the other hand, his remark might be pondered by all poets who too fluently find language for what they have not yet absorbed, who see human suffering as 'material'” (Rich 141). By claiming that Adorno has forgotten  the “ancient role” of poetry, Rich suggests that Adorno’s claim is about what poetry can do. In other words, assuming that Rich is disagreeing with Adorno in this claim, she implies that Adorno’s claim is that poetry does not fulfill its role. This interpretation of Adorno’s claim assumes that Adorno’s claim is about poetry’s inability to do something after Auschwitz (that it could perhaps do beforehand). It assumes, in short, that Adorno’s claim is about the function of poetry. Joseph Brodsky argues in “Uncommon Visage” (a 1987 Nobel lecture) that he and his contemporaries have comprehended and rejected the temptation of discussing the obvious because these discussions too easily give people the sensation that they are right and that this comprehension and rejection is one of the sources of their literature (Brodsky 54-5). For this reason, he argues, contemporary literature is a rejection of neither history nor memory, such that the answer to Adorno's “inquiry” into whether one can write poetry after Auschwitz is affirmative. Indeed, “the generation to which I belong has proven capable of writing that poetry” (55). Here, Brodsky's disagreement with Adorno's claim (veiled as an answer to Adorno's inquiry) is based on the assumption that Adorno means that poetry cannot take into account the history and memory of Auschwitz. In other words, for Brodsky, Adorno's claim is a literal one meaning that it is impossible in contemporary Western society to write a particular kind of poetry: poetry that can take into account the recent history of this society. But, because Brodsky and his contemporaries have written poetry that does take these things into account, Brodsky believes that Adorno's claim is incorrect. Naomi Mandel's reading of Adorno's claim differs drastically from these two. “It is this crucial complicity of contemporary culture after Auschwitz that lies behind Adorno's declaration of the Holocaust as unspeakable” (Mandel 222), yet (if we take Adorno seriously) “contemporary culture must 'speak the unspeakable'...: effacing the possibility of guiltlessness and addressing the issue of contemporary culture's complicity with its history” (223). For her, then, Adorno's claim has two equally important parts: contemporary culture – along with the poetry that is part of it – is complicit in the history that led to Auschwitz; and treating Auschwitz as ineffable (i.e. not speaking/writing about it) allows contemporary culture to feign guiltlessness in its complicity. In other words, poetry is both complicit with barbarism and at the same time necessary if we are to acknowledge culture's complicity with barbarism.


Although none of these interpretations are able to account for all of the evidence around Adorno's claim about poetry and Auschwitz, each of them touches on an important attribute of the quotation, and reconciling them all gives us a better understanding of what is going on in the quotation. I will argue that Adorno's claim is three things at once: 1) a worry that poetry's function is becoming more impossible (similar to Rich's and Brodsky's reading of Adorno's claim as one about purpose); 2) an example of what it means for art to be self-contradictory (which leads to Mandel's claim that it is both ineffable and necessary); and 3) an emphasis on the problematic binary of particularity and totality (which is, according to writers like J. M. Bernstein, central to Adorno's theory). An analysis of the style of the claim in turn emphasizes the three interpretations and his overall argument throughout CCS.

Brief Summary of Adorno’s Overall Position in CCS

In CCS, Adorno concentrates on five themes, which I will state briefly, so that we will later see how the different interpretations are supported by the larger text. For a critical summary of the entirety of CCS that shows how Adorno develops each of these themes, see Appendix A. The first theme that Adorno explores is the way in which the forces that underlie contemporary Western society are largely invisible to Western society’s members. Adorno finds this invisibility disturbing because contemporary Western society and culture are the products of human-affected dialectical movements, which means both that the members of Western society have the power to alter this society and also because Western culture, though it currently serves to perpetuate society – because it is the product of both an element that is subservient to society and one that works against it – has the power to significantly alter Western society. Adorno argues that society should be altered because the main invisible force that underlies Western society – its push to turn everything and every person into a commercial commodity – is one of the prerequisites of atrocities like Auschwitz. This commodification is further problematic because it contributes to the assumptions in Western thought that Western culture has no link to material reality and that all-encompassing concepts are more important than particular instances, where (for Adorno) culture is intimately linked to material reality and the particular and the total are both important.
First Interpretation: Culture as Unable to Fulfill its Function

If read in light of Adorno's recurring theme that Western society is increasingly objectifying, the claim that “cultural criticism finds itself faced with the final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism” (Adorno, CCS 34) points to the growing uselessness of any form of criticism due to society's objectification of the mind and idolization of culture. This reading is supported by the term “final,” which suggests that we have reached a culminating point in history (a point after which the dialectic between culture and barbarism will be complete), similar to how we are reaching the point at which criticism becomes useless. Moreover, if culture becomes barbarism finally, then Adorno would argue that culture can no longer fulfill its purpose of criticizing society, a conclusion supported by the fact that Adorno's other claims about barbarism are about the barbarism of society (i.e. “the barbarism of economic hegemony” [25]). So, given this reading, when Adorno calls poetry (standing in for culture in general) “barbaric,” he equates it with society, and thus suggests that the dialectic between culture and society, too, has reached a final stage. Culture is becoming entirely subsumed under society. Hence, the impossibility of writing poetry is the impossibility of poetry as that which is supposed to rebel against society, but no longer can. This reading accords with Brodsky's: poetry's impossibility is its inability to fulfill a function.


The reading of poetry as unable to fulfill its function is supported by three other of Adorno's essays in which he discusses his claim about poetry as barbaric, two of which claim to point to what Adorno “meant.” In “Is Art Lighthearted?,” Adorno claims that “the statement that it is not possible to write poetry after Auschwitz does not hold absolutely, but it is certain that after Auschwitz, because Auschwitz was possible and remains possible for the foreseeable future, lighthearted art is no longer conceivable” (“Is Art Lighthearted?” 251). Although this claim seems to disagree with its predecessor in CCS (we will see below [p. 36-8] ways of reading it so that it does not), it also clarifies that earlier claim. In this text, Adorno argues that lighthearted art has become serious because we cannot reconcile it with a horror-filled world, and serious art has become lighthearted because the only way for a text to be serious is for it to show us the absurdity of our present condition. Thus, to say that lighthearted art is impossible is to say that our present social condition has made it impossible for lighthearted art to fulfill its function: being lighthearted (whereas the goal of serious art is not that it be serious but that it seriously represent the world).

In his lecture “Liquidation of the Self,” Adorno makes a similar claim, limiting the impossibility of culture: “just as I said that after Auschwitz one could not write poems – by which I meant to point to the hollowness of the resurrected culture of that time – it could equally be said, on the other hand, that one must write poems” (“Liquidation of the Self” 435, emphasis in source). Here again, what looks like a claim that disagrees (or at least complicates) the passage from CCS first serves to elucidate it for us. What Adorno “meant,” according to him over fifteen years later, was that culture at the time was hollow, or (in other words) could not fulfill its function of being meaningful.

Finally, in “Art and the Arts,” we see a claim almost identical to that in “Liquidation of the Self”: “While the present situation no longer has room for art – that was the meaning of the statement about the impossibility of poems after Auschwitz – it nevertheless has need of it” (“Art and the Arts” 387). In this essay, Adorno is concerned with the opposition between the concept of art as subsuming all of the arts and the concept of each of the arts existing independently of the others. He claims that both concepts have truth in them, but the latest push to the former by artists attempting to blur the boundaries between the arts (make musical paintings, poetic music, etc.) is a push away from material reality (where the individual arts differ) and thus away from the horror of society. So, to say that the meaning of his earlier statement is that “the present situation no longer has room for art” is to say that the development of the material (temporal) world has relegated “art” entirely into the abstract sphere, such that the arts can no longer fulfill their function of being both material and abstract. In each of these examples, we see the same themes. Poetry, according to Adorno, is not entirely impossible, but sometimes possible and even necessary, and poetry's impossibility stems from a contemporary inability, based on society, and it is a practical impossibility.

Second Interpretation: Culture as Self-Contradictory
But, the term “barbaric” is not only a description of contemporary society, it also serves as the opposite of “cultural.” Culture and barbarism form a dialectic, such that the two are opposing notions that, at the final stage, synthesize. Culture incorporates barbarism, just as barbarism incorporates culture. Although what makes this process most problematic for Adorno, and what causes the dialectic, is culture's servitude to society's growing objectification of humanity, as we see by the recurrence of the theme of dialectics in Adorno's thought, something's status as a dialectic is important in-and-of-itself. In this sense, to call writing poetry “barbaric” is to point to the contradiction in contemporary culture: that poetry has combined with its opposite. This claim is similar to the claim that culture is the product of both the mental and material worlds or that it both serves society and has the potential for rebellion against it. Thus, the impossibility of writing poetry is not a literal impossibility, even of poetry as a function, but the impossibility inherent in culture from its roots as that which comes from the mental world. I can sit down and write a poem about contemporary society, but my writing enacts impossibility and contradiction at every level: it is both subservient and rebellious, conceives of itself as mental but comes from both mental and material worlds at once, and is both cultural (by definition) and barbaric (because it helps perpetuate a barbaric society).


We see support for this kind of thinking in the three other essays by Adorno already discussed as well as in “Commitment.”
 In “Is Art Lighthearted?,” we see a move from lighthearted to serious and vice versa, making lighthearted art impossible. In “Liquidation of the Self” and “Art and the Arts,” the impossibility of poetry is directly linked to its necessity, such that even in its impossibility, culture is self-contradictory and, in both essays, this combination of impossibility and necessity is itself based on further contradiction (the disappearance of the individual self combined with society's reduction of the self to an entirely physical [and thus individual] being in “Liquidation of the Self” and the arts' position as both distinct from the other arts and yet under the general concept of “art” in “Art and the Arts”). In “Commitment,” Adorno argues that both committed art (art with an obvious political goal) and autonomous art (art, the goal of which is itself artistic: art for art's sake or art whose goal is reproduction, for example) are both flawed. Committed art rings false when it attempts to support a political stance that also rings false (“Commitment” 250-1); autonomous art often ignores the material world entirely and thus allows it to perpetuate (253). Thus, when he reiterates his claim about the barbarity of writing poetry after Auschwitz, he does so partly as a criticism of committed poetry and partly as a concept to work against (251-2). “The question of whether art should exist at all” is a question of whether anything like culture can be meaningful in a world where Auschwitz is a potential, but “literature must resist precisely this component” because “the abundance of real suffering permits no forgetting” (252). Again, poetry is both impossible and necessary (though now, it is necessary as a means of remembering suffering), so again, poetry is working from a standpoint of contradiction.

Third Interpretation: Poetry as Particularizing
Both of the above readings treat the term “poetry” as if it were equivalent to culture and treat “Auschwitz” (to the extent that they notice it at all) as equivalent to the ultimate objectification of society, yet the terms are not synonymous. “Poetry” and “Auschwitz” are metonymic terms, linking a particular thing (event or concept) with a broader concept. Adorno’s claim about the barbarity of poetry after Auschwitz, then, attempts to move against the totalization of the status quo (an effect of contemporary society), and is therefore an attempt to provide the sort of criticism that Adorno claims is not being made: criticism that is not complicit with society. In this sense, even as Adorno proclaims the growing uselessness of cultural criticism and impossibility of culture, his own text – to an extent – shows that his claims are exaggerated. Also, “poetry” and “Auschwitz” are not only metonymic. Poetry, as Michael Rothberg points out, is unique (partly) because it is less continuous than other types of text and thus has a unique power to “express...the rifts that realist mimesis represses” (Rothberg 39). In other words, poetry can emphasize particularity (especially a particular moment of time) in a way that is unavailable to other types of text, and so it necessarily works against any attempt by society to totalize history (see also Rothberg 51-3). Thus, to claim that writing poetry is barbaric is especially problematic because poetry is that for which total objectification contradicts (part of) what makes it poetry in the first place. Said another way, poetry has the unique ability to express particularity, where particularity is (as we saw above [p. 22]) one of the forces opposed to the barbaric objectification of contemporary society; thus, if even poetry is barbaric, then the situation of contemporary culture and society is especially dire for Adorno. This reading of Adorno also makes sense given that Adorno follows the line about poetry's barbarism with a claim that writing poetry is “impossible.” If what is being written has lost its particularity, then it is no longer poetry in an abstract sense, such that poetry in that sense is impossible in a world where poetry has lost its link with particularity.


Many critics who argue for a contextual reading of the passage in CCS claim that Adorno is moving mostly (and most importantly) along the line of particularity and totality. Susan Gubar argues that poetry, by looking at particulars, can explore something incomprehensible in its totality, like Auschwitz, and express that incomprehensibility, even as it presents a comprehensible moment within the confusion (Gubar 7-8). Thus, she argues for a “redirect[ion]” of discussions about Adorno's passage away from general prohibitions against culture as a whole to reasons he would specify poetry, even though it has a unique ability to express any part of Auschwitz (13). Rothberg argues that Adorno is interested in showing the continuity between Auschwitz and the rest of history by arguing that the forces that led to Auschwitz were themselves historical forces and, moreover, that they still exist today (44). Here, particularity takes on an interesting spin; Auschwitz must be incorporated into the totality of history in order for it to gain importance as an individual event, so that we do not extract ourselves from its implications by treating it as an anomaly. The particular, under this conception, though deserving of attention, is only important because it exists as part of a totality. Bernstein argues that the unique horror of Auschwitz, for Adorno, is the proximity of spiritual and physical death, which is itself based on the “rational method and industrial means employed” in Auschwitz (Bernstein 381). In other words, the horror of Auschwitz is two-fold. Not only were many people physically killed, but these people were mentally killed first by losing their identity, losing even (according to Adorno) the individuality of their death (Adorno ND, 363, qtd in Bernstein 379). Thus, Bernstein agrees with Rothberg regarding the relationship between particularity and universality in Adorno's thought. The ultimate horror of Auschwitz, as a particular event, is both its own totality (that so many people died there) and also the destruction of particularity that took place there. In this way, Bernstein suggests that Adorno argues for the importance of exploring particularity within totality, that both are important, but that totality has been emphasized throughout history in various ways (including Auschwitz itself). According to each of these scholars, then, particularity and totality play a central role in Adorno's theory. Moreover, although each identifies Western society as overly totalizing, each also identifies the importance of totality for Adorno. The move is not to flip the binary between total and particular, but to emphasize the importance and interdependence of the two.

Analyzing the Three Interpretations in Terms of Style
The third interpretation above (about poetry as particularizing) differs from the previous two (culture as purposeless and culture as self-contradictory) in its scope. It conducts a closer reading of the passage than the previous two, and thus it borders on a stylistic analysis of Adorno (why he uses the terms he uses). A more detailed account of his stylistic choices both supports and complicates the above readings. The phrase, “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” stands out, partly as a shorter sentence than most of those that Adorno employs (indeed, in the German, it is not even a full sentence [Rothberg 25]), and as one that appeals to emotionally-weighted terms: “Auschwitz,”
 “barbaric,” and even “poetry.” In fact, the terms “Auschwitz” and “poetry” do not appear elsewhere in CCS, so their sudden appearance is jarring in a text that appeals consistently to certain key terms (“culture,” “cultural criticism,” “society,” “ideology,” etc.). Not only are these terms more particular (even as they are metonymies for more general concepts), thus emphasizing the necessity of taking particulars into account, but “Auschwitz” especially is also a term tied to a real, material place. Thus, that it is a jarring phrase emphasizes culture's and cultural criticism's absurd self-expectations that they be other than material reality. In this sense, without passages like this one, CCS runs the risk of falling into its own criterion for failed criticism. Indeed, there are several moments in CCS, unnecessary to the argument, in which Adorno makes critical moves that he has criticized in the text. For example, he cites Paul Valéry as the “greatest example of [concentration on a subject which is absolutely one's own]” (23), and although he later criticizes that concentration, his claim that Valéry is “the greatest example” is an obviously transcendent claim, as if Adorno, from somewhere outside of this contemporary moment, could objectively judge all possible examples of it. Moreover, his overall style resembles the tradition from which he has emerged and whose optimism he criticizes as complicit with society (German Idealism), a style that contains long sentences, abstract terms, and a non-linear logical flow.
 Thus, Adorno's style supports his overall claims about cultural criticism, that even that which tries to avoid the pitfalls of traditional criticism, still falls into them, but has the potential to, at least partly, avoid them (with passages like the one with which this section is concerned).
 Another effect of Adorno's conformation to German Idealistic sentence structures and word choices, along with his allusions to critical figures (like Paul Valéry), is a historicizing of his text. These attributes emphasize its position within a social and historical time period and thus also support Hegel's assertion that philosophical thoughts do not exist in a void, and that understanding them depends on understanding the context from which they come. Adorno's use of metaphoric language in various places throughout CCS and his other essays also supports this reading, since the metaphors resemble those included by Benjamin (a contemporary of Adorno's whose work influenced him
). We see that Adorno's metaphors are allusions to Benjamin's in that they are often theological (i.e. “drive the devil out with Beelzebub” [CCS 21]), like Benjamin's. Thus, Adorno's style throughout CCS supports the above readings: that culture's purpose is impossible to fulfill (just as it is impossible for Adorno even to escape from his own criticism); that culture is inherently contradictory (just as CCS is itself steeped in contradiction); and that particulars (like poetry) and totalities (like culture) are both important, though particulars are being ignored in an overly totalizing society (just as the particular moments in Adorno's style work to differentiate it from the totality of German Idealistic style, even as it is steeped in that style). Furthermore, because an analysis of style leads us to think about CCS in terms of its own criticism, these conclusions in turn suggest that we should read the passage about Auschwitz as having a historical context,
 a society from which it comes, and the chilling possibility that it too will serve that society.

An Objection – Using Adorno against his Own Claim

One might argue that we have placed too much emphasis on this passage by Adorno, especially because he contradicts it in Negative Dialectics (ND) with the claim, “It may have been wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could no longer write poems” (362). Indeed, as we have seen, in several of his other essays, Adorno argues that the impossibility of writing poetry is coupled with its necessity. There are several ways to understand these contradictory claims. Rothberg argues that Adorno's theory changes from CCS (written in 1949) to his texts from the 1960s (he only cites Negative Dialectics and “Commitment,” but the other texts are from the 1960s as well [Rothberg 26,45]). Certain aspects of this shift are apparent: in all later texts other than “Commitment,” we lose the description of writing poetry as “barbaric” and retain only that it is “impossible”; in the texts that express the necessity of culture, his argument is based on our obligation to give voice to suffering (i.e. “Perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream” [ND 362], and “the abundance of real suffering permits no forgetting” [“Commitment” 252]).
 Yet, as we have seen, if the nature of contemporary culture is contradiction (the second interpretation [p. ???]), then the combination of impossibility and necessity is one that fits with Adorno's understanding of culture in CCS. Indeed, the necessity of culture, despite its complicity with objectifying society (the first interpretation [p. ???]), exhibits a predicament with no simple answer. Culture is problematic, but we cannot remove it. Moreover, we might argue that Adorno's later move to the topic of suffering puts culture in an even more precarious position than did CCS, because it opens up the question that plagued Adorno's dreams (“Liquidation of the Self” 435): the question of whether it is possible to live after Auschwitz (“Liquidation of the Self” 435, ND 363), a question we will examine in the next section.

Summary

So, we have three interpretations of Adorno’s claim about poetry after Auschwitz, all of which are consistent with certain aspects of Adorno’s overall concerns in CCS and which cohere with some of his claims in other essays: 1) culture and cultural criticism cannot fulfill their function because they are being overwhelmed by society; 2) contemporary culture is contradictory on many levels; and 3) particularity and totality are important and interrelated, such that the emphasis on totality (by a totalizing society) is making particularity, one of the chief attributes of poetry, obsolete. Most readings of Adorno follow only interpretation (1), or a slight variation of it, while most of those that argue against these readings, claiming that they have not looked at Adorno in context, limit themselves to interpretations (2) and sometimes (3), but as we have seen, there is evidence for all three of these interpretations, and Adorno's style itself in CCS supports all three readings. Thus, a stronger interpretation of Adorno’s claim than any of these three is the combination, that the claim at once reveals the inability of culture to fulfill its function, the self-contradictory nature of culture, and the depletion of particularity from poetry, which is an essential component of it. It is interesting that the theorists following interpretation (1) often cite “Commitment,” while those that follow interpretations (2) and (3) cite CCS, “Commitment,” and ND. The other three texts, all of which support interpretation (1) are ignored by almost all theorists,
 even though in two of them, Adorno claims to be telling us the meaning of his original claim. It is for this reason, I think, that most texts that argue for “contextualization” dismiss interpretation (1).

Adorno and the Categorical Imperative


Given Adorno's emphasis on the particular as important in addition to the total, it is surprising that, to this point, we have only seen him examine universal concepts (such as “the particular” and “the total”) with little reference and direct relevance to the material world. Granted, the material world is lurking behind Adorno's claims, but even our interpretations of the passage that includes the phrase, “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric,” were all conceptual; they might draw from the material world, but do not, in turn, give back to it by altering human behavior in it. Although no such practical element is obvious in CCS, it does appear in others of Adorno's texts, the most obvious example of which is his claim in ND that “A new categorical imperative has been imposed by Hitler upon unfree mankind: to arrange their thoughts and actions so that Auschwitz will not repeat itself, so that nothing similar will happen” (ND 365). He repeats the claim in “Education After Auschwitz”: “The premier demand upon all education is that Auschwitz not happen again” (“Education After Auschwitz” 19). In this section, I will argue that Adorno's new categorical imperative follows the themes that we have already seen in Adorno's thought, but because of its practical twist, it deals with the issues in a more personal way. My argument here follows Bernstein's argument on this topic in Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics fairly closely.


Both of these claims come at the beginnings of sections (the latter quotation is the first sentence “Education After Auschwitz”), and Adorno follows both by arguing that a justification of these claims is not only unnecessary but wrong (“an outrage” in ND [365], “monstrous” in “Education After Auschwitz” [19]). Thus, both texts employ a jarring effect similar to that of Adorno’s claim in CCS that writing poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. Bernstein argues that this jarring nature, and the claim that justification is outrageous is a result of the physical basis for the new categorical imperative. For Bernstein, Adorno's imperative is based on physical abhorrence to Auschwitz (Bernstein 386). When we hear about Auschwitz, if we understand what happened and its implications, we cannot help but feel that it should not have been and should not be, and this abhorrence then alters the way that we understand everything else (391). Thus, it makes sense that, upon seeing in Auschwitz a totalizing objectification, Adorno finds examples of it all around him. His thought is dominated by an awareness of doom that Auschwitz did happen, that it should not happen again, but that the forces that allowed it to happen are still in place (a thought related to the interpretation that Adorno’s claim means that poetry cannot succeed at its function), and that (therefore) any individual (or communal) attempt is feeble (a thought related to the interpretation that Adorno’s claim means that poetry is self-contradictory), but still necessary (a thought related to the interpretation that Adorno’s claim emphasizes the particular over the total).


Yet, Bernstein claims that this response, because it is physical in nature, is also based on an individual experience of Auschwitz (392). Hence, Adorno's tone in the middle of the section preceding his categorical imperative in ND becomes more personal. Bernstein sees Adorno's personal experience in this section so clearly that he claims that “Adorno writes of himself in the third person although the sense of the passage is irremediably first-person” (392). In this section, Adorno talks about “the drastic guilt of him who was spared,” through which “he will be plagued by dreams such as that he is no longer living at all, that he was sent to the ovens in 1944 and his whole existence since has been imaginary, an emanation of the insane wish of a man killed twenty years earlier” (ND 363). We can see already a vast difference between the tone here and that of any of the passages in CCS. The terms are more personal (“guilt” and “dreams”), and we find an individual subject outside of his profession (“him who was spared” as opposed to “the cultural critic”). This experience, then, is personal, practical, and based in feeling, such that the understanding of Auschwitz that results from it is also personal, practical, and based in feeling, though we could not see it in CCS. Such an attitude is exemplified in Adorno's move from the question of whether writing poetry is possible to the question of whether living is possible after Auschwitz in his later writing (362-3). The question of whether one can live, as a personal question that determines our understanding of Auschwitz, is a prerequisite to the question of whether one can write poetry. Before we understand Auschwitz's disruption to our culture, we have to understand Auschwitz's disruption to our selves and thus to our understanding of what Auschwitz is and what culture is. This last point becomes especially interesting in ND because Adorno attributes the possibility of poetry there to its ability to give voice to suffering, just as we saw him do in “Commitment” above (p. 30-1). If suffering is also the basis of the impossibility of living after Auschwitz, then the possibility of poetry is based in the impossibility of living. Just as culture's relationship with society makes it impossible, culture's relationship with individual experience makes it possible or even necessary (as in “Liquidation of the Self”).


Bernstein goes too far, though, when he claims that the first and third person in this passage melt together (Bernstein 392). Although the experience of Auschwitz is personal, at the same time it is not a unique experience to Adorno, and Adorno expects all of those who were spared and who understand the implications of being spared (that they live in a society that committed such atrocities and could commit them again) to have responded similarly. Otherwise, Adorno's text would employ the first person and would not talk about the “categorical imperative,” a Kantian term for an imperative that results a priori from how we respond to our world.
 Anyone, therefore, who feels physical repugnance for Auschwitz has placed the categorical imperative upon themselves. Thus, when (based on his conclusion that Adorno is speaking from a strictly personal experience) Bernstein claims that any event could have caused the same imperative (393, 395), he is logically correct, since there is nothing logically impossible about our feeling physical abhorrence for a fly buzzing around, but – at the same time – for Adorno, Auschwitz is an experience that cannot be equated with the buzzing of a fly. The physical abhorrence to Auschwitz is, in other words, both particular (insofar as it is a personal response) and total (insofar as it is a response that anyone who understands the implications of Auschwitz should feel), and the totality is informed by the particularity because our understanding of the implications of Auschwitz are based on Adorno's personal response to it.

Concluding with Adorno


Returning once more to the questions with which my project is directly interested, we find that, for Adorno, culture generally and poetry specifically after Auschwitz are both purposeless and more purposeful than they were before. Culture is both complicit in the society that led to Auschwitz and a potential for resistance against it. It both helps to create a silent coldness that does not take suffering seriously and is the only voice that suffering has. In short, for Adorno, the question of whether and how literature is useful after Auschwitz is self-contradictory. Literature is both useless and useful, and is in fact both for the same reasons: its contradictory state within a growingly objectifying society. Furthermore, because we have a new categorical imperative after Auschwitz, to never let Auschwitz happen again, the contradictory demand becomes all the more urgent. Adorno is not simply confronting an interesting philosophical contradiction, but working to understand the contradiction itself, to identify which aspects aid a society that could lead to another Auschwitz, and to minimize those aspects in the production and reception of culture and cultural criticism, even as he does not have very much hope for success. Those aspects, as we have seen, are: culture's ideology, which conceives of cultural artifacts as a commercial objects; culture's complicity with the objectification of commercial society; and culture's denial of its material roots, which lets it exist guiltlessly despite the former two aspects.


As we will see in the next section, Adorno is not alone in asking questions about how literature can help prevent future atrocities like Auschwitz or in approaching literature's efficacy in this goal with ambivalence. Primo Levi asks similar questions and even comes up with similar answers, yet he does so using a literary genre that incorporates his experiences in the Lager and thus reaches conclusions similar to Adorno's from the standpoint of the victim rather than of the observer.

Black, White, and Gray in Levi


In If This is a Man (ITM),
 written directly after his time in Auschwitz, and in The Drowned and the Saved (DS), written forty years later, Primo Levi approaches the topic of literature after Auschwitz more indirectly than Adorno does. He does not make direct imperatives regarding literature, but rather – in the prefaces to his texts – explains what he thinks his texts should do. Because these goals (as we will see) point to larger goals of social change, we would be justified in thinking of Levi's texts as pieces in a larger framework, such that he would argue that other pieces of literature should also hold goals that lead to the same social change. Generalizing from the particulars of Levi's goals in this way is slightly problematic because, as we will see (p. 56), part of what defined the Lager for Levi was its destruction of all particularity, such that one component of his work is to reclaim his own particular existence. Thus, when we construct a general set of goals from Levi's particular ones, we will at the same time keep in mind that they are particular goals for Levi. These goals are: to give an account of his experiences; to attempt to examine the state of mind that led to and existed within the Lager; to complicate common perceptions about the Lager; to engage through language with his memories; and to answer (or approach) questions about how we should think about the Lager today. I will examine these goals as they are developed in Levi's prefaces and then complicate and expand upon them with moments in the texts and with the texts' genres (ITM appears at first to be a memoir, and DS a collection of essays).


By approaching Levi in this way, I leave myself open to the objection that I am assuming that the narrators' claims in the prefaces about the purposes of these texts are equivalent to what Levi would claim are the purposes of the texts, and that, more generally, anything can tell us what Levi considers the purposes of his literature to be. In other words, I am assuming I have access to authorial intent. And, if I cannot know Levi's purpose, the objection continues, then I am unjustified in assuming that the narrators of the prefaces in ITM and DS are identical to each other or even that they are the same as the narrators of the texts themselves.


The response to this objection is that we can assume that these prefaces are both expressing the beliefs of Levi precisely because they are prefaces. In Paratexts, Gerard Genette argues that the function of what he calls the “original assumptive authorial preface” is to explain why and how we should read the following text (Genette 197). An “original assumptive authorial preface” is a preface published with the original text, the alleged author of which is the same as the author of the text (as opposed to a character in the text or someone else entirely), whose authenticity is verified by other paratextual signs, and also by the author's assumption that the text is her own by speaking of it implicitly as hers in the preface (179-84). The preface to Levi's ITM was published with the original. The author alleges to also be the author of the text by claiming it to be “this book of mine” (9). The authenticity of this allegation is supported both by the title of the preface (“Author's Preface” [9]) and by the signature at its end (“Primo Levi” [10]). And, the author also implicitly writes about it as his by writing about the experiences contained in the book as his own (“It was my good fortune to be deported to Auschwitz only in 1944” [9]). Thus, we can conclude that Levi's preface is an example of an “original assumptive authorial preface” as defined by Genette. Furthermore, because the purpose of an original assumptive authorial preface is to talk about why and how to read a text, these prefaces tell us what Levi considers to be the purposes of his texts, such that we are justified, in an examination of the purpose of literature in Levi, to appeal to these prefaces. Also, because both of these prefaces have the same author, we are further justified in examining both of them together to come up with a more comprehensive set of purposes.

The Purposes Set Forth in the Preface to ITM

In ITM, Levi's explicit goals are to provide an account of his time at the Lager and to examine the state-of-mind that permeated throughout the Lager. In the preface, Levi claims that his text is an “account of atrocities” (ITM 9). The term “account” here suggests a history, or a story based on true events, a suggestion informed by Levi's conclusion to the preface, “It seems to me unnecessary to add that none of the facts are invented” (10). Our expectation is that part of this text's goal is to tell us what happened. But, the goal of the account, Levi continues, is not to spread knowledge about the death camps or to create new accusations against anyone involved in the camps (9); so, although the account tells a factual story, Levi considers the transmission of the facts themselves unimportant. This claim does not suggest that Levi finds little importance in facts themselves. He justifies the lack of importance of facts in his text by claiming that “this book of mine adds nothing to what is already known to readers throughout the world on the disturbing question of the death camps” (9, my emphasis). His text, in other words, presupposes a certain knowledge of the facts of the Lager, which suggests that facts are important, but only as one of many steps that will eventually lead to Levi’s ultimate goals.


What this effect is for Levi is more ambiguous. He claims that “[the text] should be able…to furnish documentation for a quiet study of certain aspects of the human mind” (9). But, Levi does not explain which human mind one will be able to study: the victim's or the perpetrator's. At first, one might argue that Levi is obviously thinking of the victim here, since the text itself is a memoir of his time as a victim. Yet, as the preface continues, this conclusion becomes less obvious. Levi includes one example of an aspect of the human mind; “many people – many nations – can find themselves holding more or less wittingly, that 'every stranger is an enemy'” (9). When this notion becomes “a major premise in a syllogism, then, at the end of the chain, there is the Lager” (9). Again, these lines can be read in two ways. Either a) as soon as we hold the notion that 'every stranger is an enemy,' no matter what other notions we may hold, we will eventually create something analogous to the National Socialist Lagers, or b) if we choose any aspect of our lives and combine it with the notion that 'every stranger is an enemy,' we see what that aspect would be like in the Lager (i.e. if we combine the desire for possessions with the notion, then we will expect people to fight over possessions, either to retain their own or acquire another stranger's, a situation that appears in the Lager [Levi, ITM 37]). Thus, this claim can be read either about the perpetrators or about the victims. Levi concludes this paragraph by claiming that, “Here is the product of a conception of the world carried rigorously to its logical conclusion; so long as the conception subsists, the conclusion remains to threaten us. The story of the death camps should be understood by everyone as a sinister alarm-signal” (9). This conclusion sheds a confusing light on the notion of whose mind is at stake. If we interpret the rest of the paragraph as looking solely at the victim's mind, then the alarm-signal is only alerting us to a psychological phenomenon: what happens when the notion “every stranger is an enemy” is combined with all other aspects of one's life. But, this conclusion is absurd, since what “threatens” us is not the state-of-mind of the victims, but of the perpetrators. If only one alarm signal exists after witnessing the Lager, it must be the alarm that something like it could happen – that it did happen and might happen again.
 Thus, although Levi's text concentrates on the experiences and states of mind of the Lagers' victims, it is also interested in the states of mind of the Lagers' perpetrators. This reading also makes sense, and develops a more sinister air, given Levi's conclusion in DS’s “The Gray Zone” that “[National Socialism] degrades its victims and makes them similar to itself” (DS 68). In this reading, the aspects of the human mind that led to the Lager are the same as those that existed within the Lager, with the important exception that the former were chosen, while the latter were imposed.
 Thus, Levi's stated goal in ITM is to examine both.

The Purposes Set Forth in the Preface to DS

Just as he does in the preface to ITM, in the preface to DS, Levi makes explicit the purposes of his text: “this book,” he claims,

means to contribute to the clarification of some aspects of the Lager phenomenon which still appear obscure. It also sets itself a more ambitious goal, to try to answer the most urgent question…How much of the concentration camp world is dead and will not return, like slavery and the dueling code? How much is back, or is coming back? What can each of us do so that in this world pregnant with threats at least this threat will be nullified?
(DS 20-1)
We see here three purposes: similar to the concept of an “account” above, the text attempts to give facts about the Lager, though here the concern is with the transmission of knowledge, whereas in ITM, Levi claimed that it was not; the text attempts to answer a descriptive question of whether “the concentration camp world” has/will return; and the text attempts to answer a normative question about how to keep that world from returning. We also know that Levi considers the latter two more urgent and ambitious goals.


Yet, DS differs from ITM because the goals expressed in the preface are expressed toward the end of the preface rather than in the beginning, such that the process through which Levi reaches these goals helps us to understand them. The preface begins with the topic of the complications with finding “the truth about the Lagers” (19). The initial complications include the silence of the Germans (both those working at the camps and those knowing about the camps' existence) as well as the fact that most of the victims who survived and spoke were privileged in the camps (hence their survival) and thus never had experienced the worst aspects of the Lager (12, 15, 17). Moreover, as time has passed, Levi claims, many of the victims and perpetrators have died, and those who live, with time, have stylized their memories, made them simpler and easier for the world (and/or themselves) to swallow (19-20). It is Levi's normative push to emphasize the complicated nature of the Lager (“one must beware of oversimplifications” [20]) that leads him to the claims about the purpose of his text. This sequence suggests that the text is a response to oversimplification of the camp world, such that its purposes are subsumed under the larger purpose of desimplifying it.


The first purpose of DS that we saw above (to spread knowledge about the Lager) makes sense given the above reading. One could read all of Levi's essays in DS as attempting to disprove common, simple assumptions about the Lager, from “The Memory of the Offense,” which complicates the assumption that memoirs of the Lager are unstylized, to “The Gray Zone,” which complicates the assumption that the binary victim/perpetrator is identical to that of innocent/guilty, to “Shame,” which complicates the assumption that leaving the Lager is a purely positive experience, etc. In each of these, the assumption is not entirely discarded (memory is still important; victims are still different from perpetrators), but made more complicated and more in tune with the reality (for Levi) of the Lager. Thus, the additional aspects of the Lager that Levi invokes are aspects that serve to complicate the oversimplifications of perceptions of the Lager.


It is possible to subsume the last two purposes (answering questions about whether the Lager will return and how to prevent it) under the notion of desimplification as well, but such a reading ignores the urgency of these questions in-and-of themselves. One might argue that Levi's goals in approaching these questions are to complicate the growing assumption that the Lager is an element of the past that will not return and the apathetic assumption that if the Lager is returning, there is nothing to be done about it. On the other hand, although Levi does criticize a similar apathetic assumption in DS's conclusion,
 this idea of desimplification is relatively unsupported in the text. Because the desimplification of the notion that we cannot help prevent the return of the Lager is made at the end of the text, alongside the answer to Levi's other question (whether the Lager will return: “It happened, therefore it is going to happen again: this is the core of what we have to say” [199]), it makes more sense to argue that all of Levi's other desimplifications (because they come earlier in the text) serve to show that the questions of whether the Lager will return (which is answered at the end) and how we can work to prevent it (which is never answered explicitly) are not questions with simple answers.


Although Levi does not provide an explicit answer to the question of how we can work to prevent the Lager, the entire text of DS can be read as various attempts to answer it. These attempts fall into two general categories: the act of testimony, so that the Lager is not forgotten, and the desimplification of the Lager world. The first of these categories permeates through the text, from the preface and the first essay (“The Memory of the Offense”), in which memory (and specifically testified memory) is one of the explicit topics, to every other chapter, in which Levi uses his own testimony to both drive his concerns and exemplify his points. For example, in the essay “Communication,” Levi argues against the notion of incommunicability with the example of the Lager, in which communication is as close to impossible as it can be, and yet is necessary for survival.
 Levi begins his discussion of communication by claiming that “I have never liked the term incommunicability...first of all because it is a linguistic horror, and secondly for more personal reasons” (88, emphasis in source). Thus, when he spends the majority of the essay looking at the ways in which communication was important and yet difficult in his experience at the Lager, we see that his personal experience, that which he recounts, is both the cause of his “personal reasons” for disliking the term “incommunicability” (because it ignores the complications that he has experienced) and also the reasoning behind rethinking our notion of communicability. Levi's testimony both drives his dislike of the idea of incommunicability (and thus the need for the essay in the first place) and exemplifies the problem with it. His testimony, therefore, itself functions to desimplify common conceptions about the Lager. 


Desimplification, in turn, is the process opposed to the existence of the Lager. Bryan Cheyette argues that we should read Levi as showing ambiguity when dealing with issues of the Lager (an idea similar to desimplification). He makes this argument based on the assumption that ambiguity is opposed to the systematic thinking that sees only black and white (not gray) that is the thinking that underscores Fascism (Cheyette 278-9). Thus, by examining the ambiguity of the Lagers (by desimplifying them), Levi promotes thinking directly opposed to their creation. Levi's acts of testimony and desimplification are examples of how one works to prevent the Lagers' return and thus they implicitly answer the question of how we work against this return: we desimplify ours and others' thinking.

Summary of Purposes in Levi’s Prefaces

In sum, Levi's goals for his literature from ITM are to provide an account, a factual story, and  to examine the state of mind that both led to the creation and acceptance of the Lager and also persisted in the victims within the Lager. In addition, his goals from DS are to desimplify common conceptions of the concentration camps, to provide testimony, and through these two goals, to answer the questions of whether the camps will return and thus work to prevent that return.

Complication of Purposes

Levi's working through these five goals is, however, more complicated than it at first appears. James Chiampi and Robert Gordon argue that Levi's “account” is in fact infiltrated by the sublime (for Chiampi) and ethics (for Gordon) and that, therefore, Levi's attempt at an objective examination of the human mind is subjective from the beginning. Cheyette argues that Levi's presentation of language and memory shows that his attitude toward their legitimacy and their efficacy is ambivalent, which treats desimplification as the most overarching of Levi's goals and complicates his goal of providing testimony. 
Chiampi argues, using Benedetto Croce's definition of the atrocious sublime as something emotionally powerful and abrupt but morally repugnant,
 that the concentration camp depicted in ITM is exemplary of sublimity, but because its sublimity is based on its uniqueness, it also cannot be exemplary, such that “the sublime is rendered both possible and impossible” (Chiampi 492). This issue becomes more complicated when Chiampi claims that, “Sublimity could be said to oppose testimony: the surprise, horror and awe evoked by this concentrationary sublime subvert the common, familiar plausibilities that are wont to corroborate testimony and inspire shame” (493). In other words, if what makes the camp sublime is the unique horror that it inspires, then depicting the camp as sublime is directly opposed to testimony, which is based on a sharing of experiences that must (on some level) be common for us to believe and be affected by them. Thus, as an attempt to provide traditional testimony for the sublime, Levi's project necessarily fails. Instead, “in Levi's hands testimony becomes one textual effect among others” (493), or (in other words) its status as a declared testimony becomes another artistic trope in the text as a whole, where the text's function (for Chiampi) is to blur lines, like that between testimony and the sublime or that between victim and perpetrator (493; 495). Similarly, Gordon argues that Levi's testimony is framed by an ethical push. Gordon, explicitly following Lawrence Langer, splits responses to the camps into two categories – historical and imaginative – where the former are concerned with what happened (i.e. testimony), and the latter are concerned with meanings surrounding what happened (Gordon 131-2). For Gordon, Levi appears at first to be providing a historical testimony. But, by examining the moral duties that surround Levi's testimony, specifically the duty to turn involuntary memories into voluntary ones through communication (136) and the duty to recreate a collective history once those who survived the camps have died (140), we see that awareness of the act of testimony is necessary to understand the testimony itself. Gordon, like Chiampi, argues that Levi does (and can) not provide objective testimony, and that Levi's testimony is always in conflict with something opposed to it (i.e. the imaginative response, just as Chiampi argued that the sublime opposed testimony). In this way, both Chiampi and Gordon complicate Levi's goals of giving an account, investigating the state of mind involved in the creation of and existing in the Lager, and providing testimony.


Cheyette, then, argues that this complication, especially of Levi's supposedly detached, objective testimony, is where we should seek meaning in the text (as we saw briefly above [p. 48-9]). For Cheyette, the depiction of Levi as presenting a perfect memory using perfect language fails to take into account the complications inherent in Levi's treatment of both memory and language. Cheyette targets the moments in Levi's texts in which Levi's memory and language fail him, such as his failure to remember Jean Améry's features, despite their time together in the Buna section of Auschwitz (DS 130, Cheyette 274)
 and his failure to describe his college friend Sandro Delmastro (The Periodic Table 49, Cheyette 275). These points are important for Cheyette because they contradict Levi's own claims that his memory of his time at the camp is perfect.
 Thus, Cheyette argues that Levi's texts are drenched in contradiction and, more generally, complexity in the same way that his topics are. In other words, just as Levi's claims in “The Gray Zone” that the system of the Lager, by forcing the victims to have positions that were complicit with its goals (the Sonderkommandos in charge of operating the furnaces, the Kapos in charge of a group of victims on the condition that they fulfill a quota of cruelty, etc.), complicate the obvious binary of guilty perpetrator and innocent victim, Cheyette argues that Levi's text, by explicitly claiming to represent memory and yet (at times) failing to do so, complicates the notion of unmediated representation of the Lager. For Cheyette, this parallel suggests that implicit (and sometimes explicit) in Levi's texts is what he calls “ethical uncertainty,” or the morally-based rejection of simple systems (Cheyette 278-9). In this sense, Levi's mode of presentation itself emphasizes the necessity of desimplification even as it fails at Levi's other goal of objective testimony. Therefore, as we can see from Cheyette's, Gordon's, and Chiampi's arguments and from examining moments in Levi's texts, even Levi's goals have a complex relationship with each other (specifically with the goal of desimplification), where what appears to be the simplest and most obvious goal (presentation of the events he experienced in the Lager) becomes fraught with complications.


At this point, it should be obvious that desimplification plays a dominant role in the secondary sources about Levi's text and appears (if briefly) in Levi's explicit notes about his texts in their prefaces, specifically in DS. Desimplification also, in various forms, fills Levi's texts. Throughout his texts, especially ITM, Levi switches tenses from past to present several times every chapter.
 These switches suggest that the Lager's position within both Levi's life and the world after 1945 is ambiguous. As Levi does in DS, one might ask whether it is gone, because it is, at the same time, in the past yet lingering also in the present. In ITM, Levi also alternates between depicting his personal experience (with the singular pronoun “I”) and the communal experience in which he takes part (with the plural pronoun “we”), thus shedding a confusing light on the status of individuality in the Lager. As we saw Adorno claim, the Lager (or, for Adorno, “Auschwitz”) is highly objectifying and highly depersonalized. As it threatens to destroy the individuality of the victims, Levi's text becomes a jumble of communal experiences (like the experience of trade in the Lager in “This Side of Good and Evil”) and personal experiences (like the experience of remembering Dante in “The Canto of Ulysses”). 
In DS, Levi emphasizes the importance of atrocities other than the one that he experienced even as he denies that importance. He ends the preface by explaining that he is concerned with the concentration camps partly because he can speak about them from experience and partly because they formed a unique atrocity. “Never have so many human lives been extinguished in so short a time, and with so lucid a combination of technological ingenuity, fanaticism, and cruelty” (DS 21). To illustrate this point, Levi looks at the example of the massacres of the Spanish conquistadors, claiming that these atrocities were committed without the knowledge of (or against the will of) the government, that the deaths were spread out over a longer period of time, that the atrocities were aided (accidentally) by the spread of epidemics, and (finally) that they occurred so long ago that we ignore them (21). This last point concludes the preface. This conclusion is surprising for two reasons; first, his final point is also his primary concern about the Lagers in “The Memory of the Offense,” that they are receding into the past, and even away from our memories. Second, by concluding with the Spanish conquistadors in an essay about the Lagers, he deemphasizes the importance of the Lagers because he gives the textual weight of concluding to another atrocity entirely. His essay “Shame” ends in a similar way, with a reference to other atrocities (87). Thus, even as he explicitly emphasizes the uniqueness of the Lagers, the way in which he does so  disproves his point – other atrocities are just as important as the Lagers (since he ends two of his essays with them), and what has made us think of these other atrocities as different from the Lagers is historically contingent. In one hundred years, the victimization by the Lagers will be ignored in the same way as the victimization by the Spanish conquistadors. In each of the above cases, we see desimplification, explicitly or implicitly, playing out in Levi's texts.


There is, however, a limit to Levi's desimplification. Even as he argues, in “The Gray Zone,” that the system has forced the victims to be complicit within it and thus that the binary between guilty perpetrator and innocent victim is too simple, he maintains that there is an important distinction between perpetrator and victim. “I know that I was a guiltless victim and I was not a murderer. I know that the murderers existed, not only in Germany, and still exist, retired or on active duty, and that to confuse them with their victims is a moral disease or an aesthetic or sinister sign of complicity; above all, it is precious service rendered…to the negators of truth” (49).  In other words, although the relationship between the two elements in binaries that Levi complicates are not simple, Levi does not conflate the two. A victim remains distinct from a perpetrator, and to confuse this distinction is a crime in two senses: morally and truthfully.
 Reversed, this idea means that desimplification is limited by morality and truth. In other words, for Levi, we should desimplify insofar as what we are desimplifying is, in fact, not simple and insofar as we are not failing another moral imperative by doing so.

Levi’s Genres as Support for his Purposes

Levi's genres – a combination of memoir, autobiography, and essay – both complicate and inform the above conclusions. More specifically, the genres that Levi employs are themselves desimplifications of the categories of memoir and essay, thus furthering (albeit indirectly) his goal of desimplification of perceptions of the Lager; moreover, by appealing specifically to the genres of memoir, autobiography, and essay, Levi emphasizes the notion that the prevention of the return of the Lager requires a critical (unsimplistic) collective history about the concentrationary world, a collective history that (in order to fight the depersonalization of the camps) must be made up of personal accounts.


We see that Levi's genre in ITM is a combination of memoir and autobiography because Levi claims that one of his goals is to provide “an account,” but one embedded in personal experience and whose goal is to understand the human mind. In On Autobiography, Philippe Lejeune defines autobiography as “Retrospective prose narrative written by a real person concerning his own existence, where the focus is his individual life, in particular the story of his personality” (Lejeune 4). It therefore has four defining components: 1) that it is narrative prose; 2) that it deals with a single person's life and specifically the development of her personality; 3) that the author and narrator are identical; and 4) that it is a retrospective narrative in which the narrator is identical to the protagonist (4). For Lejeune, the difference between memoir and autobiography is that a memoir (by what we currently mean when we use the term “memoir”) deals with a broad history perspective (147), not with a single person's life like an autobiography does (4).


If we follow the same movement we followed when examining Levi's preface in ITM, we see Levi playing with these two genres. On one level, Levi is interested in giving accounts and providing testimony for what happened in the Lager, in which case his texts are memoirs because they deal with a broader historical phenomenon (the world of the Lager). On another level, Levi is interested in the human mind and how to understand it in terms of his experiences in the Lager. If we agree that the aspects he is describing are aspects in the minds of both victims and perpetrators, then they are aspects within his own mind, such that ITM is an autobiography. That it deals with not a single person's state of mind (thus failing Lejeune's second criterion for an autobiography) is obvious because the Lager is where individuality ceased to exist and where victims were forced to participate in the Lager's system with the perpetrators, so a description of the development of Levi's personality must be in part the description of a group development. Furthermore, it is unlikely that Lejeune would not deem ITM an autobiography only because it appeals to aspects of the mind that many people share, since one would expect that all autobiographies make some sort of personal connection based on shared experience or shared humanity with their audiences. In short, then, ITM – at least given Levi's goals for it – is both autobiography and memoir, thus seeking to be part of a collective history (memoir) but through a personal account that works against the depersonalization of the Lager experience (autobiography).


In addition to being both a memoir and autobiography, ITM has attributes common to a set of essays, while DS functions as a set of essays with attributes common to a memoir. ITM fluctuates between a chronological account and atemporal descriptions of aspects of the Lager. An example of the latter is “This Side of Good and Evil,” in which Levi describes the trade system in the Lager. In the beginning of the chapter, he continues his chronological account (“For seventy days we had been waiting” [ITM 77]), but this description shifts after one page into a description of “the Market” (78), which continues until the end of the chapter, in which Levi turns to the more abstract question of the place of morality given the Market as he has just described it (86). This chapter, then, has two related moves. As it shifts from a chronological narrative, it approaches an abstract topic traditionally relegated to the genre of essay. This reading is supported by the language Levi adopts at the end of this chapter and the beginning of the next. The last paragraph in this chapter begins in the same way as an (admittedly generic) essay: “In conclusion” (86). The next chapter begins, “What we have so far said and will say concerns the ambiguous life of the Lager” (87), a moment that – because it deals explicitly with the abstract topic of ambiguity in life – appeals to the genre of essay or treatise.
 DS, in turn, though it is organized as a series of essays, is driven and informed by personal testimony of life during and after the Lager (as we saw above [p. 51]). In this sense, we might also read DS as a theoretical memoir: a description of the issues with which those who have lived through the Lager must deal (loss of memory combined with an obligation to remember, shame, etc.) based on Levi's personal experiences. In short, ITM is at the same time an autobiography and a memoir, with attributes of an essay, while DS is a series of essays with attributes of a memoir.


This analysis of the genres in ITM and DS is important for (at least) two reasons: it reveals a further complication, along similar lines as (and therefore supporting) the other desimplifications going on in Levi's texts; and it provides a suggestion for how we should approach the Lager in general. First, just as Levi complicates the binary of victim and perpetrator, his genre complicates the binary of autobiography and memoir and the more general binary of narrative and essay. Such complications make sense given that, in the Lager, the historical event and the individual experience overlap (as we saw above with the claim that the depersonalization in the Lager makes an entirely autobiographical text impossible [p. 59-60]). By complicating even his genre, Levi emphasizes the desimplification throughout all of his texts. More specifically, the genres that Levi combines each inform the five goals of his that we saw above (p. 52). In order to provide an account of life in the Lager, Levi needs to use the genre of memoir, but given that he wants, with this account, to understand the state of mind that permeated throughout the creation and existence of the Lager, and thus in Levi himself, he needs to use the genre of autobiography and (as we see with “This Side of Good and Evil”) also the genre of essay, especially given that he suggests it provides for “a quiet study of certain aspects of the human mind” (ITM 9, emphasis mine). Levi desimplifies by combining the genres, and appeals to testimony (memory put to language) in all of them. Finally, because Levi's genres support his other goals, they also helps us to answer his last question in the preface to DS: what can we do to prevent the Lager from returning? Levi, at least, can write in this way and about these things to make us aware of the complexity of what happened and the possibility of its recurrence.

Summary

In sum, Levi has at least five goals for his literature: to provide an account of his experience in the Lager, as a memoir; to explore the state of mind that led to and existed in both perpetrator and victim within the Lagers; to desimplify common conceptions that allow us to dismiss the complexity and atrocity of the Lagers; to provide testimony, that is to give voice to his memories; and to answer or approach an answer to two questions – is the Lager gone, never to return? What can we do to prevent its return? In various ways, these goals all inform and complicate each other, such that one might argue that they are all forms of desimplification, though this argument ignores the ways in which even desimplification serves to help us answer the last questions. We can generalize from these goals to the broader question of the goals of literature (or writing in general) after Auschwitz fairly easily: literature should strive to give narratives to help us understand what happened and why; it should strive to desimplify our conception of the world to the extent that the world is complicated and that its desimplification is just; literature should strive to create a collective history of the Lager so that we do not forget it; and literature should help prevent the Lager's return by doing the above three. Yet, this generalization is, in a sense, unfair to Levi. It removes his individuality from the goals he has expressed. Indeed, it is a too simple system for the complexity of literature after Auschwitz. Identifying this complication does not suggest that we should ignore the generalized goals given by Levi, only that we should also not ignore that they originate from Levi's individual personality and experiences, and – for an writer so concerned with depersonalization – their position as individual goals is significant.


Of the first three general goals, the first and the third appear to be unique to modes of representation that are traditionally narrated (prose and drama), such that lyric poems do not appear to be able to fulfill Levi's goals for literature. By examining the poetry of Dan Pagis, we will see how the purpose of poetry after the Lager differs from the purpose of prose, though both Levi and Pagis place importance on making people think (in Levi's case, we use the term “desimplifying,” in the section on Pagis, we'll use “opening up questions”). Later, when comparing the two, we will see the limit of each of these modes of representation and the goals that they can achieve.

Pagis's Fragmented Fictions


Dan Pagis, in the series of poems entitled “קרון חתום" (“Marked Car”),
 approaches the topic of the Shoah indirectly. By doing so, he explores the theme of the Shoah using certain specific thematic elements (such as silence and biblical allusion) that open up questions about how we should think about the Shoah, questions that neither Adorno’s nor Levi’s more direct approaches allow them to open.

Pagis as Alluding to the Shoah
Pagis’s allusions to the Shoah are indirect enough that if the poems are taken in isolation, one might miss the allusions altogether or argue that reading them as references to the Shoah is a stretch. For example, “כתוב נעפרון בקרון החתום" (“Written in Pencil in the Marked Car”), for example, reads:

 Here in this shipment


כאן במשלוח הזה

I am Eve



אני חוה

     with Abel my son






עם הבל בני

         if you see my elder son


אם תראו את בני הגדול

    Cain son of Adam


קין בן אדם

         tell him that I


תגידו לו שאני

One might read the term “משלוח" (“shipment”) as referring to the shipments of Jews to the concentration camps, especially given the title (where “קרון” [“car”] refers specifically to a car on a train), yet most of the poem plays with a biblical allusion to Eve's and Adam’s family. Because poetry from the Hebrew modern period (directly preceding the Shoah and thus the tradition after which Pagis is writing) treats biblical characters as references to tradition and trains as references to modernity, one might easily read this poem as a play between the modern and the traditional, where the modern is transporting Jewish tradition into an unknown future. Because the future is still open, the poem never closes; rather, it ends in mid-sentence. 

In the above argument, the potential reference to the Shoah is read as being another reference (to modernity), a reading that has more evidence in the poem. Yet, once we take into account the other poems in this series, each of which has one or two ambiguous references like “shipment,” it becomes clear that, perhaps in addition to the other themes, the Shoah exists at least as an undercurrent to the whole series. In the first poem of the series, “אירופה, מאחר" (“Europe, Late”), the speaker identifies the year as halfway through 1939.

  Sorry, what's the year? 




סלחי לי, מה השנה?
          thirty nine and a half, about,   

שלשים ותשע וחצי, בערך, עוד מקדם מקדם

     still early early

(ll. 2-3)

That the speaker calls 1939 “early” already suggests that he is waiting for something to occur, despite his attempt to comfort the listener of the poem with the claim that ends the poem: 
        Don’t worry so much, madame,



אל תדאגי כל כך מאדאם,
       here for the world it won’t happen,


כאן לעולם זה לא יקרה,
      you’ll still see, 






את עוד תראי,
 here for the world 






כאן לעולם
(ll. 16-9)

In fact, this insistence itself reveals a sort of anticipation. The speaker claims that it won't happen, that is, a thing of which both the speaker and the listener are aware yet remains unspoken throughout the poem and unalluded to until the third-to-last line. Hence, at the same time as it is a denial that it will happen, the speaker's claim here reveals his implicit worry that something will happen. Futhermore, the speaker's “מקדם מקדם" (“early early”) is, in fact, ironic given the title of the poem, “Europe, Late.” Although the speaker claims that it is early enough to keep it from happening here, the title reveals that it is already too late. In sum, the speaker is referring to something about which he is uncomfortable speaking, though he does not believe it will occur, yet in truth this thing is inescapable as of halfway through 1939. If we compare this situation to descriptions of Jews right before the Shoah, such as in Elie Wiesel's Night, we see a similar attitude, such that it would make sense to read the “it” in this poem as the coming of the Shoah.
 If we combine this potential reference to the one in “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car,” we start to see the evidence for the claim that the Shoah, even as it is something that the speakers in these poems do not directly reference, remains an implicit theme in each text.

Pagis’s Use of Silence and Biblical Allusion

The fact that the Shoah remains implicit, and that the speakers make only indirect reference to it reveals the theme of silence in Pagis's work that deals with the Shoah. It is something that the speakers prefer to keep silent about and even, as in the case of “Europe, Late,” attempt to deny existence. Although these are cases that we might argue the text subverts (because the Shoah is referenced in the text), there are other cases where the silence is depicted in a more positive light. We see the theme of silence, for example, in the poems, “עדות" (“Testimony”) and “עדות אחרת" (“Another Testimony”). Given their titles (and the topic of the piece as a whole), one would expect these poems to include speech as a testimonial about the Shoah. Yet, neither of them functions as such a testimony. The former does not, at first, appear to be a testimony at all, but instead a description of two different created/creator binaries. The first binary begins the poem,
 No no: they definitely




 לא לא: הם בהחלט
were human beings: uniforms, boots.

היו בני-אדם: מדים, מגפים.
  How to explain. They were created in the image 
איך להסביר. הם נבראו בצלם
(ll. 1-3)
 The binary here is between “They” (who are definitely human beings) and the creator who “created them in the image.” Yet, the “they” are more slippery than they seem. As Tamar Yacobi notes, the first two words give the impression that the speaker is in conversation, disagreeing with someone who has just claimed that “they” are not human beings (Yacobi 228). Thus, even as the speaker is (arguably) convinced that “they” are humans, the text suggests that they might not be. The question of their humanity is made more apparent by the evidence the speaker uses to show their humanity: uniforms and boots. These items are not only articles of clothing that an SS officer would wear and a prisoner would not, but also items that are non-individual (uniforms make us uniform) and surface-oriented, with a connotation of shallowness. Yet, “they” are “created in the image,” a reference to the human beings created by God in Genesis 1:26, which suggests that, although these may not be human beings in some sense, they are part of the species that we call “human.”

The other binary, on the other hand, contains (at least) the speaker and a different creator:

    I was a shade 






אני הייתי צל.
         I had a different creator 




לי היה בורא אחר
(ll. 4-5)

The term “צל" (“shade”) here is interesting, partly because it refers back to a line in the previous poem in the series in the speaker narrates a form of death with, “מכבה מהר את עיני, מוחק את צלי" (“he turns my eyes off quickly, erases my shade” [“The Organization” l. 9]). Thus, being a shade is an integral part of living. Yet, if we think of a shade itself, it is not any part of a human being, only something attached to a human being. Thus, to be a shade, means to be alive, yet not corporeal. Furthermore, the term “צל" (“Shade”) in Hebrew is almost identical to the word “צלם" (“image”), but without the plural possessive (“ם-”),
 such that a “shade” differs from the image in that it is more individual yet unable to act as a possessor. If we then re-examine “them” from the first binary, we see an image that resembles an SS officer without even appealing to the boots and uniform: a human being who is arguably inhuman, is not an individual, and is implicated in the act or attempt of possession. Thus, one would expect this testimony to be one against “them.” But, the last stanza ignores “them” entirely, concentrating instead on the speaker's relationship with his creator as he ascends to him (ll. 6-10). Thus, if it is a testimony, it is likely a testimony against the speaker, his creator, or both, which takes the blame – no matter who the speaker is – away from the SS officers.

In “Another Testimony,” there is no direct mention of anyone involved in the Shoah. The testimony is addressed to God –  “הראשון...[וה]אחרון" (“the first...and the last remaining” [l. 1]) –  and puts him on trial: 
  Your collaborators, Michael, Gabriel, 
משתפי-הפעלה שלך, מיכאל, גבריאל,
       stand and confess






עומדים ומודים
   that you said: we will make Man, 



שאמרת: נעשה אדם,
      and they said Amen 





והם אמרו אמן
(ll. 5-8)
The testimony, thus, is not the speaker's at all, but the angels' testimony against God, and it is not directly about the Shoah, but about the creation of humanity as an act warranting confession.
 Thus, even in these two poems, which are specifically about testimony, the speakers do not speak directly about the Shoah.


Furthermore, the specific form that this refusal to speak takes, in both of these cases and several others in the series, is a concentration on biblical allusion. Both testimonies at some level implicate God in the testimonial, though we see this theme most clearly in “Another Testimony,” in which God is directly on trial, with his angels “confess[ing]” (l. 6). In “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car,” as we saw above [p. 64], the characters in the train are Eve and Abel, where Eve is the speaker, and Adam and Cain are both mentioned but absent. Eve’s and Abel's positions in this poem are significant because, in Genesis, they both come second (Eve from Adam's rib, Abel as the younger child), which is significant not only because in a text called Genesis (or in the Hebrew source, בראשית [In the Beginning]) what comes first is given more emphasis than what comes second, but because both Eve and Abel are depicted as the weaker characters: Eve as a woman who is never mentioned unless acting alone (i.e.: God banishes Adam, not Eve and Adam, from Eden [3:23], and we learn of Adam's line and of how long Adam lived [5:1-5:5]) and Abel as the victim of his brother's anger who does not speak at all in Genesis. Thus, putting the oppressed in the train car (debatably) on its way to a concentration camp suggests that the poem is linking the oppressed and voiceless in The Bible with the oppressed and voiceless of the Shoah.

This reading makes even more sense given the recurrence of Eve's family (and Abel specifically) in Pagis's poetry. Abel, for example, is the speaker in “אותוביוגרפיה" (“Autobiography”). Thus, one might argue that Abel represents a textual version of the writer himself.
 Furthermore, in “Autobiography,” when the narrator lists the uniqueness of his family, he claims that,
         My family is revered, not a little

 משפחתי מכבדת, לא מעט בזכותי.
     because of me.
   My brother invented killing 



אחי המציא את ההרג,
     My parents crying 






הורי את הבכי,
       I invented forgetting 





אני את השתיקה
(ll. 5-8)
One might at first read the last line of this claim as the speaker having been the first to forget because his brother (Cain) was the first to kill and it would be unsurprising if his parents were the first to cry (having been first thrown out of Eden and then had their younger son killed by their elder son), though it is not in the text of Genesis. Yet, later, we see that the speaker does remember what happened, relating a few events –           “אחר כך נפלו הדברים הזכורים היטב" (“Afterwards things happened that are remembered well” [l. 9], see also ll. 9-12) – but refuses to relate too much out of concern for the reader:
       I won't remind names 





לא אזכיר שמות
     out of consideration for the reader 


מתוך התחשבות בקורא
(ll. 13-4)
Here, we see that the narrator is not one who forgets, but one who instigates forgetting. Returning to Genesis, we see that it is in fact Abel who is forgotten. After it is revealed that Cain killed him, Abel is ignored. The narrator moves to Cain's punishment and then the continuation of Adam's line. Adam and Eve are memorable as those who fell from Eden, Cain for killing his brother and for becoming an endless wanderer. Abel is only memorable because of what Cain did, not for his own action. Thus, by putting Abel in a poem entitled “Autobiography,” the speaker is linking his experience as a victim of the Shoah, who was forgotten during the Shoah and is remembered afterwards only in terms of being a victim (whether living or dead), with the experience of Abel, who is forgotten except in terms of his brother's killing. In short, the silence about the Shoah in Pagis's poetry is filled with speech that contains biblical allusions with links to the Shoah. Pagis's poetry is, in other words, indirectly about the Shoah, where its indirection is through biblical allusion.

Silence and Biblical Allusion as Unique Ways of Addressing the Shoah

Thus, the same forces in Pagis's poetry that contribute to the themes of silence and biblical allusion at the same time present a way of looking at the Shoah that is neither silent nor only about The Bible. Yacobi argues that this fantastical push from the Holocaust to biblical conflict solves the paradox presented by Levi of the necessity to give testimony despite the constant fading and stylizing of memory (see the section on Levi above [p. 49]) by lifting the conflict to a higher stage (Yacobi 210). Moreover, if we accept that one of Levi's goals is to do justice to the dead by representing them (though he necessarily fails to meet his standards of representation), then Pagis can represent those that were silenced by appealing to fantasy and silence (Yacobi 252). Yet, we can take this argument a step further. Just as Abel is both a biblical character and a metaphor for the writer in “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car,” in “Another Testimony,” the trial is both against God and through God. In the text, the word “משפט" (“trial”) appears only once, in lines 2-3:
       because it would be surprising from you
כי יפלא  ממך משפט בין דין לדין
      [if you gave] a trial between judgment and judgment
  between blood and blood 





בין דם לדם
It is because of God's failure to distinguish between judgments and between bloods that the speaker puts him to trial. The speaker commands God to listen to his heart “hard by judgment” (l. 4), which suggests that because God has failed to distinguish between good judgments and bad judgments (and good people and bad people), the speaker's heart has suffered. In the context of the Shoah, then, God is on trial for failing to put the perpetrators and their laws on trial.

In this sense, though the poem is necessarily biblical (since it involves a trial of God in which two angels confess), it is nevertheless immersed in contemporary fact. Even as Pagis's text moves away from literal representations of the Shoah, it is still working in direct (if not obvious) response to the Shoah, such that Yacobi is too strong when she claims that the conflict between perpetrator and victim has ascended to the conflict between earth and heaven (Yacobi 210). It has ascended, yet always at the same time remains grounded in the original conflict. In other words, if direct representation of the Shoah is problematical (as we will see Levi and Gubar claiming below), Pagis still manages to make claims that are relevant to the Shoah by first linking it to The Bible (which suggests that it is an event of great important) and then making claims directly about biblical conflicts, thus indirectly suggesting that these claims apply – at least in part – to the Shoah. This indirection is less problematical than direct reference to the Shoah because it does more to open up questions than to draw final, definite conclusions.

How Pagis’s Genre Supports these Unique Ways

We see this lack of conclusiveness further in the genre that Pagis employs in “Marked Car” (a series of chronologically progressing yet non-linear poems not directly about the Shoah). By allowing Pagis to explore the topic of the Shoah indirectly, this genre helps him avoid running into the contradictions that defined Levi's approach to it. As Levi himself notes (DS 24, see above) and Gubar claims (Gubar 8), traditional narrative, because (if nothing else) of its assumption that a narrative can be told that represents what happened in the concentration camps and the people who died in them, necessarily fails to live up to its expectation. By depicting moments that readers do not expect will directly represent the Shoah, a poetics of silence can sidestep the issues we found in Levi regarding the imperfection of language and memory in the act of representation.
 Moreover, this genre forces readers to be conscious of what Derrida calls the “limit” between testimony and proof, the crossing of which is “both forbidden and constantly practiced” (Derrida 191). In other words, for Derrida, a testimony never constitutes proof because it always involves a level of trust on the part of the audience (that the person providing testimony did in fact witness what she claims and is telling the truth about what she witnessed), yet the audience always provides that trust and therefore assumes that the testimony involves proof. Pagis's poetry, because it incorporates poetic language, such that we expect it to approach its themes indirectly, and because it deals with biblical subjects, yet is still both informed by the Shoah and treats it as an indirect theme, forces readers to rethink exactly to what extent to provide trust. It opens up the question, in other words: what is true about a depiction of the Shoah if not the facts?

An Objection – Using Poems to Understand Each Other

One might object that we have assumed that each poem in the series “Marked Car” is useful for understanding the others (hence, “shade” in “The Organization” helps us to understand “shade” in “Testimony”) without considering the possibility that each poem might have a different speaker and its images might have entirely different meanings in the context of the poem. Yet, this assumption makes sense partly because all of the poems are part of the same series and partly because “Marked Car” presents a chronological progression, from before the Shoah (in “Europe, Late”) to after (in “Draft of the Reparations Agreement”). Moreover, each poem has links to the others, thus suggesting that each one is useful for reading the others. “Europe, Late” and “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car” both end in fragments without punctuation; “Europe, Late” and “The Organization” end in the same phrase: “כאן לעולם" (in “Europe, Late,” “Here for the world,” l. 18, in “The Organization,” “Here to the world,” l. 11),
 while “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car” also begins with “כאן" (“Here,” l. 1), etc. Given the historical progression in “Marked Car,” these links help us to understand each poem. The juxtaposition of “here”s among “Europe, Late,” “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car,” and “The Organization,” for example, emphasizes what being “here” as part of the world becomes. In “Europe, Late,” here represents a peaceful place, filled with dancing (l. 8), romance (l. 10), etc., where nothing like the Shoah could ever happen, “for the world” (l. 16-8). Yet, the very next line, after “Europe, Late” concludes, is “Written in Pencil in the Marked Car”'s “כאן במשלוח הזה" (“Here in this shipment,” l. 1), suggesting that what was impossible in “Europe, Late” has happened “here.” If we then note the end of “The Organization,” in which the narrator is not allowed (and does not want) to rise to the “here” of the world (ll. 10-1), we see the transformation of “here” from a small place of safety to “here” as including the entire world and evoking dread. Returning to “Europe, Late,” the irony of the statement “here for the world it won't happen” (l. 17) is not only that it does happen, but that it happens for the world in its entirety, not just the town originally meant by the speaker in “Europe, Late.” Thus, we see that an understanding of poems later in the series helps to inform the nuances (at least) of the previous poems. Although it is an assumption that each “here” has bearing on how we should read the others, it remains true that this assumption is both well-grounded and useful for understanding the poems.

Summary

Thus, in “Marked Car,” we see two main pushes. First, the speakers employ an approach to the Shoah through silence and biblical allusion, and second, this silence and allusion are still ways of making a suggestion about the reality of the Shoah: that it is (also) a conflict between earth/heaven that is grounded in the conflict of victim/perpetrator. More importantly though, by making suggestions of this sort and in this way, Pagis's texts open up questions about what the Shoah means to us and how (and if) we can best represent it. We see this questioning clearly when we apply Derrida's approach to testimony and find that Pagis's poetry questions the tacit trust placed in representations of the Shoah. 


The function of literature, then, becomes twofold. It explores a topic indirectly, and by doing so, it opens up questions about that topic. We might then add a third negative function: literature's purpose (for at least Pagis's literature) is not to bear witness in the traditional sense because bearing witness leaves implicit the questions that it is literature's function to open up.

Summary of Functions for Each Writer

For Adorno, culture has at least three properties: it is a form of cultural criticism, such that it both serves society and always has the potential to rebel against it; it is the product of both mental and material work and only conceives of itself as guiltless in the face of the ever-objectifying society by ignoring its material component; and its ideology (and that supported by cultural criticism) is that cultural artifacts are nothing but goods with more or less value in the commercial world. Given these attributes of culture, culture has a unique purpose when faced with a society that allows atrocities like Auschwitz to occur and the categorical imperative that we must do what we can to prevent future occurrences of Auschwitz: because it is a form of cultural criticism, it has the power to, and therefore should, rebel against contemporary society, partly by admitting its guilt within its system and partly by abandoning its ideology. Yet, at the same time, insofar as culture is self-contradictory (and moreover, because it is enmeshed in the material world that brings it into existence), it necessarily fails at its purpose. It should have as a goal subverting contemporary society and yet its other goal is always to perpetuate it. Thus, its purpose is self-contradictory.


Levi identifies (at least) five functions for his literature. It should function as a memoir (providing an account of his experiences); it should examine the state of mind that led to and existed at all levels within the Lager; it should desimplify common assumptions that allow the general population to treat the Lager as an atrocity that is easily understood or entirely in the past; it should put Levi's memory into language (provide testimony); and it should examine two specific questions about the Lager – will it return, and what can we do to prevent that return? These five functions can be turned into four goals for literature in general. Literature should: consist of narratives that help us understand how the Lager came to be and what happened there; work to desimplify any unjustly and untruthfully simple conceptions of the world; create a collective history of the Lager, of as many of the stories that took place there as possible; and attempt to prevent any atrocity like the Lager from recurring by doing all of the above. Yet such a generalization into “literature should”s is unfair to Levi, whose project is highly personal and a response to the depersonalization that took place in the Lager. Thus, although his texts suggest changes in society that all literature after the Lager can help create, the purposes he identifies are at the same time personal purposes for Levi's texts specifically, not for literature in general.


We found two themes related to the Shoah in Pagis's poems: silence and biblical allusion as ways of approaching the Shoah that make interesting points about it; and the Shoah as embodying a broader conflict between earth and heaven, but one that is grounded in the specific conflict between victim and perpetrator of the Shoah. The overarching function in Pagis's literature in which both of these themes fall is the questioning of assumptions and specifically assumptions about how one can and should go about representing the Shoah. We then find two general functions for literature. It should explore a topic indirectly and by doing so question assumptions about that topic. Specifically when dealing with the topic of the Shoah, literature should make indirect reference to it and thereby bring into question even the assumption that the events that took place can be narrated.

Comparing Adorno, Levi, and Pagis


Given the above analyses, these texts' explorations of the purpose of literature after Asuchwitz at first appear to fall into two relatively simple categories. Whereas the themes that Adorno and Levi explore are ultimately sociological, Pagis's is a literary exploration. Adorno's is the most obviously sociological text, utilizing sociological (Marxist) language, and appealing to other sociological texts, but its conclusions are, in the end, similar to those of Levi's texts, which use literary language and appeal to other literary texts. Both, as we have seen, are concerned with the issue of whether Auschwitz will return and how literature can prevent that return. For Levi, the critical issue is to complicate people's simplistic interpretations of the Lager and its implications. For Adorno, the issue is culture's implicit compliance with a society that can lead to Auschwitz, while culture also has the power to rebel against its society. Thus, both Levi and Adorno are concerned with culture's ability to alter Western society so that it does not allow something like Auschwitz to recur. For Pagis, on the other hand, we do not find any such concern. His text opens up questions about how best to approach the topic of the Shoah in thought and literature. Thus, it is concerned with the Shoah as a textual artifact (that opens up a host of issues regarding representation) not as a sociological artifact (that opens up a host of issues regarding prevention).


Yet, this binary is problematic, partly because the issues of representation and the issues of prevention inform each other and partly because, beyond this broad level of similarity/dissimilarity, each of these texts approaches the issues it attempts to address in a unique way. Levi's ambivalent attitude towards memory and language that we saw above (p. 54-5) – both are necessary yet problematic because they are imperfect – is a bridge between representation and prevention. Given our analysis of Levi, readers should realize that the representation of a writer's experience of an atrocity is complicated because such a realization will desimplify their assumptions that these atrocities can be comprehended fully and thus dealt with and relegated to the past. One might further argue that this issue appears in Adorno as well – that the ideological assumption that culture is unaffected by material reality is similar to the assumption that representation of the material world is straight-forward. Thus, instead of understanding Levi, Adorno, and Pagis as approaching the topic of literature after Auschwitz from entirely different angles, we can see that Pagis is working on what for Levi and Adorno is a necessary part of prevention: the desimplification of our approach to representation. Pagis works on it in more depth than Levi or Adorno, and thus questions even their own assumptions (i.e. that the best way to approach the Shoah in literature is through direct autobiographical prose).


All of the texts, therefore, are working on a larger communal project. The unique ways in which they do so go beyond their different specific claims to the different genres they employ and even the different terms they use for the Nazi genocide. The genres they employ are a historically-grounded philosophical treatise, a complicated combination of memoir/autobiography/essay, and a series of poems. These three genres show the different frames through which these writers view the problems in which they are interested. Adorno's style is most often abstract but peppered with moments of particularity, suggesting that both the particular and the general are important for understanding the overly-general world after Auschwitz. Thus, his choice of philosophical treatise in the style of German Idealism as his genre is interesting because it mimics, through its abstract, general language, the concentration on the abstract and the general in culture and society. By including particular moments, and moments that arguably drive his texts (i.e. “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” as the starting point for discussions of literature after Auschwitz and as a starting point for most discussions of Adorno), Adorno thus emphasizes the need to take account of the particular in culture and society. But, by functioning in this way, Adorno's point still remains mostly abstract and general; culture's and society's “need to take account of the particular” is a general need, not of any particular at all, but of the abstract, general concept of “the particular.” Levi's genre, on the other hand, emphasizes the particular, as opposed to Adorno’s genre’s emphasis on the total, because it is grounded in Levi's personal (thus particular) memories. Even as his texts deal with similar issues as Adorno's and even in similar ways, as a memoir and a set of essays driven by memory, they emphasize the need for individuality without appealing to general concepts like “the individual” or “the particular.” They exemplify a particular-oriented, individualized approach to dealing with these issues. Pagis's genre (poetry) is indirect, thus emphasizing his indirect approach to the Shoah. Although Levi's approach to the topic of depersonalization is highly personal, it still assumes that such depersonalization can be approached in text and thus fits it into a (problematic) language. By looking at the topic indirectly, Pagis's poems question whether “the particular” can be expressed without always being a general concept and thus betraying itself. At the same time, by approaching the topic in this way, Pagis limits himself to his questioning. Approaching the Shoah through silence questions our assumption that we should think about it directly but it can do little of what Levi's and Adorno's texts do, i.e. expand upon our knowledge of the particulars of camp life and examine what in Western society allowed, and has the potential to again allow, Auschwitz to happen. In short, Adorno's genre allows him to spend time working through issues like particularity and generality, but forces him to work through them as general concepts, while Levi's genre allows him to approach the same questions in less depth but as particular problems (problems for him as an individual), and Pagis's genre allows him to question our ability to ever do justice to the particular but this question disallows Pagis from examining any other aspect of the issues of particularity and generality (specifically in the Shoah) in any more detail.


We see these three different ways of talking about the Nazi genocide in the terms that each writer uses for the genocide as well. Adorno's “Auschwitz” is a metonymic term that means both the whole of the Shoah and also Auschwitz particularly, thus itself revealing the conflict between general and particular. At the same time, though, Adorno conceptualizes the term by looking at the world “after Auschwitz.” After all, it is not that the events in Auschwitz specifically have made writing poetry barbaric, but the meaning behind Auschwitz, the objectifying trend of which it is the horrific culmination. And, although the events of Auschwitz elicit a physical response, thus pushing the particular nature of Auschwitz, the physical response creates a categorical (thus universal and conceptual) imperative, thus turning Auschwitz once more into a concept: into “that which should never happen again.” Levi's “Lager”s and “concetrationary world,” on the other hand, treat the genocide in its particularity. To describe the “world” (DS 116) or “universe” (84) of the camps emphasizes their isolation from everything else, thus suggesting that even if the creation of the Lagers follows from societal trends (as Adorno argues), there is still something unique to their existence that is not apparent in the trends that preceded them. Furthermore, because the term “Lager” is non-specific to any camp yet specific to the camps themselves (it is the term used by those in the camps for where they were), it emphasizes the importance of the point of view of the victim and thus of Levi's personal memoir (which is necessarily looking at the issue from the standpoint of the particular). In other words, it represents the problem of particular and general, but does so from the standpoint of the particular rather than Adorno's conceptual (and thus more general) “Auschwitz.” Pagis's texts do not use any term to talk about the Shoah. When making any sort of direct reference to the Shaoh, the speakers use concrete images (“tin chimney” [“Draft of the Reparations Agreement,” l. 9]), but such references are rare. This lack of a general term with which to talk about the Shoah shatters the binary between particular and general, at least insofar as we can employ it when talking about the Shoah. If we claim that Eve's writing on the marked car is a specific instance, or that the smoke returning into the chimneys is a general instance, Pagis's text asks us: a specific/general instance of what? Both “general” and “particular” assume a larger whole that one can talk about unproblematically (“the Holocaust,” “the Shoah,” “the Nazi genocide,” etc.), where for Pagis, one's ability to talk about this larger whole is precisely the problem.
 In other words, Adorno and Levi both assume that the Shoah can be discussed (relatively) unproblematically with a single term, but for Pagis, the question of whether and how one can represent the Shoah begins with the question of whether and how one can talk about it, beyond its concrete events (the chimneys, the railway cars), in the first place. In short, the terms “Auschwitz” and “Lager” reveal a complication of the dichotomy of general and particular, in which both become equally necessary aspects of the same whole, while the lack of a term in Pagis questions how and whether any term can encompass that whole.


We therefore see the following overall points of comparison between the texts of these three writers: Pagis is more interested in the representational issues surrounding the Shoah, while Adorno and Levi are, on the surface, more concerned with the prevention of future atrocities, but for Levi especially, and to a more minor extent Adorno, the issue of representation is central to the issue of prevention, such that Pagis's work can be viewed as a more concentrated effort on one part of the larger project that concerns Levi and Adorno. Adorno examines issues surrounding Auschwitz from the perspective of the problematic society, as exemplified by his claim about the importance of both the general and the particular, where “the general” and “the particular” are both general concepts, while Levi works on similar issues from the perspective of the victim forced into enlightenment, and Pagis complicates the notion of any work on the issue at all, as exemplified by the lack of a term for the Shoah, which suggests that a term for the images and moments that constitute it is impossible.

Conclusion


We might, in sum, interpret the purpose of literature as a result of this comparison in two ways. Either the overall purpose of literature is a combination of the purposes we found in the three writers above, or the purpose is impossible to determine (or nonexistent), insofar as the writers contradict each other. If we interpret the purpose as a combination, we might argue that the ultimate goal for literature after Auschwitz is the prevention of future atrocities like the Shoah. Literature can work to prevent such atrocities in several ways. It should question our assumptions and always remind us about what happened in Auschwitz, what led up to it, and how even to talk about it. Literature can conduct this questioning directly (Levi) or indirectly (Pagis), as criticism of a society or humanity more generally (Levi's ITM and most of DS) or criticism of the culture that is leaving society's assumptions and ideologies implicit (Pagis and Levi's “The Memory of the Offense”). Alongside its questioning, literature should at the same time give as much voice to suffering, of the victims (Levi/Pagis), of shame (Levi/Adorno), of horror (Adorno), as possible. More than suffering, in the face of the depersonalization of Auschwitz, it should attempt to give individuality to the victims (as Levi does for himself and for those given stories in ITM). Finally, it should rebel (or strive to rebel) against the components in our society that are prerequisites for the recurrence of Auschwitz while also being aware that it is necessarily a product of that society and that society's relationship to the material world. Here, literature has a power that other forms of cultural criticism lack – it can point to the same problems as cultural criticism, like the concentration on the general over the particular, but because it is itself cultural, it can do so while also being exemplary of more successful literature. In other words, Levi can suggest the importance of the particular while using particulars, but Adorno – even as there are significant moments throughout his text in which the particular is prominent – makes most of his claims using general terms.
 This multitude of purposes reveals the need for the multiple genres we found in the texts we examined. A memoir is a useful genre for keeping Auschwitz in collective Western memory, poetry for opening up questions indirectly, autobiography for emphasizing individuality in the face of the massive collective, etc. In short, literature should work in as many ways as possible, with as many genres as possible, to make us aware of what happened in the Shoah and how we can prevent it from happening again.


The other way of reading this multitude of purposes is to show that the purposes necessarily contradict each other and that thus literature is either an ineffective means for achieving the main function of preventing future atrocities like the concentration camps, or that the function is impossible to achieve. We can see these contradictions clearly by the different genres that the writers have chosen to use. For Pagis, because poetry is indirect, it is the most effective way of bringing assumptions into question. For Levi, however, even though he finds narratives about the past problematic (because they have the potential to stylize memory), he still works with narratives more often than poetry and discusses the purposes of his narratives specifically. Moreover, two of the purposes that Levi identifies are unique to narrative literature and thus cannot be achieved by lyric poetry. (Narratives, for him, help us to understand what happened and why, and they contribute to the creation of a collective history of the Lager.) Adorno's mode of presentation (the philosophical treatise), in turn, allows him to talk about issues like the exclusion of particularity in contemporary society, but only from a general standpoint. Thus, each genre necessarily fails in some way: narratives are stylized; poetry cannot easily approach the issues of prevention of atrocities or preservation of memories directly; and philosophical treatises cannot work as closely with particulars. Even were we to find the most effective genre, there are inherent contradictions in the attempt to prevent future atrocities in this way. Literature should rebel against its society, though it also necessarily serves that society because literature as it exists now depends on society as it exists now for its perpetuation. Literature should represent what happened in the camps and give voice to the victims, but it can never do justice either to the camps or the victims because of the failures of memory and language and because of the passage of time. Literature should force readers to question their assumptions about what led to and what happened in Auschwitz, yet in a society more and more dominated by popular mentalities, in which mass media determine people's attitudes, literature's ability to force people to think is fading. If we agree with Adorno that culture and cultural criticism are necessary components in the alteration of society and thus prevention of any future atrocities like the Shoah, then these contradictions suggest that the prevention is itself (increasingly) impossible. If we do not, then the contradictions at least suggest that literature is not an effective way to prevent such atrocities and is becoming increasingly ineffective.


We see elements of both of these readings playing out in each text. For Adorno, writing poetry is both impossible and necessary. For Levi, the answer to the question, “can the Lager return?” is not only “yes” but, “It can happen, and it can happen everywhere” (DS 199), thus suggesting that there is no way to abolish the possibility of the Lagers, and yet the entirety of DS can be read as a way of examining how to abolish (or at least minimize) that possibility. Moreover, this attempt is steeped in and driven by language and memory even as it, throughout, reveals an ambiguous attitude toward them. Pagis is described as a silent witness, who approaches the Shoah through silence and biblical allusion, yet even if we can find silence and allusion in his poetry, it is necessarily a written text tied to the contemporary reality of the Shoah. Thus, even as it questions assumptions about how one should approach representing the Shoah, it makes similar assumptions itself: that the Shoah should be represented, that there is a singular “it” even if we do not have an unproblematic term to represent it, that it is something best approached through silence, etc. In short, we should not be quick to choose one of the above readings over another. Both are occurring simultaneously in the texts. Literature both has an important function in the world after Auschwitz and is necessarily ineffective at achieving that function.


Given the paradox between these contradictory readings, deciding on what kind of literature to call useful becomes difficult. One might argue that “Schindler’s List” is an example of a successful culture artifact in the United States because it has broadened many people’s understandings of the Shoah and kept the memory of the Shoah alive. Yet, scholars argue that it is problematic as a response to the Shoah because it has turned one romanticized representation of the Shoah into common perception. Thus, it fulfills some aspects of a successful cultural artifact, and is useful in these aspects, but is ultimately also detrimental, insofar as it spreads an oversimplified image of the Shoah. One might argue that ITM and DS are examples of successful literary artifacts because they not only spread awareness about the Lagers and keep memories alive, but also complicate the current conception about the Shoah and even, implicitly, complicate their own abilities to represent the Shoah (through their ambivalency with memory and language). Yet, even these texts are misinterpreted and oversimplified by their audiences. When examining the response to ITM in the essay “Letters from Germans” (in DS), Levi finds that, even as the letter-writers accept blame upon Germany, they refuse to accept blame for themselves or those close to them (175-97). Similarly, the “About the Author” section of DS claims that Levi's writings “offer a wondrous celebration of life. His universally acclaimed books remain a testament to the indomitability of the human spirit and mankind's capacity to defeat death through meaningful work, morality and art” (205). Such claims about Levi entirely belie the ambiguity, contradiction, and concern we have seen as the driving forces throughout both ITM and DS. As an interpretation of the effect of Levi's writing, this reading fails to recognize any of the functions that Levi identifies and that we have found in his texts and reduces his literature to a story of the unconquerable human spirit.


Given that even Levi's texts are not fully successful, it is unlikely that we will find such success in literature. We will only find literature that fulfills different functions. In a society saturated by references to Auschwitz (as Rolf Tiedemann claims ours is [xii]), none of the texts that make direct reference to Auschwitz are reflected upon. Therefore, we need more texts that question how one goes about successfully referring to Auschwitz, like Pagis’s poetry. In other words, the function of literature after Auschwitz is intimately tied to its contemporary culture and society. The steps necessary to prevent atrocities like Auschwitz, because they involve altering culture and society, are thus altered by the present conditions of culture and society. By identifying the attributes of successful literature we found in our three writers, we have identified the more general goals of literature for Western society after Auschwitz, ones that are impossible to fulfill. Individual texts strive to reach a few of these goals, the ones most important and most absent from their contemporary society.


Above, we suggested that contemporary society, because it is inundated with oversimplified references to the Shoah needs more poetry like Pagis's that questions how one should go about referring to and representing the Shoah. Yet, this suggestion is relatively uninformed and would demand more research into contemporary society to be validated. Because such research is outside the scope of this paper, the question, “What is the function of literature in our current society?” is also outside the scope of this paper. It is, however, the obvious question that follows from the above conclusions about the general goals of literature after the Shoah and the claim that the specific goals of individual texts depend on their contemporary societies. In other words, if our current investigation has shown that the goal of literature is to prevent future atrocities like Auschwitz by questioning our assumptions about Auschwitz, giving individuality to victims and a voice to their suffering, remaining aware that literary artifacts are necessarily products of their society and the material world, and at the same time rebelling against those aspects of contemporary society that are prerequisites for the Lager, then the next logical next step to take is to investigate what we, in our contemporary society, can do to approach this goal.

Appendix A: Critical Summary of Adorno’s “Cultural Criticism and Society”
Overall Argument for this Appendix

My main focus in my analysis on Adorno in the body of the text is the claim made by Adorno at the end of CCS that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric” (34). This claim has been interpreted in a myriad of ways: as a question (Brodsky 55), for example, and as a seemingly self-contradictory claim about the concurrent possibility and impossibility of talking about atrocities (Mandel 222-3). Although some of these interpretations appeal to Adorno’s general argument in CCS that culture is complicit in the perpetuation of a highly problematic society (Mandel, for example), even these interpretations ignore the nuances of Adorno’s argument and miss what culture is for Adorno in the first place. In my analysis, I appeal to the common themes in CCS, yet I draw them seemingly out of thin air. In this appendix, I will conduct a critical summary of CCS in order to first argue that Adorno’s overall argument is that, even as culture and cultural criticism appear to work at reforming Western society, they implicitly support fundamental elements in it. This implicit support is problematic because some of these elements (specifically society’s push to turn everything and every person into a commercial object) are prerequisites for atrocities like Auschwitz. I will also argue that Adorno’s argument is based on a few main premises. First, the forces that drive contemporary Western society and culture are implicit and ignored by everyone, including critics and cultural critics. This ignorance is problematic for Adorno because it allows the perpetuation of a problematic society and culture, despite the fact that the contemporary world can be described in terms of a historical process of dialectical movements, such that every aspect of the world contains some level of contradiction. Thus, even though culture and cultural criticism are complicit in society, they also have the potential to alter their own ideologies and those of society. Adorno thinks that culture and cultural criticism should work to alter their ideologies because these ideologies support the perpetuation of contemporary Western society, where this society is overwhelmingly commercial, such that people increasingly view all other people (and all cultural artifacts) as nothing more than objects with more or less commercial value. Tied to this objectification is society’s preference for the total/universal over the particular/individual, where (for Adorno) both are important.


In addition to these premises, to understand Adorno's argument, it is necessary to understand what he means by culture. While examining the above premises, I will argue that there are three primary aspects of culture, as Adorno understands it. First, culture has a specific ideology as a result of its interaction with Western society, namely that all cultural artifacts (just like all other things) are nothing more than commercial goods. At the same time, culture also considers itself a product of only the mental world, when in reality it is rooted in both the mental world and the material world – it is a product of both a human mind and physical materials outside of that mind. It refuses to admit to its relationship with the material world in order to avoid the guilt of being complicit in the societal problems that Adorno has identified (i.e. its objectification of everything and everyone). Yet, it is precisely because culture is rooted in both the mental and material worlds that culture is also a form of cultural criticism, which means that it has the power to rebel against Western society even though at present it only serves this society.

Critical Summary

Adorno begins CCS with an examination of his premise regarding the implicit nature of the values in Western society and culture, and how this nature serves to perpetuates those values. He argues that the cultural critic “speaks as if he represented either unadulterated nature or a higher historical stage,” though “he is necessarily of the same essence as that to which he fancies himself superior” (19). This attitude of the cultural critic “shifts the attack” such that he incorporates his “distance from the prevailing disorder…into the very culture industry which he seeks to leave behind and which itself needs the difference in order to fancy itself culture” (19). In other words, a cultural critic is the product (at least partly) of a cultured civilization, and there is no way for a critic to entirely transcend the values of the civilization and culture from which she comes. When she assumes this transcendent role, she limits her criticism to the surface manifestations of culture and ignores the implicit ideology that drives culture as a whole, and this limited criticism is (in fact) useful for culture because culture defines itself by difference: difference from its former manifestations and difference from the material world (also important for Adorno, see CCS 19-20).


As we can see, Adorno is concerned, to a large extent, with ideology (the values implicit in a community) and with how those values are formed and kept hidden. In this case, he claims that culture's explicit valuing of difference from the material world allows its other values, which are products of the material world, to remain implicit. In a similar way, the cultural critic's attack on particular manifestations of culture allows her implicit support of the basic values of culture to remain hidden. These values are “basic” in the sense that they form the “base” (as opposed to the “superstructure”) of culture.
 Thus, we see the same move twice: the explicit surface allows the hidden values to remain hidden and thus perpetuates them.


Adorno continues by arguing that cultural criticism, by allowing these values to remain hidden, perpetuates not only the implicit values of culture but also contemporary society and the status quo. The implicitness of cultural criticism's values described above worries Adorno because he thinks that it supports what he calls “the anonymous sway of the status quo” (21, emphasis in source). Adorno argues that the “theological-feudal tutelage” from which Western society moved away was replaced by a “semblance of freedom” in which the mind “grows to resemble ever more closely the status quo even where it subjectively refrains from making a commodity of itself” (21). In this new system, “the network of the whole is drawn ever tighter, modeled after the act of exchange” (21). Adorno here is claiming that what looks like a move from forced belief (in the medieval religious society) to freedom of belief is in fact a move from explicitly forced belief to implicitly forced belief, where, in the latter, the expectation that everybody fits the status quo resembles the expectation that all of the apples in a bushel look similar. Just as greenish Red Delicious apples are unsellable and thus thrown out, members of society who do not fit the status quo are marginalized and ignored. This movement of society is important in a discussion about cultural criticism for two reasons. First, cultural criticism, for Adorno, is based on the premise that “intellectual freedom” exists, though Adorno believes that it does not (20), which explains why cultural criticism freely attacks the superstructure while leaving the base (the power of the status quo) unquestioned. Second, even as society places strict, hidden constraints on the mind, criticism is “where the mind tears at its bonds” (21). It is, in other words, a type of text in which people are necessarily doing some sort of rebellion against society. What makes the position of criticism so dire, then, is the fact that, even as criticism is the activity that springs from resistance to ideology, it has become entrenched in that ideology and thus resists only its current surface manifestations. This potential for resistance also makes criticism dangerous to contemporary societies (21-2).


The above argument about cultural criticism's relationship to society and the status quo reveals two themes in which Adorno is interested: dialectics
 and the overwhelming commodification of society. Adorno is interested here specifically in three attributes of dialectics. First, all aspects of the world follow dialectical movements; there is nothing universally true about culture or society as Adorno describes them. Cultural criticism's servitude to society, and its ability to rebel against it, are not qualities inherent in cultural criticism. Rather, they are the products of the current relationship between cultural criticism and society, and this relationship is in turn based on certain historical conditions (i.e. the anonymous sway of the status quo).

The second attribute of dialectics on which Adorno concentrates is the critical potential caused by dialectical movements. If every synthesis incorporates aspects of both a thesis and its antithesis, then every social phenomenon that is a synthesis includes both a set of conformist aspects (from the thesis that conformed with society) and rebellious aspects (from its antithesis). Thus, although the present state of cultural criticism is one of conformity based on its historical relationship with society, it also contains the potential for rebellion.

In these two senses, dialectical movement, as discussed by Adorno, appears to be a process that cannot be affected by human action. Adorno seems to claim that cultural criticism necessarily acquires a contrary state that makes it impossible (it cannot both serve and rebel) given certain historical prerequisites. What makes this point interesting for Adorno, however, is its normative twist: that cultural criticism is constantly being affected by and affecting society, where this society grows more and more homogeneous and overwhelming and thus problematic. Commercial society, in other words, follows a linear progression of turning people into commodities; as time passes, more people become objectified and those people are objectified more fully. Thus, because cultural criticism can affect society, cultural criticism becomes partly responsible for society's problematic nature. So, it is not simply that cultural criticism is impossible, but that its impossibility is tied into its normative obligation to prevent total objectification. Implicit in this point is the third attribute of dialectics important to Adorno: the assumption that the historical progression, even as it is dialectical, is controllable by humans. For Adorno, dialectics themselves can be affected by human action (Jay 54).
 Thus, the members of Western society have the power to change the present state of cultural criticism, in which it only criticizes the superstructure of society. And, therefore, the members of Western society must also have the power to change their society, even as it is turning them more and more into commercial objects.


Given that cultural criticism is necessarily both complicit with society's objectification of everything, yet it has the power to alter society, we should be unsurprised when Adorno claims that cultural criticism, then, is also complicit in culture's and society's objectification of culture. Here, we see both the way in which culture and the surrounding world interact and also the beginning of Adorno’s description of culture. Adorno claims that “The complicity of cultural criticism with culture…is dictated by [the critic's] relation to that with which he deals. By making culture his object, he objectifies it once more. Its very meaning, however, is the suspension of objectification” (22). In other words, cultural criticism necessarily negates culture because it treats culture as an object, whereas culture is meaningful only insofar as it is not objectified. That cultural criticism is complicit with culture accords with Adorno's earlier claim that cultural criticism ignores the commercial ideology that drives contemporary culture. Moreover, if cultural criticism's objectification is complicit with culture's commercial ideology, culture's ideology must have to do with being objectified, and because culture's ideology is commercial, it must have to do with being turned into a commercial object. Thus, returning to Adorno's earlier claim that cultural criticism preserves a specific concept of culture even as it pretends to transcend it, we discover that the specific concept is of cultural artifacts as nothing more than commercial objects. Culture, in this view, is just a good investment.


This notion of culture as only a commercial object is possible because of a problematic notion of culture which we saw earlier: that culture is unrelated to material reality. This notion is based on the “self-consciousness” of culture: the notion that culture exists autonomously in relation to the material world (23). In this notion, works of culture reject “the guilt of a life which boldly and callously reproduces itself,” thus giving an impression of “a condition in which freedom were realized” based on “a bewitched reality,” which is bewitched because cultural works are necessarily tied to the “the actual life-process of society” (23). In other words, by pretending to be disassociated from contemporary society (from which it cannot be disassociated), culture pushes aside the guilt of living unfreely and thus appears to have transcended society. But, it does so, for Adorno, only at the cost of “the impoverishment of the substance” of culture (23). “Once the mind is no longer directed at reality, its meaning is changed despite the strictest preservation of meaning. Through its resignation before the facts of life and, even more, through isolation as one 'field' among others, the mind aids the existing order and takes its place within it” (23-4). Cultural artifacts that are not aware of the material reality in which they are created allow themselves to be incorporated into that reality. Thus, we have the following working description for a cultural artifact: something that is related to material reality but holds the ideology that it is both unrelated to material reality and is nothing but a commercial object.


We can also see here Adorno building on the themes we have seen him explore throughout his text. He identifies culture as the dialectic of the mind and material reality that denies its status as a dialectic. It thus, through ignorance, loses meaning and aids the existing social order. The themes we have seen so far, in sum, are: some concept is the result of a dialectical progression (such that it cannot be defined atemporally), one aspect of which is ignored, which is problematic because the concept thus aids a social order that is itself increasingly problematic; and this whole process is implicit. A new theme here is that of guilt resulting from taking the present state of our material world seriously. More specifically, this guilt is the result of realizing that we are complicit in a society that unjustly and unnecessarily keeps consumer goods (like food) away from humans who desire them (24-5) and that annihilated millions of human beings (20). To take our material condition seriously, then, is to admit to the guilt of being complicit in horror.


Yet, the claim that cultural criticism objectifies culture is more complicated than it at first appears because Adorno also claims that cultural criticism blames culture for the objectification of society. Cultural criticism idolizes culture as that which opposes “the growing barbarism of economic hegemony,” thus “undercutting the mind's own resistance” to objectification (24). In the same way that cultural artifacts reject guilt, “cultural criticism rejects the progressive integration of all aspects of consciousness within the apparatus of material production” by making the culture which has been isolated from material society “a scapegoat in the general consciousness for that which is perpetrated in practice” (24). Adorno is here claiming that cultural criticism sublimates culture as the opposing force to barbarism, and thus the fact that barbarism still exists becomes not the fault of an overwhelmingly objectifying society, but of enlightenment. This position is, for Adorno, irrational, but so embedded in cultural criticism, that the critic “would rather that everything end than for mankind to put an end to reification” (24), where “reification” for Adorno is the process of turning everything and every person into a quantifiable object.
 The critic, in other words, refuses to allow into her conception the idea that the mind and the material world interact with each other (that culture is affected by society, not created in a mental void), where such a refusal plays directly into the hands of those who perpetuate unnecessary material denial, since the blame for their actions is placed on culture. The contemporary cultural argument against the violence in video games in the United States might serve as a clarifying example. Some cultural critics (one example: Jack Thompson) blame video games for producing violence in society, but these criticisms ignore the fact that video games are, in part, the product of the society from which they come, and that therefore this society must itself be at least partly to blame for the violence that it perpetrates and for the interest in violence it instills in its members. In this way, these critics allow Western society, which indoctrinates children in a history of violence and denies some children material needs, to continue unquestioned.


Central to cultural criticism's blame of culture for society's objectification is another implicit quality of contemporary culture: as a product of the human mind, it necessarily contains within it a seed of criticism, yet this criticism (like cultural criticism) fails to examine the roots of society and thus fails as good criticism. It is true that, for Adorno, culture and cultural criticism are necessarily related to the economic, social system that exists around them. Culture, as the system becomes more dominating, begins to resemble that system, either by fitting the expectations of society (being “familiar, stamped and Approved by Good Housekeeping” [25]) or by not fitting in and thus becoming “[a rarity] and once again marketable” (25). Either way, cultural work and economic system are alike, such that the former can be thought of in terms of the latter. Yet, even as the human mind and its products (i.e. cultural artifacts) are increasingly being made to resemble the economic world, Adorno claims that “[the mind] implies at the same time the objective possibility of overcoming it” (25). The mind necessarily has, in other words, the possibility of rebelling against society's conversion of it into an economic type. At present, though, culture has become so servile to society that it has become communication between people who are now nothing but “clientele” and “suppliers” (25-6). Culture has, in other words, become a method by which the perpetuators of commercial society sell that society to its members. Everything that does not serve society's perpetuation is suppressed by being presented as “luxury,” “snobbism,” and “highbrow” by political slogans (26). Cultural criticism, even as it attacks this link between culture and commerce, is still only reactionary, shifting the guilt only to that culture which is overtly commercial, when “in fact, all culture shares the guilt of society. It ekes out its existence only by virtue of injustice already perpetrated in the sphere of production, much as does commerce” (26). This criticism, in other words, blames a particular type of culture for being immersed in commerce, when (in fact) all culture is necessarily guilty of relating to commercial society simply by the fact that it is produced and therefore involved in the injustice of the material world, in which production workers are (objectified) cogs in a wheel. Thus, for Adorno, when cultural criticism attacks commercial culture, it is still perpetuating its own ideology, and in so doing it fails to fulfill its function as criticism, which is opposed to ideology (26).


Culture's power to overcome society is the result of culture's ideal of finding harmony. Even the culture that attempts to glorify its society finds that the society is not entirely harmonious (27). “The mind which sees that reality does not resemble it in every respect but is instead subject to an unconscious and fatal dynamic, is impelled even against its will beyond apologetics” (28). When confronted with disharmony, culture is impelled beyond its support for society. Thus, “culture becomes cultural criticism” (28), which attacks the surface manifestations of society as commodities, while preserving its own ideology and leaving hidden “the true horrors” (28): the process of objectification in society. Here, once again, Adorno explains the ambivalence of cultural criticism: it is deserving of criticism because it serves society but at the same time contains the possibility of overcoming that servitude because its function is “bringing untruth to consciousness of itself” and is therefore a necessary element of any attempt to successfully criticize society (28).


To recap, we had (until the above paragraph) the following description of culture as Adorno understands it: a product of both the mental and material worlds that ignores its relationship to the material world to avoid the guilt of being implicated in material production and by doing so becomes complicit in the overwhelmingly objectifying Western society, which (in turn) leads to the belief (even in culture) that cultural artifacts are nothing but commercial objects. Yet, at the same time that this belief exists, cultural criticism (at least) also holds culture accountable for society's objectification, such that culture holds the contradictory place of both a product and a cause. This last belief, as we now see, is based on the mental component of culture, which (because the mind has not been fully objectified) means that culture necessarily has some sort of potential to be critical in it, even if this criticism at the moment only criticizes society's superstructure, just like cultural criticism.


The final premise that we will examine in Adorno's argument is the relationship between universal and particular. Adorno considers both to be important, but he argues that society gives precedence to the universal to the point of excluding the particular. We see this move in Adorno clearly in his examination of the two alternative types of criticism: transcendent criticism and immanent criticism. Whereas transcendent criticism attempts to look at culture from a stand-point outside of culture, immanent criticism looks from the stand-point of the norms of culture itself.
 Both of these forms of criticism have disadvantages. Immanent criticism overlooks  “the role of ideology in social conflicts” and assumes that culture can be understood  entirely on its own terms, which is (for Adorno) a false assumption (29). Transcendent criticism “aims at totality” or (in other words) takes as its target the ideology of culture as a whole (31). By looking at culture as a whole, it dismisses ideology entirely and assumes that all culture is identical, regardless of how it is used (31). Furthermore, because the ideology of culture has become intimately connected with society (as Adorno has argued extensively so far), a dismissal of ideology is in turn a dismissal of society, which leads to the “naturalist” movement (a movement that argues for a return to nature) that Adorno argues is false (31-2). It is false because it leads to “an affinity to barbarism,” that is, a desire to return to a state of nature, even if this state is, in many ways, unjust and repressive (32).


Adorno proposes, finally, a dialectical method. “The alternatives – either calling culture as a whole into question from outside under the general notion of ideology, or confronting it with the norms which it itself has crystallized – cannot be accepted by critical theory. To insist on the choice between immanence and transcendence is to revert to the traditional logic criticized by Hegel's polemic against Kant” (31). Both strict immanence and strict transcendence do not make sense because the categories of looking at something from outside of culture or within become indistinct once we realize that culture exists in relation to the material world. Thus, the only type of criticism that would make sense after this realization is a criticism formed by the dialectical synthesis of immanent and transcendent criticisms. This type of criticism Adorno calls “dialectical criticism” or the criticism of “critical theory” (31).


We see the complicated relationship between the universal and the particular in the problems of each type of criticism. Transcendent criticism is problematic because it looks only at totality (at culture as a whole), whereas immanent criticism looks at particular instances of culture. Adorno's interest in particulars makes sense, given his concerns about the objectifying nature of commercial society. Another way to say that society is increasingly objectifying is that individuality (or particularity) is being destroyed. The problem with the status quo is that there is no escaping it, such that particularity is becoming impossible. Yet, even immanent criticism (looking only at particulars) is unacceptable. The only form of criticism that remains acceptable is a dialectic between them, that is, a form of criticism that contains elements of both the particular and the universal. That Adorno would attribute this type of criticism to “critical theory” makes sense. “Critical theory” is the title of the work done by members of the Frankfurt School (the group of thinkers of which Adorno was a chief member), one of the central concerns of which is the attempt to show that neither universal (transcendent) nor individual (immanent) thinking is the only way to get at objective reality, but that the distinction itself is a product of Western society that has become stagnant insofar as it too perpetuates the objectification of Western society (Jay 64, 268).


Adorno's conclusion, despite his suggestion for a dialectical criticism, is negative. “The traditional transcendent critique of ideology is obsolete” (CCS 33), and “the immanent method is eventually overtaken by [the backwoods ring of the question of the causal dependence of culture]. It is dragged into the abyss by its object” (34). The former is obsolete because it ends up serving the very ideology of repression that it set out to transform (see p. 20-1 above). The latter, just like all forms of criticism, is finally succumbing to society's objectification of the mind and idolization of culture, so all questions of the dependence of culture are disappearing. Thus, all criticism is losing the ability to point to the mutual dependence of culture and society, and the dependence of culture on material reality more generally. Finally, Adorno claims that “cultural criticism finds itself faced with the final stage of the dialectic of culture and barbarism. To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric. And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it has become impossible to write poetry today” (34). I will leave the unpacking of these sentences for the next section.

Results of the Critical Summary

In sum, we have learned the following about culture: its ideology, created by its relationship with Western society and supported implicitly by cultural criticism, is that cultural artifacts are nothing but commercial objects; culture also views cultural artifacts as being based entirely in the mental world so as to avoid the guilt of being implicated in Western society's atrocities and the injustice of the material world generally, but cultural artifacts are necessarily products of both the mental and material worlds; this situation is problematic because culture has become cultural criticism and thus has the potential to alter society (and so is distrusted by it), but currently only attempts to alter the surface manifestations of that society while supporting its underlying features.


More generally, we see the following recurring themes in Adorno's essay: the main force that drives contemporary Western society, that it is overwhelmingly commercial and objectifying, is invisible to society's members. This invisibility is problematic because society and culture follow dialectical movements that are controlled by humans, so not only is the state of society alterable, but those forces that serve society (because they have merged with their opposites that work to alter society) also have the power to change it. And, society should be altered because the society's objectification is a prerequisite for atrocities like Auschwitz. This objectification also alters Western culture and Western thought in negative ways, especially by making the former ignore its material roots and the latter overemphasize totality over particularity where both are equally important.

Appendix B: Translations of Selected Poems of Dan Pagis
“Marked Car” (Pagis 134-40)

"Europe, late" (Pagis 134)

In the sky bloom the violins

and a straw brimmed hat. Sorry, what's the year?

thirty nine and a half, about, still early early,

we can turn off the radio,

I beseech you, recognize: this is the wind of the sea, the living wind of the traveler,

amazingly mysterious,

dizzying dresses of a bell, nurtured

on worried newspapers: tango! Tango!

And the city park defends itself,

    I kiss your hand, madam,

    your hand fragile like

    the white glove of the city,

    everything will come to its place

    in the dream,

    don't worry so much, madam,

    here for the world it won't happen,

    you'll see,

        here for the world

"Written in Pencil on the Marked Car" (Pagis 135)

Here in this shipment

I am Eve

with Abel my son

if you see my elder son

Cain son of Adam

tell him that I

"The Organization" (Pagis 136)

He stands, occasionally stamps the foot in his boot,

rubs his hands: he's cold in the wind of the morning,

a diligent angel who worked and climbed the ladder.

Suddenly he thinks he has erred: he is all eyes

he returns and counts in the open account book

the bodies that wait for him in each square,

an army within the heart of the army: only I

I am not here, I am not here, I am a mistake,

he turns my eyes off quickly, erases my shade.

I won't be missing, please. The check will rise

without me: here to the world.

"Testimony" (Pagis 137)

No no: they definitely

were human beings: uniforms, boots.

How to explain. They were created in an image.

I was a shade.

I had a different creator.

And he in his kindness did not leave in me what will die.

And I fled to him, I rose light, blue,

placated, I would say: apologize:

smoke to smoke omnipotent

who has no body and no identity.

"A Different Testimony" (Pagis 138)

You are the first and you are the last remaining,

because it would be surprising from you [if you gave] a trial between judgment and judgment

between blood and blood,

listen to my heart hard by judgment, see my poverty.

Your collaborators, Michael, Gabriel,

stand and confess

that you said: we will make Man,

and they said Amen.

"Instructions for Stealing Across the Border" (Pagis 139)

Made up man, go. Here's the passport.

You're not allowed to remember.

You have to match the particulars:

your eyes are already blue.

Don't flee with the sparks from inside

the chimney of the train engine:

You are a man and sit in the car. Sit relaxed.

After all the coat is decent, the body is repaired,

the new name is ready in your throat.

Go, go. You're not allowed to forget.

"Draft of the Reparations Agreement" (Pagis 140)

Okay okay, gentlemen who are always shouting evil,

nagging miracle-men,

quiet!

Everything will be returned to its place,

clause after clause.

The shout into the throat.

The gold teeth to the mandible.

The fear.

The smoke to the tin chimneys and onward and inward

to bone cavities,

and your skin and tendons will soon be brown and you'll live,

here you'll still live for yourselves,

sitting in the living room, reading the evening paper.

Here they are! Everything in time.

and in regard to the yellow star: it will immediately detach

from on the breast

and emigrate

to the sky.

From “Geneology” (Pagis 163-70)

“Autobiography” (Pagis 165-6)

I died at the first hit and was buried

in a field on rocky ground.

The crow conceives to my parents

what to do with me.

My family is revered, not a little because of me.

My brother invented killing,

My parents crying,

I invented forgetting.

Afterwards things happened that are remembered well.

Our inventions were enhanced. One thing led to another,

Order was thrown out. There were also those who killed at will,

cried at will.

I won't remind names

out of consideration for the reader,

because in the beginning the details are likely to cause dread,

but at the end of the day, they're tiring.

You can die once, twice, even seven times,

but I can die ten thousand.

I can.

The cells of my underground system reach everywhere.

When Cain begins to crack through the surface of the earth

I started to crack through center of the earth,

And from ages ago my strength rises to his strength.

His troops ditch him and join me,

and even this is only half of my vengeance.
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�	This claim becomes more complicated when we consider Dan Pagis, who I will later claim is opening up literary questions about Auschwitz (i.e.: how it should be represented) as opposed to the social issues addressed by Adorno and Primo Levi (see p. 78). Yet, I mean “social” when I do not apply it to Pagis differently than I mean it here. In the former case, what makes me attribute the term “social” to Adorno and Levi is the object of their goals. They write about how society should be changed. Here, in the latter case, I only mean that all of the goals, regardless of whether the object is society, have society as their subject. Levi and Adorno write about (more accurately) how we, the members of Western society, should change our society. Pagis writes about how we, the members of Western society, should talk about the atrocities that confront us. In other words, all of these texts are making suggestions that will affect a society (and hence are of concern even if literature is an end-in-itself), but Adorno's and Levi's texts look at how a society should change itself, not its views about something that affects it. They are more directly about social change than is Pagis's text.


�	See also: Bernstein 20-1, 384.


�	This reading is also supported by Bernstein's analysis in Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics.


�	Rothberg argues that the term “Auschwitz,” when Adorno employed it in CCS, did not carry the emotional weight that it has since gained, and (in fact) gained that weight in part because of Adorno's use of it (Rothberg 45-6). At the same time, though, as we will see in the following section, the term carries significant weight in Adorno's philosophy, so reading it as emotionally weighty is not out of place. Furthermore, to ignore the weight of the term “Auschwitz” in its present context is to assume that one should read CCS from Adorno's context, whereas Adorno might claim, given his thoughts about the ideology of culture, that it is impossible for us to escape our own social context (in which the term carries weight) except on a surface level, such that if we criticize those who give the term a certain weight that Adorno, when writing CCS, might not have, then we still inadvertently give it too much emotional weight by considering it an appropriate topic for thought.


�	We see that Adorno's style is a response to the German Idealistic movement specifically because Adorno employs certain stylistic elements that, though not unique to German Idealism, are more prevalent in that movement than texts written in German in other schools of thought (such as the Vienna Circle). The most obvious of these elements is the sentence structure that Adorno and several German Idealists (for example, Kant and Hegel) employ for the majority of their sentences, a structure that includes several layers of embedded clauses, such that the sentences that these authors write end up being much longer than those found in other German philosophical texts. 





�	The term “Auschwitz” itself, in Adorno's formulation “after Auschwitz” (here for the first time, but more common in Negative Dialectics, where it is a section title [361]), supports this reading of Adorno's style. “Auchwitz” is the Germanicized name of the Polish town, Oswiecim (Rothberg 28), such that it fits both of Adorno's starting claims about “cultural criticism.” It is rooted in two different languages and is also a “flagrant contradiction” partly because, as we have seen, any attempt to approach it is permeated by contradiction, but also because, as we will see in the following section, to be “after Auschwitz” is to be, at the same time, aware that we have not (and should not) move beyond Auschwitz. Arguing for this same sentiment, Rothberg claims that the German for “after Auschwitz” (“nach Auschwitz”) is the same as “to Auschwitz” (25f), such that the move beyond Auschwitz is at the same time a move towards it.





�	We see the influence both in Adorno's essays on Benjamin (i.e.: “Introduction to Benjamin's Shriften” and “Benjamin the Letter Writer” in Notes to Literature: Volume Two) and in the recurrence of Benjaminian concepts in discussions about Adorno (i.e.: Tiedemann's use of “temporal core” [xviii] and Rothberg's discussion of “barbarism” [25].)


�	I owe the idea of analyzing specific philosophical claims in terms of their historical contexts to Gellner's essay “Sociology” (see especially 413-5).





�	Rothberg claims that it has supported society, arguing that “without a doubt, Adorno would be horrified to see his own words on the Nazi genocide turned into an academic truism” (Rothberg 25). In other words, Sicher's claim (that most discussions about writing after Auschwitz begin with Adorno) would be problematic for Adorno because it shows that even his argument has been incorporated into an industry that is complicit with society (namely, cultural criticism). That the concept of Auschwitz itself has been incorporated into the culture industry is implied by Rolf Tiedemann in his introduction to Can One Live After Auschwitz?, in which he argues that the cold silence that Adorno feared has been replaced by an equally cold culture, exemplified by the quotation, “There's no business like Shoah Business” (Tiedemann xii). In other words, remembrance of Auschwitz itself has become an excuse to avoid our society's complicity in Auschwitz (including its contemporary manifestation).


�	Two other significant shifts between the version of the claim in ND and that in CCS are the use of the term “poems” as opposed to “poetry” and the inclusion of an agent in the second person. Thus, one might argue that Adorno is claiming that he might have been wrong about something that he never originally claimed. One might also argue that these differences represent interesting shifts in Adorno's thought from the time he wrote CCS to the time he wrote ND, a shift (for example) from relying on terms that represent abstract concepts (like “culture” and “poetry”) to the instances of those concepts (like “poems”). This shift would make sense given that Adorno's contemporaries and like-minded thinkers in the Frankfurt School had made similar moves (i.e. Horkheimer's move from Hegel's concept of “Spirit” or “being” to the concept of a “manifold of beings in the world” [Jay 47], see also footnote 5 [p. 13 above]). At the same time, though, because this paper is mostly concerned with CCS, we are mostly concerned here with essays other than CCS insofar as they help us to understand what is going on in CCS. Thus, a thorough examination of the shifts between it and other works by Adorno is outside of this paper’s scope. For a discussion of the evolution of Adorno's thought, specifically on the topic of poetry after Auschwitz, see Rothberg 25-58.


�	Rolf Tiedemann cites the line about living after Auschwitz from “Liquidation of the Self” as the first sentence of the introduction to Can One Live after Auschwitz? (Tiedemann, xi) I did not find any other reference to any of the essays, even in Rothberg's text, which Gubar cites as a text “on the impact of Adorno's phrase as well as the evolution of his own subsequent thinking about it” (4f). 


�	For Kant, the categorical imperative results from the concept of “the law.” That a law demands that we follow it under any circumstances forces us to accept that we should act in a particular way. (See Kant's The Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals.) For Adorno, then, it would make sense that the categorical imperative results from our physical repugnance to Auschwitz. That we have felt physical repugnance forces us to accept that we should act in a particular way.


�	This text, in my Works Cited is entitled, Survival in Auschwitz. Here, I use the title more literally similar to the Italian one used by Levi (Se questo è un uomo). The title If This is a Man is also preferred by the Levi scholars examined in this paper.


�	This notion becomes more evident in Levi's later text, DS, in which one of his main goals is to determine whether something like the concentration camp could ever happen again (DS 20-1), where we have a duty to think about the issues of the Lager precisely because it could (53).





�	This exception is one of Levi's main points in “The Gray Zone” (DS 48). 


�	He argues against the assumption that violence is necessary for society and thus that there is nothing we can do about it (200).





�	On impossibility: “I find it imperative to intervene precisely when I hear people talking about failed or impossible communication. 'You should have experienced ours'” (DS 89). On necessity: “Knowing German meant life” (95) and “Not to suffer from [failed or limited communication], to accept the eclipse of the word, was an ominous symptom: it signaled the approach of definitive indifference” (101). On the contradictory nature of communication, and more generally language, in Levi see my discussion below (p. 54-5).


�	Chiampi quotes Benedetto Croce's Estetica come scienza dell'espressione e linguistica generale: teoria e storia in Italian. My thanks to Edward Carlson for helping me work through the Italian to understand how Croce defines “the sublime” and therefore how Chiampi is using that term.


�	We see examples of this complication with memory throughout both DS and ITM. In the chapter on “Kraus” in ITM, for example, Levi describes a day working in a mud hole, and (after the day ends) claims that, “now it lies dead and is immediately forgotten; already it is no longer a day, it has left no trace in anybody’s memory” (ITM 133). This final claim is confusing in Levi’s memoir. If the day was unmemorable (so unmemorable, in fact, that it left no trace in anybody’s memory), then Levi could not possibly remember it. Thus, that he tells a story about it anyway puts into question the authenticity of his project as a whole. Yet, its authenticity is something he guarantees in the preface (10). This contradiction becomes further complicated in “The Memory of the Offense,” in which Levi claims that, “practice...keeps memories fresh and alive in the same manner in which a muscle often used remains efficient, but it is also true that a memory evoked too often, and expressed in the form of a story, tends to become fixed in a stereotype...” (DS 24, my emphasis). That Levi emphasizes people's propensity towards stylization when using stories to express their memories is interesting given that many of his memories are told in terms of stories, specifically ITM.





�	We see such statements throughout Levi's texts. For example, in “The Memory of the Offense,” where Levi argues that memories over time become simplified and stylized in order to make them bearable, he concludes that the memories he presents in the remainder of the text “seem to me unaffected by the drifting I have described” (DS 35).


�	For example, on page 66 of ITM, in the order that they appear, we have: “we arrived”; “makes trouble”; “The Vorarbeiter distributed”; “one which weighs”; “we left”; “Today we have to unload”; “Meister Nogalla…supervised”; “Now the cylinder lies.” One might argue that some of these are references to the recent past and the rest to the present, or that the present tense implies thoughts, while the past implies action, but none of these explanations fits every occurrence of a tense switch. There is an extent to which the present, insofar as it implies immediacy, occurs at highly emotional moments in the text, thus suggesting that Levi is reliving his experience as he retells it and also flagging the moments of high intensity. Thus, the beginning of the text, when the experience of the camp is still new and unpredictable in its horror, is told mostly in the present, as is the chapter “The Canto of Ulysses,” a  chapter that Gillian Banner describes as a feat of resistance in which Levi achieves wholeness and humanity through memory (Banner 104).


�	It might also be useful to pay close attention to the way in which Levi expresses these two senses. The truthful problem is “above” the moral one. Thus, one might argue that, for Levi, the issue of desimplification is more concerned with accuracy than moral good. This argument would pose a complication to Cheyette's claim that central to Levi's project is his constant fear “that such simplifications, which we think of as 'knowledge' or 'understanding', will not honour the dead” (Cheyette 278). Whereas Cheyette is claiming that Levi's concern with simplification is that it fails the victims, the notion of truth as more important for Levi than morality (when dealing with simplification) suggests that Levi is more concerned that simplified thoughts about the camps fail to accurately depict the suffering of the victims that they appear to than that these thoughts fail to honor the dead.


�	Lejeune is working from Charles Caboche's definitions of memoirs in Les Mémoires et l'Histoire en France (Memoirs and History in France), such as the definition that memoirs “have as their object the life of the nation” (Lejeune 147). Although Lejeune criticizes Caboche here for claiming that this definition is essential to memoirs and thus timeless, whereas Lejeune argues that all genres develop historically, his criticism is not against this way of thinking about memoirs, only against treating it as a “definition” as opposed to a “description” (149). In other words, as long as we realize that the qualities we identify in memoirs are historical and indicative of what we expect from a memoir (not from what a memoir, in essence, is), the identification is still useful. Thus, we may conclude, that Lejeune does not disagree entirely with Caboche's description (though he does consider it out of date [147]), so that (I would argue) it is safe to take the more generic version taken above (that memoirs deal with a broader history than autobiographies), especially insofar as it fits with Lejeune's claim that memoirs are not autobiographies because they fail to be about individual personalities (4).


�	If we substitute “Auschwitz” for “the Lager” and add some larger, Marxist terms, we might well even confuse this sentence with one of Adorno's.


�	All translations are mine unless otherwise noted. For the poems in (my) translation, see Appendix B.


�	See for example Wiesel 4-5.


�	In fact, out of context, the word “צלם" could be read as either, “image” or “their shades.”


�	Yacobi reads this poem similarly, but in far more detail than I do (Yacobi 250).


�	This argument might be made in the following way: if we follow Philippe Lejeune's claim that an autobiography creates a pact between author and reader that the narrator (and protagonist) exists/existed in the real world (11), then a poem entitled “autobiography” creates a similar pact. In the case of the poem, though, because it is not a traditional autobiography (for Lejeune an autobiography must be a narrative in prose), the pact is not between the narrator and traditional author, but between the speaker and a textual author, that is, a figure in the text behind the speaker that fulfills the function of an author, but only in the textual world. One aspect of this author that differentiates her from the speaker is that she has written the other poems in the text. In other words, like we attribute to Levi both ITM and DS, even if the narrator is different in the two, we attribute Pagis's poems to the textual author who, in his autobiography, identifies himself as Abel.


�	Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi expresses a similar idea in her conclusion to “Conversation in the Cemetery: Dan Pagis and the Prosaics of Memory,” in which she claims that her response as a reader to the later Pagis (who switches to prose and a much clearer discussion of memory) was a sense that something was missing: “the absences – all the circumlocutions and mysteries” (Ezrahi 133). The poetry, she claims, is “a poetry of unfathomable depths poised at the borders of language” (133). Although we are more concerned with the function of this literature in response to the Shoah, the enigmatic writing that does not depict the real world directly that Ezrahi misses is exactly what, given the above reading, is necessary for representing the Shoah in a way that circumvents the pitfalls of memory and language.


�	Although the line is equivalent in the two poems in the Hebrew, each has a different function in the sentence. The phrase “כאן לעולם" has two meanings in Hebrew. Idiomatically, it means something similar to the English, “There's no way in the world that...” Literally, though, it means, “Here, to the world.” In “Europe, Late,” the idiomatic meaning makes the most sense, a fact which becomes clear when we look at the line in context: “here for the world it won't happen, / you'll see / here for the world” (ll. 16-8). Here, the speaker is attempting to convince his audience that something has no chance of occurring, which makes the idiom “There's no way in the world that...” fitting. In “The Organization,” on the other hand, the idiomatic meaning does not make sense, while a literal meaning does. The context of the line is: “I won't be missing, please. The check will rise / without me: here for the world” (ll. 10-1). In this poem, a group is leaving somewhere without the speaker. Because the speaker is not expressing disbelief but talking about going from one place to another, the literal meaning makes the most sense. The fact that these lines are identical in the Hebrew and both end poems is significant, and a more thorough examination of the links between Pagis's poems would be wise to dwell upon this textual phenomenon, but because our goal here is to show that it makes sense to examine these poems together and that doing so can be fruitful, I will limit myself to the claim that an investigation of these two lines would likely be interesting precisely because they function so differently even as they look identical.


�	Although it is beyond the scope of this paper, one might here find interesting parallels between the issue of an unproblematic whole in Pagis and of the misrecognition of the self as whole during the Mirror Stage in Lacan. Both are misunderstandings and both are related to language – though for Lacan, the misrecognition in the Mirror Stage leads to the  Symbolic Stage of language use, while it might be a stretch to claim that, for Pagis, the misrecognition of the Shoah as unproblematic whole leads to (as opposed to being led by) the use of singular terms about it, like “Shoah” and “Holocaust.”


�	Another example of this possibility in literature and (at least) less prevalent in criticism is my discussion of Levi. I talk of how “the particular” is present in his text, where the term “the particular” is once again a general, conceptual term. A precautionary note: I do not mean to suggest that, when criticizing culture, we should all look to literature because it can be exemplary. I would argue, alongside Martha Nussbaum, that theoretical texts (like Adorno's and arguably Levi's) and literary texts (like Pagis's and arguably Levi's) each fulfill different functions when confronting questions about the purpose of literature (Nussbaum 27-9). She argues that we should take both literature and philosophy into account in questions of morality generally. As we saw, Adorno's text confronts issues with culture and society explicitly, because, for him, these issues are general issues, affecting all (Western) culture and society, not only individual pieces, even as one of those issues is individuality. Thus, although Levi's text is more exemplary, Adorno's is more explicit.


�	The distinction between “base” and “superstructure” is a concept in Marxist theory, in which “base” refers to the economically-determined value-system implicit in a group, and “superstructure” refers to the manifested results that reflect its value-system (traditionally: art, poetry, philosophy, etc.) (OED). Although Adorno does not use the terms “base” and “superstructure” here, he uses them elsewhere (in CCS [28]).


�	“Dialectic” is a Hegelian term that basically refers to the process by which some thing called a “thesis” (i.e. servitude) and its opposite called an “antithesis” (i.e. rebellion) combine into a new thing called a “synthesis,” with some attributes of both.





�	The idea that all aspects of the world follow dialectical movements is one that was held by many in the Frankfurt School (an organization of which Adorno was one of the theoretical and administrative leaders). In The Dialectical Imagination (a history of the Frankfurt School and the organization that encompassed it, the Institut für Sozialforschung), Martin Jay claims that for the founder of the Institut and School, Max Horkheimer, “all absolutes, all identity theories were suspect” (Jay 47). Indeed, one objection that the members of the School had to Hegel was his claim that there exists an identity between subject and object, that is some sort of being (called a “Spirit”) that is both a human subject and a natural object. For Horkheimer, on the other hand, there is not even such a thing as “thought” as such, “only the specific thought of concrete men rooted in their socio-economic conditions. Nor is there 'being' as such, but rather a 'manifold of beings in the world'” (Jay 47, quotes from Horkheimer's “Hegel und die Metaphysik”). In other words, to talk of something that exists in itself (a subject like “Spirit” or “thought”) as also existing as an object in a context is, for Horkheimer, false. All that exists is the thing in its context. Returning to society and cultural criticism, it is false to talk about something called “society” that exists outside of any of its instances, or something called “cultural criticism.” Instead, one can only talk about Western society and Western cultural criticism, which are therefore a product of the historical progression that led to contemporary Western life.


		It is not entirely valid to use an argument of Horkheimer's to support my claim that Adorno is interested in this aspect of dialectics, but because Horkheimer was one of the key theorists in a school of scholars with similar beliefs and because Horkheimer and Adorno were especially close in belief (Jay 254), and in fact co-wrote at least one text, using Horkheimer's argument here is, at least, justified.


�	Again, in Jay's text, this claim is made specifically about Horkheimer but can justifiably be extended to Adorno as well.


�	I use this term and “objectification” interchangeably.


�	The terms “transcendent” and “immanent” are Kantian in origin, where “transcendent” refers to things beyond what we can know for certain from the world as it appears to us, while “immanent” refers only to those things that we can know. Another way of putting this distinction is that immanent knowledge (for Kant) has a limited scope (able to take into account only that which we can know) when compared to transcendent knowledge. Adorno's distinction is similar, where immanent criticism has a limited scope. Taking a poem as an example of a cultural artifact, immanent criticism takes into account only that which we know from the poem itself. Immanent culture limits itself to the examination of culture in terms of culture, such that an appeal to the historical period in which a poem was written is outside of its scope. One might say: the historical period transcends the poem's text, whereas the rhyme scheme does not.
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