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Introduction

Converging the Yet-Separate Theoretical Discourses of Testimony Studies

SybilleKrämer andSigridWeigel

Studies on testimony/bearing witness are in high demand. Not many other social phenomena have been treated in such multifaceted ways in a variety of disciplines. Since the 1980s, discourse and research on the theory and history of testimony/bearing witness have consolidated under the rubric of testimony studies and made a name for itself as an independent field. With the question concerning The Future of Testimony, first formulated in 2003 and repeated a decade later (Cubilié and Good 2003; Kilby and Rowland 2014), a type of historicization of this debate was already introduced, while the growing number of archives, centres and compendia indicated a canonization and institutionalization.

The variety of this field ranges from research on trauma and memory to the fields of history and legal studies to political and juridical debates about testimony in the context of international and national courts and truth commissions. It includes theological, religious and cultural historical discussions as well as considerations of testimony in art and image studies. In philosophical epistemology, as well as in the history of science, scholars have reflected critically on testimony as an individual or social source of knowledge, while post-structuralist philosophy has been concerned with the topos of the unsayability of bearing witness and the deconstruction of a concept of truth that strives for objectivity. Scholars have asked in which way eyewitness testimony will get transformed in the age of global mass media and in the technical pictures of television, video and the Internet. And there are numerous studies on the artistic processing of testimony in literature, the visual arts, film and theatre. The diverse and disparate concepts of testimony have set into motion research on the historiographical role of witnesses and constellations of testimony in the legal and scientific practices of previous epochs.1

Research on culture and philosophy, jurisprudence and history, media studies and the scholarly study of literature, film, visual arts and theatre: they all engage with aspects of testimony in both historical and systematic perspectives and have yielded a plethora of different, often disparate, approaches. At the same time, by pulling the rug out from under the conventional concept of testimony, the twentieth century not only brought forth a Crisis of Witnessing (Felman and Laub 1992) but also heralded the beginning of a new ‘Era of Testimony’ (Felman in Ibid., 5) or L’Ere du témoin (Wieviorka 1998, Felman 1990). The present book does not aim to add yet one more edited volume to the plethora of publications already in existence.2 Rather, we are concerned with a specific constellation, namely the previously parallel existence of epistemological and cultural approaches that – in our view – should take note of and could profit from one another. Despite the lack of clarity of this terrain, there is a fundamental consensus: the respective roles played by concepts of ‘testimony’/‘bearing witness’ cannot be determined outside of a testimony constellation that encompasses the triad of witness, testimony and addressee and is furthermore embedded in specific cultural-historical situations and traditions. There is not the testimony or the witness, for ‘testimony/bearing witness’ is a relational concept. It is not a single person, nor a single speech act, but an intersubjective situation in a historically specific social world that is condensed in the act of testifying. It requires an auditorium that trusts the witness and constitutes his speech as ‘true speech’, as testimony, in the first place. This social constellation of testifying constitutes something like the smallest common denominator in recent testimony debates. And yet a division, even a radical polarity, in how this constellation of testifying is conceived, is striking: the majority of contributions tend to orient themselves towards one of two directions, as if the field were divided so that discursive lineages orient themselves on opposite poles and – like the lines of force of magnetic fields – do not in the process intersect.

THE TWO STRANDS OF TESTIMONY STUDIES: DISCURSIVE AND EMBODIED TESTIMONY

On the one hand, there is an interest in testimony in conjunction with the survivors of extreme violence and political injustice and hence in the meaning that bearing witness has for cultural memory and a politics of atonement and prevention of future tyranny. This includes questions of processing trauma, of the restitution of psychic integrity and of personal and social recognition of victims, crystallizing in the situation of survivors of expulsion, war and genocide (Elm and Kössler 2007). The experience to be witnessed in such situations is an experience of suffering, for which it can be obviously difficult, or even impossible, to formulate this personal experience in a language that is communicable to others or as an experience that is comprehensible to others. It is therefore the testimony of survivors, often of victims, in which this political-ethical dimension of the processing of the experience of violence is so paradigmatically and dramatically embodied. The testimony of survivors is thus a genre with high demands: ‘they are personal, truthful and ethical’ (Weine 2006, p. XIII).

On the other hand, there is testimony as a knowledge practice connected with the question of how to assess the evidence, objectivity and truth content of a knowledge produced through the words of others and whether or to what extent testimony can even count as a genuine source of knowledge. What type of epistemic trust is necessary in order for words and reports that cannot be verified by their addressees to nonetheless be believed and thus accepted and appropriated as knowledge by those addressees? Here it is not a matter of processing catastrophes through the testimonies of survivors but of a phenomenon that could hardly be more every day: for nearly all of our knowledge is supplied by what is mediated to us through word, writing and image without us being able, or even wanting, to corroborate it ourselves. That humans and media constantly relay information to us is a mainspring of our relationship to the world. The telling of a trustworthy informant, as paradigmatic as it is prosaic, encapsulates this epistemic perspective of a knowledge that is attained ‘second-hand’.

The polarization between a survivor as witness and as it were neutral witness who guarantees knowledge, although it is not precisely the same, refers to the two meanings that Émile Benveniste described in his study of the vocabulary of Indo-European institutions, namely the distinction between superstes and testis: ‘Etymologically, testis is someone who is present as a “third” (terstis) at a transaction where two persons are concerned; […] Superstes describes the “witness” as the one who “subsists beyond”, witness at the same time as survivor or as “the one who holds himself to the thing”, who is present there’ (Benveniste 1973, 522ff.).

The constellation adumbrated here also contains – seen in this polarity – different concepts of truth. If we get informed, in this life-world sense, through that which others tell us, then we can only speak of ‘truth’ with regard to these reports. The veracity and trustworthiness of a person may be important in order for their statements to be credible. Nevertheless, the truth at stake in the customary disclosure of information remains a feature of linguistic utterances that lay claim to validity irrespective of the person making the utterance. We call this type of communicated truth discursive truth; genesis and validity can – to a certain extent, at any rate – be detached from one another in this case. When bearing witness, in contrast, the survivors of an extraordinary event refer to an experience that they embody immediately, one that is very often an experience of violence. They are the bodily trace of events, whose singular experience and remembrance tend to elude transmission through words or make it possible in only a limited sense. It is not merely the telling, the linguistic utterance, but the person of the survivor himself who comes to express an event that has to be attested. At stake is not the truth of a sentence, but the truth of a life, an experience, a person. We call this type of truth existential or embodied truth;3 its genesis and validity are inseparably intertwined in it. Whereas, in the context of existential truth, there is an irreducible non-synchronicity, an insurmountable break of time and experience4 between witness and audience, in the context of discursive truth a certain parity of life horizons generally provides a condition for epistemic trust and supplies an auditorium for a witness.

The diagnosis of a polarity in the field of testimony studies, grouped around the poles of ‘processing of violence’ and ‘attainment of knowledge’, is undoubtedly a simplifying stylization. This binary intensification cannot provide a complete picture of the discursive field of testimony/bearing witness, for which it is hardly possible to attain an appropriate overview; and yet it is connected to a remarkable observation: both sides hardly take notice of one another and pursue their questions in extensive ignorance and independently of the other side. This brings us to the concern of the present volume: we seek here, for the first time, to connect these divergent lines of debate and to bring them into dialogue with one another. Yet a question arises in the process. If the division of the discursive field adumbrated here is tenable, would it not then be more consistent to argue that ‘testimony’, if it is used as a conceptual heading for the attestation of violence suffered and for acquiring second-hand knowledge, refers to two entirely different subject matters? Does language not set a trap for us by suggesting in the word ‘testimony’ the unity of an object that is not at all available in real life?5 What kind of surplus potential do we unleash by making a case for an exchange rather than a strict separation of these perspectives and discursive strands? We do not only mean that in real life both modes of testimony are seldom encountered in unadulterated form but also that a more thorough inspection of the contributions reveals that a number of questions and problems run through the different approaches or lie at the bottom – often unnoticed – of them. This volume proceeds from the assumption that reciprocal notice and reference of the different strands of the debates will help to illuminate the blind spots in the thought and argumentation of the respective ‘other side’. In order to understand this intention, we have to describe the previously only coarsely sketched field of debate in greater detail. We wish to do so in an exemplary manner with reference to the state of the debate within philosophy and the philological-historical humanities.

EPISTEMOLOGY OF TESTIMONY AND ANALYTIC PHILOSOPHY

In hardly any other discipline does the division between the centres of gravity of ‘violence’ and ‘knowledge’, and hence between the ethics and epistemology (Bokobza Kahan 2015; Schmidt 2015) of testimony, emerge so explicitly as it does in philosophy. Analytic philosophy has painstakingly discussed testimony in terms of the possibility and limits for acquiring knowledge through the words of others: ‘telling’ becomes the condensed core of attestation, the ‘reliable informant’ becomes the paradigmatic figure of the witness (Craig 1999; Goldman 2010). Continental post-structuralist philosophy, in contrast, reflects upon the paradoxes of bearing witness, primarily with a view to the survivors of the Holocaust and generalizes the latter as an impossibility of testimony’s discursive relation to truth. The epistemologicization of witness knowledge in analytic discourse is reversed in the deconstruction of the epistemology of testimony by post-structuralist philosophy. Both philosophical schools have in certain respects a tunnel vision in the pursuit of their respective approaches: the emphatic thematization of the moral impulse that accompanies victim testimony on the side of continental philosophy corresponds to the nearly complete bracketing of witnessed experiences of violence in analytical Anglo-American philosophy. A divergence of the two perspectives on ‘testimony’ could hardly be any more conspicuous. In order to understand how a reciprocal noting of this difference of perspective as well as approaches to bridging this gap – without annulling the difference – could be fruitful for philosophy, we should consider a philosophical problem.

The Enlightenment ushered in an ideal of self-determination, that is to say, of autonomous thought. Maturity entails detaching oneself from authorities and having the courage to employ one’s own intellect – according to Immanuel Kant’s formulation (Kant 1968). We should be able to explain what we know and not just believe in it. In light of this promotion of maturity, as critical of authority, it is not surprising that philosophy has for a long time espoused an epistemic individualism: an opinion can only become knowledge, that is a true conviction, if one’s own belief can be justified single-handedly by the individual cognitive resources of perception, memory and deduction.

Yet this philosophical doctrine stands in obvious contrast to everyday experience: the acquisition of knowledge and hence learning very rarely arises from personal experience and individual verification. This is true for everyday life praxis, in which we are beholden to others for the communication of information; and this also applies to scientific knowledge, which can only be attained as a public good of intersubjective procedures in the interplay of dissensus and consensus. Knowledge requires cooperation. If we were to erase from the mental map of our knowledge everything that is not single-handedly acquired and accounted for by ourselves, what would we be left with? Humans are epistemically not independent but rather interdependent beings. The ideal of methodological individualism, oriented on a do-it-yourself principle of cognition, misses the social dimension in the reality of our acts of cognition. It is no coincidence that a ‘social epistemology’ is currently developing in close connection with the discussion about testimony as a source of information.6

The requirement of independent thought and cognition, on the one hand, and the insight into our epistemic dependency on one another, on the other hand, open up a field of tension: how epistemic autonomy can be realized under conditions of epistemic interdependence becomes a problem. And it is here that the analytic strand in the philosophical debate over testimony plays an instructive role, for it becomes a site for working out this problem. The initial spark came from C.A.J. Coady’s work Testimony: A Philosophical Study (1992), which shaped the landmark narrative of an ‘epistemologicization of testimony’ within Anglo-American philosophy:7 since then, the philosophy of testimony has understood itself as a contribution to a general theory of knowledge in as much as it explains the conditions of possibility of ‘second-hand knowledge’. As a result, two options – reductionism and anti-reductionism – have been laid out (Fricker 1995): reductionism renounces testimony as an independent source of knowledge and only grants it a knowledge function when the content of the testimony can in fact be verified by the addressee, that is to say, can be reduced to the individual potential of perception and deduction.8 Anti-reductionism, on the other hand, recognizes knowledge communicated by other persons as truthful knowledge and treats ‘second-hand knowledge’ as a source of knowledge on par with perception and inference.9 But on one condition: anti-reductionism presupposes that the witness does not display any indications that he is lacking in reliability or credibility. If, in other words, the addressee of testimony cannot verify for him or herself the statements of a witness, it is incumbent upon him or her to observe and assess the person testifying, to consider how justified they are as recipients in trusting the witness and believing his words. The epistemic stance towards acquisition by evidence and inference has thus not become obsolete, but is merely indirectly operative as the assessment of the person and not the statement of the witness (Kusch 2002a, 35ff). Hence, in as much as the addressees of testimony are responsible for accounting for how knowledge is acquired through the words of others, whether directly in reductionism or indirectly in anti-reductionism, the framework of methodological individualism remains intact. The recognition of a fundamental interdependency in knowledge had been, to be sure, introduced in considerations of testimony and its epistemic structure, but it was held in check by the adherence to epistemic individualism.

Since approximately a decade, a new dynamic has been introduced by approaches in which the acquisition of knowledge through testimony is tied not to epistemic self-justification – in whatever form – but to the speech act of testifying.10 It is the performative force of the speech of the witness that constitutes its status as knowledge; here, ‘performative force’ refers to a social relation that connects the witness and the addressee of testimony with one another, to the extent that the auditorium enters into an intersubjective relation of trust, authentication and accreditation with the witness. The configuration of witness and recipient of testimony becomes a ‘knowledge community’ within which the witness gives the auditorium the promise of his truthfulness and the auditorium authenticates the witness as trustworthy by recognizing his epistemic authority and trusting the truth content of the testimony.

The philosophical problem of how to realize maturity in thought and cognition under conditions of reciprocal epistemic dependency has found an answer in the discourse summarized here: testimony, considered as a form of knowledge acquisition relevant for society, culture and science, shows that there cannot be any epistemic autonomy and it is impossible to reduce everything that we know to justification, evidence and inference, in short, to verifiability. Testimony has become the incarnation of a knowledge without proof. What is more, new knowledge only arises out of a constellation between witness and addressee that rests on social recognition and epistemic trust, in the first place (Krämer 2011). With this shift in accent of the discursive truth of communicated knowledge to the condition of the credibility of the other, in which testimony is inextricable from the subject of the communication, and with the shift to performativity, the philosophical concept of testimony has – potentially – come closer to the embodied witness and the gesture of bearing witness that characterize the survivor witness.

Yet even if the analytic testimony debate can also be read as a contribution to the development of social epistemology, it to date does not include the confrontation with constellations of victim testimony. Precisely when the personal, self-conscious speech act of testifying as well as social recognition through an auditorium are fundamental to the witness constellation that create certainty for an auditorium where there is uncertainty. In the face of survived catastrophes, situations of experiences of extreme violence, these conditions are not simply given but are in many respects thwarted, if not nullified entirely, by experiences of extreme suffering. The analytic philosophical debate over testimony has not yet echoed the dramatic-traumatic situation of testimony by survivors of the Holocaust, has not referred to the political and legal dimensions of testifying in war-crimes tribunals and truth commissions, has not echoed the videographic recordings and artistic treatments by victims of politically motivated violence and destruction – even though the archiving of survivor testimony as well as theoretical reflection upon it in the Anglo-American realm has been a forerunner for the problematic of victim testimony. In analytic philosophy, the transformation of an individualistic into a social epistemology within the orbit of philosophical testimony discourse came at the cost of a suppression of those breakdowns that arise when the agent of testimony is not an informant but a survivor. This is where the debate in continental philosophy and post-structuralism enters the picture.

THE SURVIVOR AND THE APORIA OF TESTIMONY – THE POST-STRUCTURALIST DEBATE

This debate, promulgated by such names as Derrida, Lyotard and Agamben, takes sight of another type of knowledge outside of everyday communication, namely the testimony of those who have not only experienced but also survived an extraordinary event. At issue here is not an epistemic, informational authority, but authority in terms of memory politics and morality that is rooted in the exceptional situation of violence suffered; its witnessing becomes a political act in the framework of an Ethics of Memory (Margalit 2002).

Here, too, we encounter a narrative. Its main figure is victim testimony, yet not in the form of a definite truth claim, but in the shape of bearing witness by a person who has experienced what is most often unimaginable for the addressee of the testimony. This person, the witness, becomes an embodied trace of an act of violence whose index s/he cannot, as it were, be: for while traces are silent, testifying occurs in the form of an intersubjective praxis, a mutual connection of speaking and listening or recording. Yet the experience and survival of a catastrophe cannot be attested as a communicable content, cannot be transmitted as ‘something specific’ (Düttman 1996, 76). The origination of the witness from an extraordinary, singular event – according to the post-structuralist argument – deprives the testimony of the survivor of the generally valid principles of knowledge generation and situates it beyond a discursive mode of speech linked to propositionality and justification. This kind of testimony is not an act of knowledge transfer, but the remembrance of violence experienced and suffered that, as a witnessed event, shall become part of socio-cultural memory; to this extent, this testimony also implies a political-ethical impulse and appeal aimed at the future (Lothe, Suleiman and Phelan 2012).

In this concept of testimony/bearing witness, listening or questioning takes on a generative role for the act of testifying: the listener, understood as a ‘party to the creation of knowledge de novo’. In contrast to analytic philosophy, in which the reliability of the witness is at stake, the concern here is with the witness’ trust in the listener. And listening also means to ‘listen to and hear the silence, speaking mutely both in silence and in speech, both from behind and from within the speech’ (Laub 1992a, 57, 70, 58). Underlying this constellation is a view of language according to which language is conceived of as neither a conventional sign system of arbitrary meanings nor as a means of communication. In this regard, this theory of testimony takes up modern continental philosophy of language, in particular as it is represented by German-Jewish philosophers. This is especially true for Walter Benjamin’s theory of language with its accentuation of the perceptive mode of language, its ‘im-media-te’ (un-mittel-bare) moments and the movement towards ‘that which fails the word’ (‘auf das dem Wort versagte’), into ‘the core of inner silence’ (‘den Kern des inneren Verstummens hinein’).11 If post-structuralist philosophy has perpetuated this view of language, then it has discovered in the figure of the survivor witness of the Holocaust a corporeal embodiment of this theory. However, already the notion of survival describes this witness ‘in the paradoxical position of an immediate indirectness to death’ (Weigel 2000, 118; french transl. p. 87).

In the process, an aporia has been discovered at the centre of this testimony, one which entails the ‘impossibility of testifying’. With reference to Primo Levi’s I Sommersi e i Salvati (1986), Giorgio Agamben (1998) derives this ‘impossibility’ from the fact that those who were killed in the concentration camp, the ‘submerged’, described by Levi as the ‘real’ witnesses, as ‘complete witnesses’ (testimony integrali) (Primo Levi 1986, 64), are unable to testify about what happened. If Levi, in Se questo e’un uomo (1958), had for precisely this reason argued for the survivor’s necessity to bear witness, ‘the need to tell our story to ‘the rest’ to make ‘the rest’ participate in it’ (Primo Levi 1961, 5), Agamben transforms Levi’s reference to ‘the rest’ into a topos of testimony itself: neither the dead nor the survivors are the witnesses of Auschwitz, but what remains between them as a rest is: ‘Il testimone è quel resto’ (Agamben 1998, 125). This argument evokes a number of problems: not only does it, generally speaking, devalue the testimonies of survivors, as pseudo-witnesses; the theses of the particular aporia of this testimony ignores that the impossibility of testifying about death holds for every type of dying, which is why dying is generally reported about in metaphors of death (Macho 1987), whereas invariably only those who have seen the death of others or witnessed death but survived it can testify to it. And finally the argument for an ‘impossibility of testimony’, even if Agamben rejects the interpretive pattern of a ‘tragic conflict’, has led to testimony being laden with pathos, dramatized and generally speaking sacralized in parts of testimony studies.

From a different piece of literary testimony, Maurice Blanchot’s text L’Instant de ma mort (1994), which situates itself on the threshold of being killed and surviving, Jacques Derrida deduces that there is no purity or innocence of testimony; testimony requires fiction; this also ascribes a fundamental aporia to it (Derrida 1998). The demand for conclusive evidence and inference of testimony would entail, according to Derrida, its nullification as testimony. Situated beyond the propositionality of truthful speech, testimony has for Derrida an affinity with poesy (Derrida 2000). This aporeticization of testimony – for Derrida generalizes the situation of survivor testimony for all acts of attestation – appears to draw a clear line under the act of de-epistemologization of testimony: regaining the moral dimension of testimony in terms of politics and a theory of justice comes at the cost of nullifying its function in knowledge and truth.

In the philosophical difference between postmodern discourses that point towards a dramatic aporeticization and analytic discourses that point towards a prosaic epistemologicization of testimony, it is not hard to rediscover the polarity between ‘violence’ and ‘knowledge’ described at the outset. At the same time, it has also become apparent that their different perspectives each entail substantial losses. The blind spot of the philosophical debate over the ‘testimony of knowledge’ consists in overlooking how the conditions of personal identity and integrity are often not given as the presupposition of witness telling authorized by an auditorium, if life and person have been fundamentally damaged by violence and discrimination. The sore spot of the post-structuralist debate, with its aporetic conception of the survivor witness and the postulate of a fundamental unsayability, consists in its overlooking all the many available testimonies and the manifest will of survivors to bear witness and be heard and, in addition, in its weakening of the cognitive force and epistemic potential of survivor testimony, both for cultural memory and for historiography. The fixation on traumatic experiences of victim witnesses can lead to a historical devaluation of their testimonies.

FROM LITERATURE TO THEORY – THE HOLOCAUST AS A PARADIGM OF SURVIVOR TESTIMONIES

With its conception of language and proximity to literature, the deconstructive debate on testimony is part of a theoretical discourse that cuts across the historical and philological disciplines of the humanities (Hartman 2006). Traditionally, testimony and the witness were objects of research in theology,12 law13 and history. They were on the one hand concerned with source critique (testimonies of tradition) (Bloch 1950; Fuchs and Schulze 2002) and on the other hand with the role of the witness in contractual law and in the context of different procedures for determining the truth. Whereas ‘the two witness rule’14 had been valid since time immemorial, both in the Bible (Deut. XIX, 15 non stabit testis unus contra aliquem) and in Jewish and Roman Law (testis unus testis nullus) and the witness had to satisfy certain formal criteria of credibility, the radical new approach of the testimony debate over how to think ‘after Auschwitz’ (Adorno)15 is characterized by a turn to memory theory and the figure of ‘Just One Witness’ (Ginzburg 1992): testimony now entails the act of bearing witness as an expression ‘in the first person’ (Derrida 2000, 188), and as an ‘event in its own right’ (Laub 1992a, 62). The Holocaust is paradigmatic for this figure; nearly every question in recent testimony studies has been raised in its aftermath: in the field of tension between historiography, law, memory and trauma.

Three emblematic events in the years around 1990 stand for the visible deployment of this reconceptualization of the witness: the controversy between Martin Broszat and Saul Friedländer over ‘historicizing the Holocaust’, in which the concept of the witness of the time (Zeitzeuge)16 and the testimony of the survivors faced one another as irreconcilable opposites (1988); the conference Nazism and the ‘Final Solution’: Probing the Limits of Representation held in LA in 1990 (some of whose participants were themselves survivors), where witnessing was debated within the horizon of historiographical methodology (Friedländer 1992); and the publication of Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis, and History (1992) by Shoshona Feldman and Dori Laub, which expanded the interdisciplinary site of the witness-survivor and deepened it psychoanalytically. However, the constitution of this object of discourse had been preceded by a literary-critical reading of ‘Holocaust literature’ (autobiographical testimonies by survivors) (Wiesel 1977). The figure of The Survivor with his ‘Will to Bear Witness’ (Des Pres 1976) had entered the stage of critique in the 1970s: ‘The testimony of survivors is rooted in a strong need to make the truth known, and the fact that this literature exists, that survivors produced these documents – there are many thousands of them – is evidence of a profoundly human process. Survival is a specific kind of experience, and “to survive as a witness” is one of its forms’ (Des Pres 1976, 29–30). Because the relevant records already discuss the plight and necessity of reporting and bearing witness about what has been suffered, testimony studies emanated from the testimonies themselves. And quite a few of the protagonists of recent testimony discourse were themselves survivors, exiles or their progeny. Bearing witness is thus not only intersubjective but also transgenerational (Epstein 1979; Zajde 1995; Weigel 1999): immediate transmission of the experience of unprecedented experiences from person to person. This has given rise to concepts of ‘secondary’ (Langer 1991) or ‘intellectual’ witnessing (Hartman 1998), according to which testimony, in contrast to the concluded factum (past participle), has become something in process and interminable. And it is precisely this structure that gives rise to the question ‘Who bears witness for the witness’ (Baer 2000; Gelhard and von der Lühe 2012), a modification of the verse ‘Nobody bears witness for the witness’ from Paul Celan’s poem ‘Ashglory’ (‘Aschenglorie’) in the volume Breathturn (Atemwende) (1967).

This literary-critical discussion is characterized by a significant figure from the outset: on the one hand, By Words Alone (Ezrahi 1980), which means that only the words of the survivor will provide an account of an event that exceeds all previously known categories, concepts and genres; on the other hand, the reflection, as a leitmotif, upon the ‘failure of language’ in the face of the Shoah (Steiner 1988), upon the inability of language to do justice to the events (Friedländer 1982; Bernard-Donals and Glejzer 2001; Gilmore 2001). In the Theoretical Reading of the Holocaust, this constellation becomes a ‘limit case’ of the ‘place where understanding breaks down’.17 Deconstructive philosophy of testimony thus proves to be a theoretical echo of the preceding semi-literary testimonies of survivors and their literary-critical readings.

They also anticipated the debate surrounding ‘real testimony’. At issue here were not only the memories of survivors but also those testimonies that immediately emerged from events (for instance, the Warsaw ghetto), testimonies by writers who did not survive. Many critics believed that these testimonies were the ‘real Holocaust literature’, because they regarded such texts written from within events as more authentic than those of the survivors whose memories already contained fictional elements. When James E. Young rejected such a distinction in Writing and Rewriting the Holocaust (1988), he pinpointed the paradoxical structure that runs like a red thread throughout the debate about the survivor witness. The paradoxical knowledge of the survivor intuits ‘that even though his words are no longer traces of the Holocaust, without his words, the Holocaust takes no form at all’. His words are ‘not in themselves proof of events’, yet history only takes on a form through his words.18 In analogy to the diagnosis of a civilizational break (Zivilisationsbruch) (Diner 1988)19 enacted by the mass murder of the European Jews, these testimonies, whose traumatic memories resist historicization, were described as a genre of the caesura or of a break with continuum. This temporal mode introduces another paradoxical constellation into the scholarship as these testimonies – in the course of the archivization, canonization and institutionalization of testimony studies – are now historicized as a ‘Genre of Rupture’ (Aarons 2014).

With respect to style, the testimonies of survivors have been gauged as an ‘intermediate stage between testimony and imaginative literature’(Ezrahi 1980, 14). Within philosophical reflection, this assessment has given rise to the concept of an ‘anaesthetic’ (Lyotard) that challenges a forgetting that takes hold as soon as something is concluded and considered proven (Lyotard 1988, 17, 23). The aesthetically incomplete and open-ended becomes, in this way, the hallmark of an ‘other knowledge’, a non-positive truth, which is, however, not arbitrary or relative but the testimony of the ‘reality’20 of an event for which there are no neutral, uninvolved or ‘outside witnesses’ (Laub 1992b, 80ff.). Because the perspective as victim of a system of annihilation is a condition for these testimonies, only they provide – however partial and shadowed – glances into an event for which there are otherwise only the documents of the perpetrators, the planners and executors in whose documents the victims only appear as numbers. ‘The survivors did not only need to survive so that they could tell their story; they also needed to tell their story in order to survive’ (Laub 1992b, 78). This conviction, and the insight into the generative role of listening, led Dori Laub, Geoffrey Hartmann, Laurel Fox Vlock and William Rosenberg to found the Fortunoff Archive21 at Yale in 1981 that would become the standard for similar video archives, even for the survivors of other experiences of violence. The technical recording of interviews transforms, however, the memories into documents, making them available to be assessed – even statistically – by researchers (Hirsch and Spitzer 2009), which is a step in the direction of institutionalization and historicization of survivor testimonies: the video archive as Mal d’Archive (Derrida 2008) in the literal sense.

Because this kind of an ‘other knowledge’ is difficult to grasp conceptually, George Steiner’s ‘long life of metaphor’ (1988) is prevalent in the discourse on survivor testimonies with such images as shadow, lacuna, void, remnant and the like. Formulations such as ‘speaking the unspeakable’, ‘thinking the unthinkable’ and ‘representing the unrepresentable’22 are then invoked against the precarious tendency to absolutize the argument of the ‘unsayable’ (Gottlieb 1990; Jurgenson 2003). In a precise analysis of the photographs taken by members of the Special Unit (Sonderkommando) in Auschwitz in 1944, Georges Didi-Huberman brought the metaphors of remnant and shadow back down to the ground of the real. These photos are not only the material remains of a place (the crematorium) that nobody survived; even their shadows, their blurredness, are a product of the real location and the extreme conditions of their genesis. Based on this, Did-Huberman makes the argument that the determination of testimony is characterized by a fundamental division: as ‘impossible mais nécessaire, donc possible malgré tout (c’est a dire lacunement)’ (Didi-Huberman 2003, 54–55). His book thus supplies a complement from the study of images to the theory of testimony and indeed beyond the opposition between the dogma of a ‘nonrepresentability’ (Lanzmann 1990), which in effect leads to a closed factum,23 and the conventional concept of ‘eyewitnessing’ as the non plus ultra of testimony, in which the witness certifies what has happened as evidence.

MEDIA THEORY, HISTORICAL AND INTERNATIONAL EXPANSIONS OF TESTIMONY STUDIES

In the history of testimony, the eyewitness (Frisch 2004; Rösinger and Signori 2014) is one of the most dominant figures because – both in the court of law (Dulong, ‘Qu’est-ce qu’un témoin historique’) and in questions of belief (Barth 1946; Bauckham 2006) – it is lent greater credibility than ear-witnesses or hearsay (Ilg 2008). Eyewitnessing become a problem, however, whenever the event is separated from the eye of the beholder and lays claim to visual testimony in the form of a picture. Nevertheless, the traditional authority of eyewitnesses has motivated historians to Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (Burke 2001) and to refer to the ‘testimony of images’ (Burke 2001), although material images are at most secondary, mediated testimonies, namely testimonies of the eyewitnesses of a scene. The visual representation of the gesture ‘I was here and have seen’ seems to predestine pictures to be recognized as testimony without the presence of a corporeal witness. The gesture of the index finger, that points to the event or even self-referentially to itself as witness, is the visual formula of this type of testimony in which The Witness in the Picture (Blümle 2011) and the picture as witness are interlocked.

As the temporal distance to events grows, the transitions between testimony and ‘fictions of testimony’,24 between testimony and artefact (Zeugnis and Erzeugnis),25 become more fluid: with artistic stagings of experiences of violence, for which – taking the example of Harun Farocki’s film The Inextinguishable Fire (NICHT löschbares Feuer) (1969) – the concept of the ‘mediate witness’ (Schwarte 2016) has been introduced. Yet many of these projects raise the same questions that have traditionally been discussed with regard to the affect-theory of the theatre since Aristotle and the position of the spectator vis-à-vis the occurrences depicted onstage: what type of bearing witness is attached to the spectator or viewer of a staged event? Often the borders of the scenario between the staging of testimony in court and scenic forms of art are fluid, for instance between the popular film motif of a testifying witness during a trial and films about historical trials, such as the Moscow trials (Cast 2009).

The potential reproducibility of the event in a picture that is even already a feature of images before the age of their technical reproducibility, but was intensified by the history of technical media (Blocker 2009), leads to a proliferation of visual testimonies – resulting in a vast plethora of publications on the question of testimony in photography (Baer 2002), film (Giesenfeld 2004; Saxton 2008; Elm 2008), video (Ronell 1994), mass media (Ellis 2002; Frosh and Pinchevski 2009), new media (Hartmann 2000) and social networks. Here the task is to survey the wide range (Kerner 2011) between testimonies from the authentic sites of annihilation (e.g. Allied films of the liberation of camps (Douglas 1995; Didi-Huberman 2010, 11–67) or photos from Auschwitz (Lysak 2014) to films like Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985), half-documentary films of remembrance in which survivors participate (Bruns, Dardan and Dietrich 2012) and the entrance of the Holocaust into the genre of the entertainment film – for example the TV series Holocaust (1978) and Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993).

With war photography in particular, the question keeps coming up whether its pictures can be taken as testimony, because victims do not ‘speak’ in the first person in them; instead, their experience of violence and suffering are objects of representation and the observation of others. However, since many war scenes would remain in the dark without the photos, the ambivalence described by Susan Sontag’s Regarding the Pain of Others (2003) still holds today in the age of digital media (Sontag 2003; Kozol 2014). It is even reinforced, because social media enable distressing images of destruction to be distributed from locations inaccessible to photographers,26 while at the same time their authenticity as testimony becomes ever more uncertain (Hoffmeister 2014). This is the case not only for war photography but also for testimony in court in general. The scholarship on witnesses in court are no longer confronted with the witness but with different types of witnesses: for instance, the expert witness,27 the psychiatric witness and other professionals who serve as witnesses, often in order to critically assess other testimonies. That pertains, for example, to the psychiatric assessment of witnesses with regard to their culpability or even the credibility (Greuel et al. 1998) of statements made by children.

The debate over the juridical witness in general has received new impulses from the phenomenon of survivor testimony. When during the juridical processing of the NS crimes survivors had to appear as witnesses in court, divergent concepts of testimony collided with one another: testimony as evidence vs. testimony as embodied witnessing. On the one hand, this conflict-ridden constellation set into motion a discussion on the relationship between the ‘judge and the historian’28 and their changing relationship in history and it led, on the other hand, to a confrontation with the onerous and often re-traumatizing effect that appearing in court could have for testifying victims.29

These reflections on the problematic role of the survivor as witness for the prosecution in theory have also been anticipated by a literary text: Peter Weiss’s play The Investigation. Oratorio in 11 Cantos (1965), which refers in a documentary mode to the procedure of the Auschwitz trial in Frankfurt from 1963 to 1965 and in its literary mode to Dante’s Divina Comedia. The play impressively illuminates the embarrassing way in which early victims and perpetrators meet in court as witnesses and accused, how the cold bureaucratic language of the perpetrators, their logic of argumentation and the testimonies of survivor witnesses collide and confront one another in the courtroom. The utterance of a witness, ‘We have to let down the sublime stance/ that makes the world of the camp incomprehensible for us’,30 anticipates a critique of the pathos formula of the unspeakable similar to the one Friedländer would utter twenty-five years later in LA. Shortly before the performance of The Investigation, Hannah Arendt had described the appearance of the witness Zindel Grynszpan before the court in Israel in the chapter on ‘Evidence and Witness’ in her Eichmann book: as the scene of an interruption of a month-long procedure of questioning by the plain and unadorned narrative of a witness whom she calls a ‘righteous’ with ‘shining honesty’.31 The scene encapsulates the incongruity of justice and the legal system described in the book as well as the insight that the victim-witness cannot obtain justice in the courtroom. With the sentence following the narrative of Zindel Grynszpan, ‘Everyone, everyone should have his day in court’, Arendt alludes to another kind of court: the Last Judgment. When two decades later Lyotard reflects philosophically upon the incompatibility of testimony and evidence, or of victim and accuser, he opposes the logic of the litige (the litigious) with his concept of the différand. This problematic has spawned two offspring in the testimony discourse, first the internationalization of the debate and second the inquiry into the origins of the witness in the history of religion.

The precarious position of the survivor in the process of working through (civil) war, genocide and other relations of violence is the problem that has most clearly led to an international expansion of testimony studies: the study of testimony in the Age of Decolonization (Rothberg 2009a) and on the countless scenes of war, terrorism, ethnic cleansing and other experiences of violence. This problem emerges in studies on the history of slavery (Haehnel and Ulz 2010), on the civil wars in Cambodia (Lemonde 2013), Indonesia and South Africa (Rothberg 2009b), the genocide in Ruanda,32 war crimes in former Yugoslavia (Weine 1999; Campbell 2014) and in Abu Ghraib (Richardson 2016), the survivors of 9/11 (Schüppli 2012), and victims of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans (Sarkar and Walker 2010), on the precarious status of the Stasi files (Jones 2014) and the fragile speaker position of the subaltern (Beverley 2004). In all these studies, testimonies occupy a place within a field of tension between memory and juridical procedures (Stover 2005), between a desire for justice and political rationality, and they entail a search for forms and processes for working through that can withstand this ordeal. This is why institutions like truth commissions have become increasingly important alongside national and international criminal courts. Simultaneous with its internationalization, the survivor witness has advanced to a figure of human rights.33 And the awareness regarding the limited possibilities of juridical working through the violent past has motivated literature and attracted theatre to create a Theater of Real People,34 with projects like Zeugen. Ein Strafkammerspiel (Rimini Protokoll 2004) or The Congo Tribunal (Milo Rau 2015). On the other hand, the globalization of the survivor witness has also produced a competition among victims (Concurrence des victimes) (Chaumont 1997) in which victim collectives struggle over the power to define the concept of the witness.

The renaissance of the martyr concept and its downright inflationary usage in the recent commingling of war and terrorism, in which witness testimonies, confessions and political messages overlap, has motivated a questioning of the relationship between the ‘witness’ and the ‘martyr’ from the standpoint of the history of religion. Whereas conventional research on martyrs took a predominantly Christian perspective,35 recently more comparative studies have appeared.36 Drawing on the history of concepts, they study the transformation of the witness (Greek martys) to the martyr, that is, to the ‘sacrifice for’ or the (blood) martyr, both at the transition from antiquity to early Christianity (Weigel 2012) and in the phase of separation between the Christian Church and rabbinic Judaism in the third and fourth centuries that Daniel Boyarin has analysed as the constitutional phase of a momentous conception of the martyr (Boyarin 1999). The amalgamation of the witness and martyr in this history of religious culture corresponds to the aura of the sacred that surrounds the figure of the victim witness in several contributions to the testimony debate.

ABOUT THIS VOLUME

Against the backdrop of the research field we have sketched out here, this volume seeks to create a common discussion among the protagonists of the divergent discourses of testimony about the theory and history of the concept of testimony and its immanent tension: not to level out the methodological differences but to reflect upon and to some extent break up the presuppositions, limits and suppressions specific to debates in discourses that have previously been conducted in separation from one another. How has the relationship between discursive testimony and existential testimony/bearing witness been conceived and interpreted in history? And how is it represented in current scenes of bearing witness?


	1. The first section opens historical perspectives on the testimony debate and provides insight into how questions similar to those today were discussed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the Enlightenment.



Francois Hartog (History), in his ‘archaeology of testimony’, elaborates the social role that eyewitnesses played in both legal and religious domains for the constitution and memory of groups: the witness functions as testis, who adopts the perspective of a third. Since the last century, a new leading figure of testimony has arisen, incarnated in the survivor of the Holocaust: the witness as superstes, who survives violence and speaks from the perspective of his own experience of suffering. The stylization of the survivor as an absolute witness gives rise to a ‘cult of witness’ that generates an additional type of witness: the ‘humanitarian witness’ – as with ‘Doctors without Borders’ – reunites the function of testis and superstes, but at the price of blurring the distinction between the eyewitness and the survivor witness.

Michèle Bokobza Kahan (French Literature and Culture) takes an innovative look at the discourse of testimony in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Not only did it generate the field of tension between reductionism and antireductionism, centred around Locke, Hume, Kant and Reid; not only did it open the difference between the ‘ethical witness’ who bears witness on the power of his social status and the ‘epistemological witness’ who testifies on the basis of his own experience. Rather, Pierre Bayle, to date entirely overlooked in the current testimony debate, developed a third figure of witnessing, the ‘witness in situation’, as a source of empirical knowledge. Bayle had already studied minutely the psychological, social and political contexts in which witnesses are credible and created a bridge between social reality and individual testimonial practice. He showed that testimony, in the historically situative sense, can only become an integrative part of collective experience, and hence a source of knowledge, within different political and personal contexts.

Axel Gelfert (Philosophy) corrects the image of Enlightenment thinkers as identifiable with epistemic individualism. He shows how nuanced and sophisticated authors of the Enlightenment reflect upon when and how knowledge based on testimony can be accepted as a genuine source of knowledge. None other than Kant – but not only he – tried to square ‘thinking for oneself’ with the growing dependency on the epistemic authorities of others: our knowledge from historical sources, as with our dependency upon expert knowledge in general, but also institutions like science and education that rely on intellectual cooperation, all indicate the unavoidability of testimony as a genuine source of knowledge acquisition.


	2. The second section takes a look at international sites where testimonies play a (memory-) political role in the present and actors and witnesses intermingle.



Marcel Lemonde (Judge), one of the foreign judges in the tribunal prosecuting the Khmer Rouge, provides insight into the complex historical, international law and cultural conditions for the trial, which began in 2007, of a few defendants of the Khmer Rouge for war crimes and crimes against humanity. Between 1975 and 1979, two million persons fell victim to that regime. Using the example of the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia, he discusses the difficult juridical position of such tribunals as well as the position of the witnesses on the threshold between memory politics and justice. The relatively narrow scope of the trials stands in contrast to greater social and cultural effects, because a national reappraisal of the events was first set into motion by the trials which sought to reach a wide public.

Janine Altounian (essayist, translator) addresses the ‘inherited’ testimony of the second and third generations of survivors. Herself born after the Armenian genocide, she reflects upon the ethical and psychoanalytic dimensions in the case of survivor witnesses whose trauma and unspoken words place their progeny in the position of a ‘belated witnessing’. Her contribution uses subjective experience to reflect upon this specific configuration within the framework of theoretical engagements with survivor witnesses (Felman, Dufour, Agamben). At issue here are trauma and silence, the claim of an ‘impossible testimony’ and the importance of listening, which is however complicated by the temporal index of transgenerational testimony.

Stevan Waine (Psychiatry) studies the role of testimonies in the contemporary politics of terrorism and the strategies of countering it: the ways in which narratives given by survivors of the events of political violence can play key roles in both promoting and opposing violent extremism. His contribution discusses the question with reference to three fields: using examples from al-Qaeda messages, he shows how certain rhetorical formula identify such narratives as ‘utilitarian testimonies’ of violent extremis; using the example of the Obama administration’s efforts to counter violent extremism, he critically illuminates the deployment of testimonies in ‘counter narrative videos’; and finally, using the example of the Peer2Peer project initiated by students in Pakistan, he explores the potential of testimonies in the struggle against violent extremism.


	3. The third section is dedicated to the Holocaust as a paradigm and intersection of survivor testimonies and epistemology.



Benjamin McMyler (Philosophy), an advocate of the ‘second-person view’, analyses problems of the survivor witness from the perspective of philosophical epistemology. His contribution develops a parallel between the epistemic authority that inheres in the capacity for argumentative speech and authority as agency in practical contexts. Experiences of extreme violence damage precisely this personal agency in the victims; this is apparent in the difficulties of putting them into words and testifying. Inversely, this implies that the demand for survivor testimony on the side of victims represents an act towards reconstructing their personal agency in practical life and in theoretical argumentation.

Zohar Rubinstein (clinical psychology) analyses the relationship between trauma and testimony and discusses testifying as a therapeutic act. Central to his essay is the loss of words or the silence of traumatized victims. He argues, from a psychoanalytic point of view, that silence should not be interpreted as the impossibility of testimony, but the reverse: the trauma is its testimony, because it is its means to communicate itself. To recognize it as testimony, however, presupposes the emotional presence of a person who listens to the silence. That can happen in a therapeutic setting or in a similar setting, for instance, in an Israeli NGO’s institution for traumatized victims of violence that was created upon the model of archives for Holocaust survivors.

Martin Kusch (philosophy) engages in the issues of Holocaust testimonies by discussing the ‘linguistic despair’ that is articulated in many survivor testimonies. He provides a new insight into this phenomenon by analysing it within the horizon of Wittgenstein’s On Certainty. The epistemic and, above all, moral certainties with which participants live in a linguistic community collapse for those who are imprisoned in a concentration camp. In so far as they exist in a world ruled by the language of the perpetrators, their familiar semantics erode: trust in language as ‘shared meanings’ disappears, the moral certainties which constitute the network of social relations of shared lifeworlds are lost. For this reason, Kusch argues, an epistemic relativism oriented on Wittgenstein can help us appropriately grasp these phenomena.

Sigrid Weigel (Literary Studies) investigates, against the backdrop of a critique of ‘eyewitness testimony’ in the discipline of history, photographs and films of the Warsaw Ghetto and identifies a lacking source critique of visual testimonies. It has been regularly overlooked that the familiar pictures from the Ghetto consistently originate from the cameras of SS, military or propaganda troops of the Nazis, among which film roles of an unfinished film about the Warsaw Ghetto have been found. In contrast, her essay presents A Film Unfinished (2010) by Yael Hersonski as a successful example of a source critique using filmic devises; and it investigates the dramaturgical means by which different types of text and image sources are differentiated in the film. In particular, the mirroring of NS-contaminated film images in the faces and voices of survivors of the Ghetto creates a complex scene of memory.


	4. The fourth section considers the question of visibility and media history of testimony.



John Durham Peters (Communication Studies) takes the eyewitness as his starting point. He points to the connection, as old as Greek antiquity, between witnessing and watching, monitoring and vigilance, where ‘watching’ relates to the perception of unforeseen events. Along this horizon, different figures of witnessing can be distinguished depending upon whether they report ‘by accident’ (bystander, informant, prophet, survivor) or ‘by assignment’ (herald, expert, journalist). Yet watching and heralding are subject to specific pathologies. With reference to the present communication society as a surveillance society this means that we are part of a ‘carceral society of watching and being watched’.

Peter Geimer (Art History) studies photographs as testimonies of the past with a view to the divergent effects of black-and-white or colour photos. In theoretical reflections from the early period of the medium, which considered photos to be a ‘true representation’, it is striking that they entirely ignored the loss of colour. For the present discussion, the essay juxtaposes the positions of Roland Barthes and Paul Hendrickson: for Barthes, for whom every photo is a witness of death and of time and not the object, this relies on the ‘unadorned’ tonality of the black-and-white image. Hendrickson, in contrast, for whom photos are a type of reanimation of the past, emphasizes how starkly our treatment of the past depends on whether it is represented as monochrome or in colour.

Aurelia Kalisky (Literary Studies), using the case of Syria, discusses the phenomenon of digital recorded visual testimonies, recorded and disseminated by countless anonymous witnesses of current scenes of (civil) war. Although comparisons with the ‘writing fever’ or ‘testimonial fever’ of the Jews imprisoned in the Warsaw Ghetto emerge, they seem primarily to reveal the ambivalence of new media: on the one hand, the novelty that their dissemination via the Internet provides immediate information about war crimes and, on the other hand, the problem of the anonymity of a collective visual witnessing. Using the example of the film Silver Water by Ossama Mohamed/Simav Bedrixan (2014), her essay shows that the ‘new filmmaker’ emerging from this situation intervenes into the archive of anonymous witnesses by means of cinematographic editing.


	5. The fifth section presents different positions for an epistemology of testimony in the philosophical discussion, in particular their fruitfulness for the discourse of survivor testimonies:



Sybille Krämer (Philosophy) shows that the division between continental and analytic philosophy of testimony gets repeated once more within analytic philosophy in the course of formulating the ‘second-person model’, or the replacement of ‘testimony by assertion’ by ‘testimony by assurance’. Whereas these approaches are mostly seen as competing, and thus as alternatives, Krämer takes a different path. Proceeding from the grammatical distinction between third, second and first person, testimony can be distinguished and interpreted as assertion, assurance and expression. Its points of view are not oppositional but complementary: every real act of bearing witness is a situationally variable given admixture of all three aspects.

Sibylle Schmidt (Philosophy) analyses the relationship between ethics and epistemology by elaborating common blind spots as well as points of contact. Her essay proceeds in three steps. First, she argues that each of the ‘two philosophies of testimony’, in as much as they are centred on either ethics or epistemes of testimony, leads to a dissolution of the concept of testimony. In the second step, she diagnoses connective points between more recent developments in the analytic philosophy of testimony and the continental detachment of testimony from evidence and proof. In the third step, she demonstrates that the drastic deconstruction of survivor testimonies as a source of knowledge fails to see that cognition as a social process is always already based on the connection between knowledge and trust, ethics and epistemology.

Dirk Koppelberg (Philosophy) starts with the Enlightenment ideal of epistemic independence and asks whether the development of the ‘second-person view’ has in fact created an approach that could show that testimony is a self-contained, non-individualistic, and hence interdependent, form of knowledge alongside knowledge through perceptive evidence and cognitive inference. He argues that the ethical relation between speaker and listener involved in the speech act of bearing witness, and based on trust and recognition, does not produce, from an epistemological perspective, a surplus. He claims that the assumption that testimony is a source of knowledge distinct from epistemic individualism and instead belongs to social epistemology is a fallacy.
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2.For example Castelli 1972, Tygstrup and Ekman 2008, Jurgenson and Prstojevic 2012, Schmidt et al. 2011, Däumer et al. 2017.

3.On the difference between ‘discursive’ and ‘existential truth’: Krämer 2017.

4.On this type of non-synchronicity see Weigel 2000, 117.

5.The English concepts of ‘testimony’ and ‘bearing witness’ allow for a degree of differentiation: between the thing and the action; yet, in a given or recorded testimony of a witness, this difference is once again imperceptible. Other languages, like French and German, do not make a comparable distinction.

6.The essays referring to ‘testimony’ are by L. Code, P. Faulkner, P. J. Graham, A. Millar, R. Neta, F. Schmitt in: Adrian Haddock et al. 2010; see also Goldman and Whitcomb 2010.
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13.Lévy-Bruhl 1963, Loftus 1979, Dulong 1998.
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15.See Adorno 1977, 30; also Jean-Francois Lyotard 1983, 131f.

16.Critique of the ‘witness of time’ (Zeitzeuge): Sabrow and Frei 2012.

17.Introduction of an edition with texts of Adorno, Agamben, Benjamin, Derrida, Levinas, Lyotard: Levi and Rothberg 2003, 2.

18.Young 1988, 38. The criticized authors are David Roskies und Yechiel Szeintuch, Young 1988, 32f.

19.Diner 1988.

20.See Ginzburg’s rejection of the opposition between ‘positivism and relativism’: ‘ “positive” historical inquiry based on a literal reading of the evidence, on the one hand, and “historical narratives” based on figurative, uncomparable and unrefutable interpretations, on the other’. Ginzburg 1992, 86, 95.

21.More than 4,400 testimonies are archived; http://web.library.yale.edu/testimonies/about. Shenker 2015, 19–55, Rothberg and Stark 2003.

22.See Mandel 2006.

23.‘I admire those who are peremptory, those who don’t have a single doubt, have no doubt. Those who know everything’. Lanzmann 1999, 6. For a critical analysis of Lanzmann see LaCapra 1998, 95–138. Vgl. auch Alloa 2012.

24.Bachmann 2010, 67ff., also see Martinez 2004, Heinich and Schaeffer 2004.

25.Weigel 2000, 132, Heinich and Schaeffer 2004, Marc Nichanian 2006, 2007, 2008, Schmidt and Krämer 2016.

26.See the project of the Lebanese artist Rabih Mroué with regard to Syrian video-testimonies: The Pixlated Revolution (2012).

27.Only one example among many others: Wall 2009.

28.Ginzburg 1991, 1999, Hartog 2000, Hartog et al. 1998.

29.Fletcher 1995, Barton 2002, Konradi 2007, McCarthy 2012, Moffett 2014, Funk 2015.

30.Weiss 1969, 78 (in the ‘Gesang von der Möglichkeit des Überlebens II’).

31.Arendt 2006; on the Eichmann trial see also Felman 2002.

32.Coquio 2004, Coquio and Kalisky 2003.

33.Cubilié 2005, Fassin 2008, Givoni 2011.

34.Garde and Mumford 2016, see also Sanders 2007, Taylor 2010, Delage and Goodrich 2013.

35.Brox 1961, Beutler 1972, Bowersock 1995.
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Part I

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES


Chapter 1

The Presence of the Witness

François Hartog

The witness is a central figure of human communities. Through his intercession, one may connect the past and the present: the past of what took place and the present of its attestation. The codes reserve him a place. The judge makes appeal to him, just as the historian does who again takes up this pattern by directly investigating the witnesses or indirectly treating the documents as witnesses. ‘I was there, I saw and heard’, and ‘I say what I saw and heard’: such are the essential features of the testimony, the terms of the contract undergirding it and of its ensuing authority. The ‘and’ is fundamental. Indeed, what is it that conducts or compels this passage from seeing to saying, what is the constitutive act of the witness’s (very) being? To speak – and to be ready to speak again to someone as there is no testimony without one to whom it is told. To whom do we speak and why? The question arises here of the usages and effects of the testimony. Moreover, there exists an entirely religious aspect of testimony or, put better, a shaping of the witness by the religious. In fact, the revealed religions have needed him and have reserved him an important place. This is true of Judaism, of Islam and even more so of Christianity since the witness is the very foundation of the Christian faith, and the history of Salvation is that of the propagation of a testimony.

THE WITNESS BETWEEN LAW AND RELIGION

How have human communities encouraged, shaped and staged, dramatized, controlled and also prevented this presence and this always potentially disconcerting word? The witness is a cog in the functioning of a group: one appeals to him in order to guarantee an engagement, of which he also becomes the memory. He reports breaches of the rules or the laws of living together. This step is what constitutes him as a witness. The indispensable operator of the social game, he intervenes at the crossroads of two major domains of law and justice, on the one hand, and of the religious domain, on the other – even if it is quite clear that they have hardly ceased interfering with one another. From the instant that an oath is sworn and a witness is present, for example, the witness is either a physical person or a divine power; the religious and the juridical are summoned and intertwined. This witness-guarantor is also he who directly denounces or even punishes breaches of the given word. The Greeks were able to swear by making appeal to Zeus according to the formula Istô Zeus (that Zeus attest to it, be witness); as for the Romans, they said rather Audi Juppiter (listen, Jupiter). In Greek, the etymology of the word for ‘testimony’, martus, leads to the root of a verb signifying to remember (smarati in Sanskrit, in Greek merimna, which gave memor(ia) in Latin). The witness is memory. In Latin, the noun testis (testimony) leads towards terstis or him present in the third person (Hartog 2007, 248).

In ancient Greece as well as in the terms established by Aristotle in his Rhetoric, the judicial discourse deployed a variety of means to access the past and to resolve a dispute. Within a trial, the orator may appeal to two sorts of ‘proof’. For the matter, it would be better to say two means to carry the conviction (pisteis) insofar as the Rhetoric is a treatise of the argumentation. On the one hand, there are proofs termed ‘technical’ (entechnoi), ‘furnished by the method and our personal means’; on the other, atechnoi proofs, those ‘which have not been furnished by our personal means’. The former are to be ‘invented’, says Aristotle, while the latter are ‘given’. There are precisely the testimonies – but also the confessions given under torture and writings (e.g. legal texts) (Aristotle 1926, 1355b, 35–39 and 1375, 20–25). If therefore the witness has a recognized place in the procedure, it is not central: he is only an element of proof which the orator may emphasize, if favourable or, on the contrary, minimizes, if not.

Among the ancient Israelites, in contrast, the Deuteronomist credits the witness with a decisive role. In doing so, he also precisely codifies the usage. In the case of accusations of idolatry, it is stipulated that it is ‘upon the word of two or of three witnesses’ that ‘one shall be put to death whom merits death’ but ‘he shall not be put to death upon the word of a single witness. The hand of the witnesses will be first in putting him to death’ (Deuteronome, XVII, 6–7). The witness hence radically commits he who risks it. More generally, ‘A single witness shall not rise up against a man for any iniquity or any sin whatsoever; yet upon the word of two witnesses or upon the word of three witnesses, the matter will be settled… . If the witness is a false witness, if he has falsely accused his brother, you will do unto him that which he would have done unto his brother’ (Deuteronome, XIX, 15–16). As for Roman law, it also rejected the single witness. Constantine made this a law, which was afterwards integrated into the Code of Justinian. Reprising the Deuteronomic formula, the Middle Ages ended in the well-known maxim, testis unus, testis nullus – ‘one witness is no witness’.

In the French penal code, it remains the case that the witness participates in the manifestation of the truth (hence the oath and the oral character of the testimony) and that the testimony has probative value. Yet, to be fully admissible, the testimony must be framed and conform to certain procedural rules, the most well known being the strict injunction to keep to the facts, nothing but the facts. The word must, in short, be depersonalized, and the witness should take leave of himself so that his words (without affect or pathos) come to reinforce and illustrate (or, on the contrary, contradict) the qualification of facts such as they have been established by the judge. In sum, it is the inscription within a rational, even a positivist, framework of this word which we cannot reject or ignore but must control.

Regarding the directly religious aspect of witness, we observe that the irruption of the prophetic dimension transforms the witness but not, for all that, effacing the judicial element. In the Old Testament, we pass from the invoked deity – summoned as a witness, that is to say as the guarantor of a solemn commitment (as in Greece or Rome) – to a quite different configuration where it is men whom are called upon to testify to and for their God. Thus in the Second Isaiah, God in speaking to Israel proclaims, ‘You are my witnesses’ and ‘You are my servants whom I have chosen’ (Isaiah, XLIII, 10). And again: ‘You are my witnesses: is there a god besides me?’ (Isaiah, XLIV, 8). It falls upon Israel to testify, in becoming his servant, that Yahweh is indeed the one true God. This too is done before the nations which furnish, if possible, witness in favour of their (false) gods. ‘Announcer’, Yahweh demands of them, ‘that which is yet to come and we will know you to be gods’ (Isaiah, XLI, 22). Predictably enough, they are incapable of doing so. We remain well inside of a judicial context: that of a competition between true and false gods, between true and false witnesses, but that which constitutes Israel as a truthful witness is this privileged relation with its God. Let us remark – and the point carries significance – that by defining himself as ‘I am that I am’ within this prophetic economy of witness, Yahweh is the sole party finding himself in the position to bear witness both to and for himself. ‘By my own person I have sworn’, he tells Abraham, ‘I will bless you and multiply your race’ (Genesis, XXII, 16). Pronouncing this oath, he is himself his own witness. The law of double-witness evidently does not apply to him. In pronouncing this oath, he is to himself his own witness, and it cannot be otherwise. This is the very sign of his divinity.

With Christianity, the figure of the witness becomes yet more central and more complex, since between God and Israel arose a third, Jesus, who is the Messiah and who establishes himself as the witness par excellence to the point of becoming the ultimate sacrifice. But this third party, at once God and man, remains equally on the side of God and on the side of man. Does he testify for himself? Yes, but – as he clarifies – provided that the Father testifies for him and he for the Father. This is a way of ‘adapting’ the rule requiring that only God may bear witness to himself, entirely while responding to the accusations of the Pharisees when challenged thereon. There is, if I may say so, a quid pro quo between Father and Son.

On the side of man, the entire edifice of Christianity is a matter of witnesses because it rests upon a chain of witnesses: from the first among them, John the Baptist, until the final proclamation of Jesus at the moment of the Ascension – reprise and direct echo of that which we found in the Book of Isaiah. ‘You will be my witnesses’, Jesus announces, ‘until the ends of the earth’ (Acts, I, 8). Such has been, is and always will be the mission of the Church.

In the Gospel of John as in that of Luke, the witnesses – according to the ordinary meaning of the word – are those who have seen and heard, to which immediately is added ‘those who have become servants’ (Luke, I, 1, 4) or, that which amounts to the same, ‘those who have believed’ (John, XX, 8). It emerges from this that he who sees and hears without believing has not truly seen nor heard, and hence he cannot bear witness. This point is crucial, because it is that which permits the establishment of a tradition and the transmission of witness beyond the generation of the first apostles, who are the only visual witnesses. Furthermore, the testimony is received and constantly reactivated among the Christians by liturgical celebrations. Although he could not have seen nor heard Jesus, he who believes sees and hears, and he therefore witnesses in his turn, taking his place among this testimonial tradition which began on the day when the disciples entered into the empty tomb. Hence he may count himself among the witnesses of Christ. Furthermore, by creating with Eusebius of Caesarea the new genre of the Ecclesiastical History, the Church rests the legitimacy of history since the apostles in an unbroken chain of witnesses and of testimony. Eusebius makes himself its first enumerator (Eusebius of Caeserea, Ecclesiastical History, I, 1926, 1–2). Here we find the starting point of the figure – so important these days – of what we call in English a ‘vicarious witness’, a delegated witness. The Church is made of a long procession of witnesses, and of witnesses of witnesses, which are at the very basis of its authority.

THE CONTEMPORARY WITNESS

Why commence with this look back and this rapid archaeology of witness within – to be brief – the occidental tradition via Greece, Rome, Judaism and Christianity? Because they can help us, I believe, to better understand the contemporary situation in which the witness, after a relative eclipse, has come to occupy a place at the forefront. But who is this witness today? From what does it emerge, how is it apprehended?

In a large collective work bringing together philosophers and exegetes and published in 1972 under the title The Testimony, Gianni Vattimo began his intervention by noting that this seminar gave him ‘a vague impression of anachronism’. Why? Because for him, testimony – the word itself – was connected to the moment of existentialism. Yet existentialism was in full decline, while structuralism had established itself against the backdrop of the crisis of the subject, the indictment of which had been engaged by Nietzsche already and developed by Heidegger (Le Témoignage, 1972, 125). Today in 2015, the remark itself by Vattimo also seems quite anachronistic. Structuralism is no more, the subject is long since ‘back’ and the witness is everywhere. The volume’s table of contents can also give the reader an impression of anachronism but for another reason that was emphasized by Vattimo: no text treats nor considers the contemporary witness; he who had survived what one did not yet call the Shoah and, since, other genocides or who had come through other catastrophes. However, the Eichmann trial was held in 1961, Primo Levi had published If This Is a Man in 1947 and Roger Antelme released The Human Race in 1947. Yet this (new) witness had not yet made its way into reflections on testimony.

So what then is this contemporary witness? For contrast, Charles Péguy can lend an interesting perspective. One witness, he writes in Clio in 1912, believes that – in order to be a good witness – he must speak like a historian. Péguy thought that the Dreyfus Affair, the great crisis of his life, passed too quickly from memory to history, to that which he named a ‘souvenir historique’ or ‘historic memory’. ‘You are going to find this old man’, he writes. ‘Instantly, he becomes an historian. Instantly, he recites for you a fragment of the history of France. Instantly, he is a book, he recites a fragment from it’. (Péguy, Clio, 3, 1188). Why will he enact a ‘recollection’ (‘remémoration’) for you? For this difficult ‘operation of memory’, which consists of ‘plunging’, of ‘internally sinking into his memory’, he prefers the appeal to his memories.


To an organic recollection, he prefers a historic retracing. Namely, as everyone else, we must say the word, he would rather take the train. History is, in fact, this long, longitudinal railway which passes all along the coast (yet at a certain distance), and which stops at every train-station that it wishes. But it does not follow the coast itself, [the railway] does not coincide with the coast itself. (Péguy, op. cit. t. 3, 1191)



In short, the witness needed to speak like a historian and make history, while today, it is exactly the inverse: the historian would need to begin by speaking like a witness and deal with memory.

THE SURVIVOR, THE VICTIM

Borne by the great swell of memory, the witness – indeed himself a bearer of memory – in fact gradually imposes himself upon our public spaces. He has taken the face of the survivor and of the victim, of the survivor as victim. The public usage of the past has intensified according to the formula employed in 1986 by Jürgen Habermas at the moment of the Historikerstreit (Quarrel of the historians) over Nazism and German history (Hartog and Revel 2001). Yet, for the establishment of this history that the historians in France came to call ‘histoire du temps présent’, history of the present, the actors and participants are multiple. Among them, the witnesses have taken a growing position to the point that the historian Annette Wieviorka was able to retrace the ascent of what she named The Era of the Witness (L’ère du témoin), opened in 1961 with the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem (Wieviorka 1998; Hartog 2007, 236–66).

Recognized, investigated, present – even omnipresent – this witness is less the testis than that whom the Latin designated as superstes, namely he who either stands upon the thing itself or remains beyond it, he who survived (Benveniste 1969, 276). The witnesses of the Shoah are those who crossed over and returned. ‘If the Greeks have invented tragedy, Romans correspondence and the Renaissance the sonnet, our generation has invented a new literary genre, the testimony’. This formula from Elie Wiesel might be disputable, but each of us understands what it means. He defined himself as the witness and has become the bard of the Holocaust. In the same role of the witness yet in a more sober fashion – more secular and more tragic – there is also Primo Levi who, like Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner, must recount his story each time ‘at an uncertain hour,/That agony returns’ (Levi 1989, 10; Rastier 2005). The testimony literature is indeed a genre in its own right, and today many authors write by adopting the position of witness of witnesses.

Since the Eichmann trial, witnesses and victims, that is the witnesses as victims, have come into plain view. The authority of the first has been reinforced by the quality of second. At the time of depositions, the accused faces certain of his victims. For the first time, in effect, the witnesses were called to testify: not regarding Eichmann, whom they had evidently never seen, but about that which ‘they had experienced’ (Wieviorka 1998). A witness first became the voice and the face of a victim, of a survivor whom one hears, whom one makes speak, whom one records and films. In this regard, the most considerable undertaking has been that which was launched in 1994 by the Spielberg Foundation with the goal of collecting all the testimonies of all the survivors of the Nazi camps and accordingly to have online the actual history of the deportation told through the voice of victims. Ideally, nothing needed to come and interfere with the face-to-face encounter between the witness and the spectator, who was then called in his turn to become a witness of witness, a vicarious witness.

In the 1990s, the rise in power and in evidence of the figure of the victim had been reinforced by the extension of the category of trauma. Formed from the basis of the medical notion of bodily injury–turned psychological category by the end of the nineteenth century, then a category of psychiatric nosology at the end of the twentieth century, trauma is a general social fact from this point forward. As such, it institutes ‘a new condition of the victim’ (Fassin and Rechtman 2007, 16). Yet this reversal is recent, since ‘twenty-five years ago, trauma was still hardly evoked outside of the closed circles of psychiatry and psychology’. Now in the space of a few years, we have passed from doubt to recognition: the traumatism is ‘claimed’ and the victim is ‘recognized’ (Fassin and Rechtman 2007, 15).

Trauma yields a ‘new language of the event’ to the degree it permits naming ‘a new relation to time, to memory, to bereavement, to obligation, to misfortune and to the unfortunate’ (Fassin and Rechtman 2007, 405). Designating an event as traumatic institutes an immediate empathetic relation to the men and women who are the ‘victims/witnesses’ of it. The designation means a status with the ‘rights and obligations’ which go with it: to behave as a victim and to bear witness. The instantaneous deployment of psychological support teams and the organization of rituals – within certain cases in the name of the entire nation – should permit the victims to face up to as quickly as possible the ‘catastrophe’ which occurred and to at once commit to a ‘work of mourning’. For a victim, the only time available may well be the present: that of the tragedy which has just arisen or, just as much so, that which has taken place a long time ago but which, for them, has always remained in the present. Either a frozen present or a past which does not pass, this temporality particular to the victim strongly inscribes itself into the presentist configuration within which we find ourselves – or, better, it contributes to gybe its shape and to reinforce it (Hartog 2015).

At the same time, a right of victims developed within the field of international law. Thus a UN resolution has extended the concept of victim and hence of witness to include ‘the immediate family or dependents of the direct victim’. This extension goes hand in hand with the will to gain recognition for a right to truth. A victim has the right to truth, and the state, in principle, is obliged to answer questions. Within Europe, a 2001 decision came to give a legal definition of victimhood at the level of the European Community (but a victim remains only the individual who has suffered harm).

COMMEMORATING, JUDGING

Placing the witnesses, the veterans, the rescued and the survivors in the front line has been a common trait of the last great commemorations of the Second World War. In June 2014 once again, the veterans were arranged in the front row on the occasion of anniversaries of the Normandy landings. The final, direct witnesses of this past, they were also the first spectators of the ceremonies intended to honour them and to recall the memory of all those who had fallen: they had borne witness to and for those who had fallen on those beaches seventy years earlier. Just as they were witnesses, they were hence also delegated witnesses. Yet, caught in the machinery of this spectacle conceived for televisions the world over, they also became the actors of today in this representation: they were there to remember and to transmit. Those who would soon disappear brought authenticity and emotion. Likewise, in 2005, the sixtieth anniversary of the liberation of the camps brought together nearly a thousand survivors and direct witnesses alongside the leaders of forty-five countries at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Here again the face-to-face encounter of the last witnesses and the political representatives values engaging memory and transmission. The images show leaders who, in the name of the people they represented, come to occupy in the ceremonies the place of witnesses of witnesses. In fact, they speak of ‘shared memory’; they are concerned with transmissions and lessons. A resolution of the European Parliament recalls ‘the lessons to be drawn from the Holocaust’ – as if, by putting weight upon the presence of these witnesses, one hoped to put back into working order the ancient model of the historia magistra vitae (History mistress of life) and its rhetoric of the exemplar – as if that which I designate the ancient regime of historicity, where the exemplar comes from the past, could be reactivated. But this is a negative example, one not to be followed: the lesson always cited in the museums of memory of ‘never again’.

Since the declaration of the Nuremberg Charter, the prosecution as we know it has become imprescriptible in the case of crimes against humanity. With the inauguration of the International Criminal Court in 2003, this regime of imprescriptibility henceforth becomes recognized by a great majority of states. Imprescriptible means that, in this space, the prescribed time – which is the ordinary state of affairs of justice – does not apply, nor does the principle of the non-retroactivity of the law. As noted by the jurist Yan Thomas, ‘The opposite of the imprescriptible is not the time which passes, but the time prescribed’: both of them are equally constructed (Thomas 2011, 269–71). Imprescriptible means that the criminal remains coexistent with his crime until his death, just as we ourselves remain or become – at the same moment – coeval with events judged to be crimes against humanity and hence potentially witnesses. Consider the trial of Maurice Papon, the former secretary general of the prefecture of the Gironde between 1942 and 1944, who was eventually tried and convicted in 1997 for complicity in crimes against humanity when none of the jurors had directly experienced the war.

‘The question is not: What are the effects of time? Rather: which effects do we decide to attribute to time?’ It therefore always concerns a ‘political-juridical operation on time’ (Thomas 2011, 269). The imprescriptibility ‘by nature’ of the crime against humanity founds a ‘juridical atemporality’, in virtue of which the criminal has been, is and will be contemporary to his crime until his final breath. If, during a trial, the historian enters into this atemporality, the only place the French penal code reserves for him is that of a witness whom one orally calls upon – as the code provides – for testimony. Yet, beyond the sole sphere of the law, shifts have occurred between the time of the law and social time, indeed exchanges between the two – in the name of responsibility – under the titles of the duty of memory and of repentance. A reprise in the public sphere of the regime of an imprescriptible time is, in fact, one of the marks of the increasingly judicial nature of this space, which is a major trait of our contemporary time, with the corollary of the indispensable recourse to the witness.

THE CULT OF THE WITNESS

Therefore, those who wish to grasp the place of the witness today in Western societies must, it seems to me, be attentive to several features. We live in a mediatized society more and more dematerialized yet which, at any moment, needs to produce witnesses (even to manufacture them if necessary): witnesses who have seen, heard and, very often, suffered. The demands of proximity, of authenticity, the aura of compassion for the victim, make it necessary to be able to directly and immediately produce witnesses. Unlike Péguy’s witness, the witness of today no longer speaks, no longer must nor can speak like a book – especially as the part of the visual in testimony has increased to the point of becoming constitutive of its authenticity and its verity. The smartphone works wonders! In an age which valorizes the immediate, empathy, the present, where more and more things happen upon screens or via interposed screens, the witness as real presence appears all the more necessary: he becomes the touchstone of the real, of misfortune and of the brutal reality of evil. We have reached a point where we might even speak of a veritable cult of the witness, sometimes taking on the appearance of a religion, even a religion without God or in the absence of God.

In Europe and in the United States, the rise of the surviving witness went hand in hand with the centrality acquired by Auschwitz or the Holocaust, culminating in the mid-1980s in the figure of this ‘absolute’ witness dramatized by Claude Lanzmann in his film Shoah. One of the most powerful expressions of this is furnished by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, built on the Mall in Washington and opened in 1993. Each word counts: commemorated on these sacred premises, the Holocaust becomes an event of American history inscribed with the collective memory. In its architecture, the building already bears witness and conspires to make the visitor a surrogate witness. The forms, the usage of brick and the metallic beams call to mind the hard industrial forms of the Holocaust (Linenthal 1997, 88). Upon entering it, the visitor begins by crossing a space justly named Hall of Witness, a cold space which – according to the architect – is ‘like a train station’; from there, one is obliged to take the elevators to reach the floors reserved for the permanent exhibition before meeting the empty, hexagonal space (originally) of the Hall of Remembrance.

The exhibition combines photos, films and objects as many strategies of apprehending the real. Indeed, the organizers of the museum thought that it was important to have authentic objects – present in their materiality – permitting almost a physical contact, which are so many concrete testimonies. So much so, that they become collectors and even archaeologists of the Holocaust. As for the photos, all of these portraits attest that these children, these women and these men have been, and are no longer, making present in such a way the absence of all of these faces who only asked to live. All of the pedagogy of the museum aims to lead the visitors to identify with the victims during their visit. During the early days, one even distributed to each visitor the facsimile of a piece of identification for a deportee, with which his fate could be followed as one went along (identification card, with the American eagle and the motto: ‘For the dead and the living we must bear witness’.). In this way, the path itself aimed to transform each visitor – and the visitors number in the millions – into a surrogate witness, a witness of witness, a vicarious witness. On the brochure distributed at the entrance, we find the quote (if fraught with meaning) of Isaiah: ‘You are my Witnesses’. Beyond itself, at last, the memorial has served as an architectural reference and inspiration for other museums of memory built since in the world. The visitor to the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg hence receives a ticket bearing either the notice ‘white’ or ‘non-white’ and corresponding to two parallel and separate entrances into the museum. These are so many contemporary manifestations which show the extent of the operative shift of the witness from he who (in the first sense) has seen or heard to he who (by position) is and who can only be a witness of witness.

WITNESSING OF WHAT AND FOR WHOM?

Collecting, recording, conserving and securing the testimonies, each and (if possible) all of them: such were the ambition and the emergency in the 1980s. Facing these, the old Deuteronomic imperative to have at least two witnesses has no ground for being, since it concerns hearing each in their singularity, in permitting each to tell his story at last or afresh. Each person is invited to become his own witness: the memory of that which he has suffered has to be preserved, that is transmitted. In Europe from the relative indifference of the post-war to the recovery in the 1970s, the turn of testimony (at least in its reception) for sure registered a generational urgency, but also a more legitimate will to oppose those ‘assassins of memory’ (to take up again the historian Yosef Yerushalmi’s expression) comes to establish their sad business exactly at this crucial and painful point of the testimony, namely those who claim themselves revisionists and those who are only negationists of the existence of the gas chambers. Since the plan of extermination also anticipated the suppression of all witnesses and the effacement of the traces of crime, testimony immediately held a central place. Over the years, however, the number of witnesses and the mass of recovered and discovered testimonies have been growing. The plan has well and truly run aground, yet the negationists have resumed exactly where the Nazis were stopped – desiring, in short, to complete the work. ‘Show us, if only one witness’, they said. And the irony dictates that the father of revisionism, the Frenchman Paul Rassinier, wants above all to invoke his quality of witness having been himself deported to Buchenwald in 1944. But his testimony was intended from the outset not to say that he saw and endured, not to ‘establish the facts’ but to already revise: ‘to reestablish’, as he writes, ‘the truth intended for the historians and sociologists to come’.1

In stark contrast, Claude Lanzmann wished to ‘rehabilitate’ the oral testimony in Shoah. Indeed, he consistently opposed historians, their religion of documentary evidence and their ‘overarching point of view’. Shoah is a film of ‘witnesses and about their testimony’ but, he adds, ‘not about the survivors and their fates’ – indeed rather about the ‘radicality of death’. Shoah, as he has said and repeated, is not of the order of remembering but of the ‘immemorial’, for its truth is within ‘the abolition of the distance between past and present’ (Lanzmann 1998, 136). In fact, its force is to show to the spectator the men ‘who recover their being of witness’ (entrent dans leur être de témoin) (Cuau and Deguy 1990, 40). Thus the scene with Bomba, the former hairdresser located in the Bronx, whom he films in a hairsalon, is truly astonishing. If I again take up Péguy’s vocabulary, Bomba completes before our eyes an exercise of ‘recollection’ (remémoration) and transformation in plain sight: in the pain of meeting and inhabiting it anew, he accepts the person whom he was then, this young man charged with cutting the hair of women before they were pushed into the gas chamber. In a sense, he becomes a witness to himself, that is to say a witness of whom he had been. The camera permits the capture – in real time – of this abolition of time that Lanzmann justly calls ‘immemorial’, or this short circuit operating between present and past. Moreover, in the measure that it has been filmed, this abolition applies to the spectator as well. Bomba becomes embodied in bearing witness, and it is given to the spectator to become the witness of this incarnation, hence in this sense himself a witness participating in the immemorial: witness of witness – and this each time that the film is shown and as long as it will be.

The position of Primo Levi seems to have been different. ‘We survivors’, he writes, ‘are not the true witnesses… . It is they, the Muslims, the submerged, the complete witnesses, those from whom the deposition would have a general significance. The destruction led to its conclusion, no one has recounted it as no one has ever come back to speak of their own death’ (Levi 1989, 82). Here, there is neither incarnation nor emergence of the immemorial. For Levi, the witness is always and already a substitute witness, a witness of an irremediable absence. He testifies not to himself, but to and for those who have disappeared. Yet by rediscovering the gestures which he performed, by transforming himself into a witness, Bomba does nothing less: he becomes the delegated witness of all those whose hair he was forced to cut. Paul Celan (Gloire de cendres [Aschenglorie]) has written


	Niemand   No one

	zeugt für den bears witness for the

	Zeugen.   witness.



Often cited, these five words mean: the witness is alone, for no one may bear witness for him. He has no one to whom he may turn to share with this burden. Between that which he has witnessed and those before whom he testifies, there is only him. And he is all the more so alone as the ‘real’ witness may not be there to testify. He is there already or immediately a delegated or substitute witness, who bears – all the heavier – the obligation to have to bear witness, and not for a day, not one time, but until the end of the ‘radicality of death’.

NEW WITNESSES

Since the Eichmann trial, the witness as victim and as survivor has therefore become the major figure of the witness. It is the reference and the measure. The witness is the one who, by title of suffered traumatism, must be allowed to tell his story, has the right to the truth and should be able to have access to reparations. We have pointed to the shift from the witness to the delegated witness and noted, at the same time, the very ancient ties between the two since the word of Yahweh to Israel ‘You are my witnesses’ and its reprise by the Christians. Is not every witness also and immediately a delegated witness? Of a sole God, of a resurrected God, of an absent God, of the ‘radicality of death’?

During the 1970s, an unprecedented mobilization began to establish this contemporary figure of the witness: that deliberately implemented by the NGOs, one of which we may name the humanitarian witness. Thus organizations such as Doctors without Borders (Médecins sans Frontières) and Doctors of the World (Médecins du Monde) have been founded with the express purpose not only to provide care but also to speak, that is to testify (Fassin 2008, 536, 537). And they testify in the name of victims and under the title of compassion to which they have the right. This dimension, which is part of their mission, is also an element of their communications’ strategy in the mediatized world today. The ‘French doctors’ do not evidently testify to what they have suffered but rather to what they have seen. They hence occupy the position of the testis, of the third party. Yet, to the extent that they speak in lieu and in place of the victims (who either cannot speak or anyhow have no means of making themselves heard), they also occupy the position of the victim, that which the Latin designates (as we have seen) by superstes. Consequently, they speak at once in the first and in the third person. Connecting here even the testis and the superstes, they contribute to a new expansion of the vicarious witness, the witness of witness. Yet this does not occur without an occasional risk of confusion between the two positions, especially as the arena where everything performed is that of the medias, where the immediacy and the emotion are the key elements of the construction of a cause.

A final figure of the witness remains, alas very present: that of the martyr, at once ancient and novel. Indeed, that is what directly returns us to the religious at the beginning of our reflection. According to the Greek etymology, the martyr is in fact a witness (marturos): he is ready to testify until the death of his faith. Christianity is placed beneath the patronage of Jesus, who has accepted the martyrdom of the crucifixion. Yet, if the Church has maintained and celebrated the memory of these great witnesses who are the martyrs, it has never encouraged the martyr. Today, it is in the lands of Islam that the figure of the witness-martyr, the shahib (which signifies witness), is the most called upon. If to those who kill and are killed one adds those who have been killed by the enemy – thus the victims – and who are proclaimed ‘martyrs’, the martyrs number in the thousands, and their number is growing. Lacking expertise, I will not advance further in the examination of this bloody economy of testimony and its political usages, but failing to mention it ignores one of the contemporary forms of the presence of the witness and the formidable power of this figure to which societies have never ceased to appeal.

Translated by John Raimo

NOTE

1.Rassinier 1950. This is the last sentence of the dedication in the 1998 edition; see Fresco 1999.
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Chapter 2

The Debate on Testimonies Concerning Miracles and History in Seventeenth- to Eighteenth-Century France

Michèle Bokobza Kahan

During the seventeenth century, testimonies were the subject of controversial debates in respect to issues of both religion and history. Debates on miracles were one of the dominant features of intellectual life in the ‘République des Lettres’ in France. Miraculous events were still part of daily life. Various narrative forms were used to talk about the manifestation of Divine greatness through miracles. Until the sixteenth century, legends and hagiographical fragments, together with ‘canard’ (sensational news items), notebooks and miscellanies, played a testimonial function. Readers considered stories about the canonization of saints, the sanctification of relics and pilgrimage sites to be reliable testimonies that conveyed true events (Milin 1994, 7–41). Scientific progress and the emergence of rationalist thought nevertheless coincided with a period of rich production of written testimonies on miracles and a rise in mystical spiritualism sparked by the events of the ‘Possessed of Loudun’ between 1632 and 1640. People came from all parts of France and elsewhere in Europe to witness this major trial of the Ursuline nuns who claimed they had been possessed and pitted ‘science and religion, the sure and the unsure, the reason and the supernatural’ (de Certeau 2005, 16) against each other.

Controversies over miracles were intertwined with testimonial practices, because the existence of the former was dependent on the recognition of the latter. Furthermore, because of the religious persecution of Protestants, debates over testimony and the extent of its reliability intensified. They dealt not only with theological problems of interpretation but also with issues related to the validity of historical testimony. The massacre of St. Bartholomew’s Day (1572) engendered a huge amount of literature governed by polemical purposes. Despite the horror provoked by the carnage, the Catholic side produced apologetic texts that presented the events in a positive way while the Protestants dwelt on the harrowing details of violence and expounded various conspiracy theories against the royal court. Political interpretation of the massacre intertwined with theological issues and challenged the religion. Therefore, these polemics shifted from the confines of ecclesiastical councils to the public arena and infiltrated secular debates such as the objectivity of historians’ works and their reliability. For example, the catholic historian Louis Maimbourg was accused by Pierre Bayle to have falsified the historical facts in his work on Histoire du Calvinisme (1682), as we will see later.

In this context, the persistence of testimonies on miracles prompted not only theological questions but philosophical controversies as well. These disputes were connected to epistemological issues concerning the limits of the knowledge of pure reason, by contrast to the potential of unmediated, human experiential knowledge. Thus, to better understand the cultural and intellectual processes governing these major changes in the status of testimony, both theological and philosophical debates need to be examined simultaneously.

This chapter focuses mainly on two philosophers: the Jansenist Blaise Pascal and the Protestant Pierre Bayle, who were called upon to deal with testimony not only out of intellectual interest but also because of very painful personal issues. Blaise Pascal was involved with the illness of his young niece and was concerned to defend the truthfulness of the miraculous event of the Sainte-Epine. Pierre Bayle flew France and from the persecutions against the Huguenots but remained anxious for his family that he left behind him. This confrontation between practice and theory led to the watershed discourse on the topic that will be analysed here. This chapter will stress Pierre Bayle’s innovative perspective because he to date appears only rarely in studies on testimony. His reflections deserve more attention because of his premonitory capacity to analyse pragmatic mechanisms. Like Pascal, Bayle claimed that testimony is a building block of society, but unlike Pascal, who believed in the impact of contemporaneity as a criterion for reliable testimony, Bayle distanced himself from this idea. My assumption is his focus on the social status of witnesses, as well as their position and institutional authority considered in his eyes criteria of accreditation, reinforces the importance of the context and the utterance’s situation for the construction and the accreditation of testimonial discourses and paves the way to the contemporary theoretical theories on testimony.

PASCAL AND THE MIRACLE OF THE SAINTE EPINE (THE HOLY THORN)

After the spate of canonizations throughout the Middle Ages, and especially after the Council of Trent, verifications of testimony related to a miracle were obligatory and were conducted by the archbishop of the diocese where the event had taken place. Miracles thus engendered written testimony because the validation of the miracle depended on testimonial depositions. For example, a huge number of testimonial statements and medical reports were amassed concerning the miracle of the Holy Thorn (1656) by Florin Perier, the father of the young girl who was miraculously cured in this case. Florin Perier was a civil servant who was fully aware of what was required for the authentication of the miracle by the authority of the diocese (Mesnard 1990, 800–815, 868–975). This case illustrates the processes of compilation and registration that would appear later in a more systematic way and would change testimonial discourse significantly. Written reports of the proceedings and statements given by witnesses were characterized by new features such as the identity of the items, concrete details on when and where the miracle took place and precise descriptions of the illness and its miraculous cure. All these components were designed to reinforce the empirical level of the content.

The miracle of the Holy Thorn occurred on 24 March 1656, on the person of his ten-year-old niece and god-daughter, Marguerite Perier. The little girl was suffering from a swelling in her eye, and the pressure welled up a purulent liquid that seeped into her throat. Her physical condition got worse until the doctors urged the parents to resort to surgery which they felt was the only way to save her. Luckily, Marguerite went to visit her aunts at the monastery of Port-Royal and had the opportunity to kiss the Holy Thorn reliquary there. Her pain lessened immediately, and the day after, her eye was totally cured (Gouhier 1966, 140–149; Shiokawa 1977, 79–103). Pascal, who had seen his niece’s affliction and witnessed the incredible cure, felt strongly encouraged by other eyewitnesses who supplied supplementary proof and guarantees of the occurrence of the miracle. He understood the crucial role of the act of witnessing in the reconstruction of a historical event and in the certification of its authenticity. But how was it possible to guarantee the trustworthiness and the genuineness of testimony by relying solely on facts, when it relates a supernatural event? And how would it be possible to avoid delegitimizing the witnesses pursued by both rationalists and pyrrhonists, if not through faith?

These questions prompted the Catholic thinker to meditate on the cognitive ability to transform lived experience into a discursive act of reliable witnessing, and individuals’ natural capacity for the knowledge of God. Pascal was aware that the metaphysical evidence of God’s existence could not satisfy human reason. Although Descartes provided a strong rational basis for transcendental faith, this foundation was ill-equipped to justify certitudes that only the heart could validate (McKenna 1990). At the same time, the objectivity of historical texts was undermined by the Cartesian intellectual challenge to the nature of the evidence. In the name of pure reason, it was no longer possible to take knowledge acquired through testimony for granted. Religious testimony, which like its model was taken from historical chronicles, was also suspect and could not escape the scrutiny of Cartesian doubt. This is why Pascal’s position can be seen as closer to sceptical philosophers such as Pierre Gassendi who claimed that individuals needed to use the senses despite their fundamental inconsistency. Gassendi wrote: ‘Il n’y a rien dans l’entendement qui premièrement n’ait été dans les sens’ (Exercitationes n°5 in McKenna 1990, 24), which is, by the way, identical with the conviction of current cognitive science, such as John Pollock states in an article called ‘Defeasible Reasoning’ published in Cognitive Science in 1987: ‘Perception represents the basic source of human knowledge’ (486). For Gassendi, no knowledge was possible without the mediation of the senses even though it is impossible to achieve Descartes’ goal of objective truth. People are condemned to labour on unstable fields to progress; therefore, there is no choice than to admit the likelihood of the testimony.

Fully aware of the risks of the radical scepticism of pyrrhonism embryonically present in reason, Pascal hoped to avoid both the limits of reason and the abyss of doubt. For him, the issue was to stick to Cartesian rationalism without giving up the principle of verisimilitude promoted by Gassendi. His main objective in his search for criteria of credibility in testimony was to emphasize its historical dimension and to create a link between well-established religious doctrine and the confidence ascribed to a witness. Thus to validate the historicity of biblical events, Pascal needed to define the fundamental features characterizing witnesses’ moral and cognitive reliability. Pascal noted that human testimony is the foundation of all social and intellectual activities. To deny the authority of history based on testimonies can result in suspecting clear-minded individuals of fraud and insanity, and this mistrust constitutes an obstacle not only to the reconstruction of the past but also to the coherent organization of society and the bases enabling communication between individuals. Human nature functions according to the principle of trust, and it would be unthinkable for a multitude of individuals to spread involuntary lies. Arnauld and Nicole wrote in their Logique (The Art of Thinking, Port-Royal Logic) a chapter directly inspired by Pascal (McKenna 1990, 69):


Il y a des choses que nous ne connaissons que par une foi humaine, que nous devons tenir pour aussi certaines et aussi indubitables, que si nous en avions des démonstrations mathématiques: comme ce que l’on sait par une relation constante de tant de personnes, qu’il est moralement impossible qu’elles eussent pu conspirer ensemble pour assurer la même chose, si elle n’était vraie. (Arnauld and Nicole 1861, IV, chap. 12, 336)

Still, some things known only through human faith are known as certainly and indubitably as if we had received mathematical demonstration. We accept as certain what is known from the uniform testimony of many people; for it would be morally impossible for such a number to conspire together to maintain a story were it false. (English translation: Dickoff/James 1964, 337)



Based on the law principle ‘Testis unus testis nullus’, Pascal’s argument stands for the reliability of a large number of witnesses testifying the same event. Furthermore, he insisted on the guarantees provided by anthropological knowledge and human interest in society. For him, the authenticity of testimonial texts depends on criteria that combine philology, history of the language, archaeology and anthropology. Pascal argued as well for the importance of contemporaneity associated with first-hand testimony. For him, the temporal and the geographic proximity of the observer to an event were the most important kinds of evidence and made it possible to reconstruct the past in a valid way (Shapiro 2003, 47).

REDUCTIONIST VERSUS NON-REDUCTIONIST APPROACHES IN THE SEVENTEENTH AND EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES

This debate reflects in many ways the contemporary discussion on epistemological problems of testimony. The question if an assertion is creditworthy until shown otherwise or should we need specific evidence for its reliability stood then at the centre of the polemic and remains relevant till today as one can see through the reductionist and the non-reductionist theoretical approaches (Gelfert 2014, 99–104). Pascal’s main contribution to the history of testimony is clearly his defence of the principle of verisimilitude corroborated by the various components mentioned earlier. In so doing, he made witnesses and their personalities the core features of testifying that confirmed the empirical reality of the reported events.

His stance differed from those of his contemporaries who rejected the notion of ‘miracle’ and attempted to combat popular beliefs and superstitions. Libertine thinkers such as Mothe le Vayer, Gabriel Naudé, Pierre Gassendi and others who defended the principles of experimentation and observation denounced abstract concepts and rejected miracles. Despite the differences in their philosophy and thought, these so-called libertins érudits all referred to the same basic sources (Cicero, Seneca, Montaigne) and took a similar position against the ‘intrusion de l’incontrôlable’ (Pintard 1943, 174), that is miracles and occultism, in science (Moreau 2007). In the first chapter of Naudé’s book, Apologie pour tous les grands personnages qui ont esté faussement soupçonnez de magie (The History of Magic by Way of Apology for all the Wise Men Who Have Unjustly Been Reputed Magicians from the Creation to the Present), published in 1625 and translated into English in 1657, the author criticized testimonial discourse reporting magic and miracles certified by historians. Naudé’s analysis thus dealt with the ethical dimensions of being a witness. He discussed the moral and psychological characteristics, the intellectual qualities and the ideological positions of witnesses because these factors contributed in his view to the way the facts are presented. Although his purpose was to demonstrate the partiality of ancient and medieval historians, Naudé’s work should be seen as a premonitory response to Pascal’s defence of the fundamental truthfulness of any normal witness. Thus if Naudé could delegitimize the most respected historians of the past, it would be nearly impossible to believe blindly in the testimony of ordinary people. This shifted the debate from specific theological issues to general concerns about historiography.

At the turn of the seventeenth century, there was vast criticism of religious and political institutions which further sparked the controversy over the authenticity of miracles. Opponents of miracles argued that the belief in miracles was an insult to critical thought, as can be seen in the writings of Bayle (Pensées diverses sur la comète, 1682, translated as Various Thoughts on the Occasion of the Comet in 2000) and Fontenelle (De l’Origine des fables, published at 1724 but probably written some two decades earlier). Many literary works of fiction published at the same time (Histoire de Sévarambes by Denis de Vairasse, 1677; Les Voyages et aventures de Jacques Massé by Tyssot de Patot, 1714) and clandestine philosophical texts that had circulated since the end of the seventeenth century (Le Militaire Philosophe, anonymous, Traité des trois imposteurs ou L’esprit de Spinoza, anonymous, published in 1717, etc.) condemned beliefs in the marvellous for reasons similar to the ones outlined by Naudé.

Of the philosophers who otherwise supported the Pascalian argument of verisimilitude and discussed its complexity, Pierre Nicole and Antoine Arnauld continued to argue in favour of the likelihood principle based mainly on testimonies. In the fourth book of The Port-Royal Logic or the Art of Thinking, these Jansenist thinkers devoted three chapters on the topic. In ‘some rules for the right direction of reason in the belief of things which depend on human testimony’, they claimed that to evaluate the truth of an event, and to decide whether to believe it or not, people need to take internal and external circumstances into consideration. Chapter two concerns features associated with the individuals who lead us to believe their testimony. Chapter three examines the dangers of excess credulity or scepticism and suggests these can be avoided by examining ‘their specific circumstances, and the faithfulness and knowledge of the witnesses who describe them’ (Arnauld and Nicole 1861, IV, chap. 13–15, 358). In other words, we can accept testimony as true if we are dealing with a reliable speaker who has no reason to falsify his testimony.

John Locke in contrast, as is well known, distanced himself from Jansenist thinkers. He ascribed the highest degree of probability to our own and other people’s constant observation, which thus diminished the authority of witnesses. In chapter XV of the fourth book of his treatise An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (published in 1689 and translated into French as of 1700), the English philosopher made the following statement:


Sect.3. Being that which makes us presume things to be true before we know them to be so. – Probability is likeliness to be true, the very notation of the word signifying such a proposition, for which there be arguments or proofs to make it pass or be received for true. […] Sect.4. The grounds of probability are two: conformity with our own experience, or the testimony of other’s experience. – Probability, then, being to supply the defect of our knowledge, and to guide us where that fails, is always conversant about propositions, whereof we have no certainty, but only some inducements to receive them for true. The grounds of it are, in short, these two following: First, the conformity of anything with our own knowledge, observation, and experience. Secondly, the testimony of others, vouching their observation and experience. In the testimony of others is to be considered, 1. The number. 2. The integrity. 3. The skill of the witnesses. 4. The design of the author, where it is a testimony out of a book cited. 5. The consistency of the parts and circumstances of the relation. 6. Contrary testimonies. (Locke 1854, 429 [italics added]).



Although Locke claimed to maintain a balance between the two conditions of probability, namely common experience on the one hand, and testimonies on the other, and although he considered knowledge and faith to be different, he distanced himself from the libertine view that denounced the physical impossibility of miracles and the concomitant rejection of thousands of testimonies that could confirm them.

Locke’s empiricism had enormous impact on Enlightenment thinkers such as Denis Diderot and David Hume. Empiricism reflects a reductionist approach to testimony which is perceived as a deficient source of knowledge or at least a non-fundamental authority (one can only trust the other’s words by applying a criterion of reliability). By contrast, some five decades later, Thomas Reid defended a non-reductionist approach to testimony. He described two principles of veracity and credulity that govern people’s positive response to testimony. For Reid, basic confidence in the other is the prime source of information and knowledge. In Section 24 of Chapter VI of An Inquiry into the Human Mind on the Principles of Common Sense (1764), entitled: ‘Of the Analogy between Perception and the Credit We Give to Human Testimony’, Reid writes:


The wise and beneficent Author of Nature, who intended that we should be social creatures, and that we should receive the greatest and most important part of our knowledge by the information of others, hath for these purposes, implanted in our nature two principles that tally with each other. The first of these principles is, a propensity to speak truth, and to use the signs of language so as to convey our real sentiments. […] Speaking truth is like using our natural food. (Reid 1983, 94)



According to Reid, our propensity to speak the truth and our natural tendency to confide in the veracity of others constitute the two basic principles justifying what was later called an ‘anti-reductionist’ attitude toward testimony. However, doubts over the justification of people’s testimony-based beliefs emerged as stronger than the ‘common sense’ arguments put forward by Reid at that time.

Locke paved the way for the marginalization of testimony in modern philosophy, although there has been a modern trend to rehabilitate the primacy of testimony in the writings of philosophers such as C.A.J. Coady (1992). In 2006, the French scientific journal Philosophie (2006/1) devoted a whole issue to this subject, which reflects the renewed interest in testimony. In these articles, references to Locke, Hume, Kant and Reid were frequent, but none of these writers mentioned Pierre Bayle, the French Protestant philosopher who wrote in Holland for nearly thirty years between 1682 and 1706. This is all the more unfortunate, because Bayle proposed a system based on interrelated components that took the social and communicational facets of knowledge into account and more particularly the roles of expertise and trust in the processes involved in the transmission of knowledge.

BAYLE AND TESTIMONY IN CONTEXT

Bayle frequently expressed doubts in his works and his letters whether the reality of the past could be reconstructed in a credible way. He argued that the nature itself of testimony means it is never convincing, and verification of the facts is problematic, especially for testimonies related to miracles. Bayle echoed Naudé when he attacked philosophers of antiquity such as Titus Livius, Plutarch, Justin, Dion and Suetonius in the first part of his Pensées diverses sur la comète (1682). Afterward, Bayle directed his attention to contemporary writers and denounced their credulity and conscious or unconscious partiality. In his monumental Dictionary Historical and Critical, he provides numerous examples of failures, omissions and distortions of memory and false testimonies that illustrate the catastrophic consequences of such loose practices on the writing of history. Lack of perspicacity, incomplete data and intentional selective choice of sources were the reasons for such fallacies, wrote Bayle, for example in his entry on ‘Beaumont’ in the Dictionary. Bayle’s tone is frequently harsh as can be seen in the following quotation that deals with the highly respected Catholic historian Louis Maimbourg where he states: ‘But this is either gross Ignorance, or a prodigious Insincerity’ (Bayle 1702, § C).

Midway between the opposite poles introduced by recent philosophy, namely the distinct concepts of the ‘ethical witness’, defined as a witness whose credibility in the legal field depends mainly on his social status (and was characteristic of the feudal system) and the ‘epistemological witness’ whose experience legitimizes his testimony and confirms his reliability (Frish 2004), Bayle developed the idea of the ‘witness in situation’ (Bokobza Kahan 2014). He explored the complexity of criteria of accreditation by accentuating the importance of their interactive and communicative principles, as discussed later in this chapter. Bayle thus retreated from the principle of contemporaneity and societal interest defended by Pascal. He agreed with the need to rely on human testimony to preserve the social fabric and the workings of society, but he objected to Pascal’s conclusion concerning the reporting of miracles. When religious and political issues are co-mingled and nearly every witness, even the most respected one, is suspected of bias, it is impossible to rely on testimony as a source of empirical knowledge.

Bayle’s book Critique générale de l’Histoire du Calvinisme (General Criticism of Mr. Maimbourg’s History of Calvinism), published almost immediately after Louis Maimbourg’s volume entitled Histoire du Calvinisme (1682), is probably his most important work on historiography and testimonial discourse. In his criticism, Bayle laid the foundation for a methodological approach to the subject of testimony. He argued that history books did not reflect reality but rather revealed ‘les préjugés, les intérêts, et le goût de parti dans lequel se rencontre l’Historien’ (the prejudices, [vested] interests and favoritism in which the historian is enmeshed) (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 11). In Bayle’s view such testimonies taught nothing about the past but rather revealed the doxa of their time; they were no more than the expression of shared opinions about a certain event:


Je vous avoue que je ne lis presque jamais les Historiens dans la vue de m’instruire des choses qui se sont passées, mais seulement pour savoir ce que l’on dit dans chaque Nation et dans chaque parti, sur les choses qui se sont passées. (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 10)

I must confess that I hardly ever read historians’ works to learn about events that have taken place, but only because I want to find out what is said in each country and each political party about the things that have happened. (My translation)



As a thinker who was primarily interested in truth, Bayle blamed Maimbourg for two key issues, first, to have neglected rigorous investigation of the facts and, second, to have preferred sophisticated and witty language to objectivity and neutrality on the part of the historian.

According to Bayle, Maimbourg betrayed his mission as a historian because his main goal was to please the king. He was unable to provide a reliable and objective description of the facts and the events concerning the Protestants, but he knew how to impress his reader with his beautiful and dramatic literary style. Bayle enumerated a number of stylistic characteristics: ‘Un certain air de narrer les choses de bonne grâce, et en ton de maître; de ramasser de part et d’autre plusieurs ornements empruntés, et de les insérer adroitement dans le corps de son Histoire, avec les portraits qu’il nous donne des corps et de l’âme de ses personnages, à la manière des Romans’ (a certain way of telling things elegantly, and in masterful strokes, a way of assembling ornaments borrowed here and there, and inserting them skilfully into the body of his Story, with the portraits that he gives to us of the bodies and souls of his characters, in novelistic style). All this impressed his readers greatly, who enjoyed them. Therefore: ‘il y a très peu de Livres qui soient d’un plus grand débit que les siens’ (There are very few books that have caused as much damage as his) (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 19).

The art of persuasive writing explains the popularity of the author while it covers for a lack of knowledge and sometimes even ignorance. Bayle polemicizes while he admitted ironically that Maimbourg’s work was indeed richly endowed with literary qualities, but this strength highlighted the deviousness (la filouterie) of the content even further: ‘Il pourrait être que cette agréable et savante variété qui se remarque dans les livres de M. Maimbourg, n’est qu’un fruit de son adresse à faire valoir le peu qu’il sait’ (It could be the case that the enjoyable and learned variety that characterizes Maimbourg’s books is merely the product of his skill in valorizing the little he knows) (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 20).

This debate on style concerned one of the main topics in the controversies on the writing of history at that time, namely the generic definition of ‘history’: was history a work of erudition or an example of ‘belles lettres’, a ‘histoire éloquente’ (Fumaroli 1980)? Bayle naturally chose erudition and denounced oratorical eloquence that elicited the admiration of the audience to the detriment of truth:


Les Historiens devraient soigneusement prendre garde, non seulement à ne point faire de réflexions malignes, mais aussi à n’en point faire de fausses, et se bien persuader de cette excellente règle, qu’il n’y a rien de beau que ce qui est vrai, ce qui retrancherait de leurs livres une infinité de vains ornements, de pensées fausses, et de froides moralités. (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 84)

Historians should be very careful to avoid malicious remarks as to avoid erroneous ones and convince themselves of the excellent rule that there is nothing more beautiful than what is true, which would eliminate an infinity of useless ornaments, mistaken thoughts and cold conclusions from their books.



Elegant rhetoric invests the persuasive power of testimonial writing when it is associated with noble literary genres but does not contribute to its empirical reliability as Bayle demonstrates in his critic of Maimbourg’s work. On the contrary, fascinated by the beauty and the power of eloquence, and correlatively subjugated by his success, a traditionalist author like Maimbourg defends a hierarchical view of the language that is associated with social hierarchy. In this perspective, the praise of eloquence harks back to the feudal legal tradition when the credibility of a witness depended on his social status and his institutional legitimacy, whereas his commitment to the veracity of the circumstances he was asked to report was less important (Shapiro 2003, 8–33). For Bayle the credibility of testimony should not be subordinated to rhetorical devices. He was in favour of examining a witness’s experience and the verification of all the details. But his suspicion of the authority that has been delegated to the historians devoted to the crown did not convince him that erudition and knowledge were guarantees of valid and objective testimony.

In long passages devoted to the analysis of ‘contradiction réelles et apparentes qui se rencontrent dans les Ouvrages d’un même auteur’ (real and apparent contradictions present in the works of the same author) (177), Bayle concentrated on the components of utterances during a controversy. His aim was to understand what caused people to make contradictory statements. Bayle wondered whether this attitude was due to the personality of the witness: a strong personality? A tendency to lie and manipulate? Or lapses in memory? Bayle reasoned that all these possibilities were plausible: to grasp what makes for reliable testimony, one has to take both the psychological and physical-cognitive characteristics of the witness into account. Bayle discussed several possible reasons for contradictions of a testimony.

At first he admits that, clearly in the heat of a debate, the witness can lose his temper and contradict his previous statements:


il se remplit tellement de son sujet, qu’il outre tous les principes et toutes les conséquences qui s’y rapportent. Il ne songe qu’à la seule controverse qu’il a en main. Il s’occupe si fort du présent, qu’il néglige l’avenir. Le désir de vaincre qui le transporte, l’empêche de voir qu’il s’engage dans le pays ennemi. […] Qu’arrive-t-il à ces esprits ardents et impétueux ? C’est qu’après avoir porté toutes leurs pensées d’un certain côté sans garder aucunes mesures, ils les rejettent du côté opposé avec les mêmes manières outrées, dès qu’une autre Controverse dont ils s’entêtent, les y engagent, et de cette façon ils se contredisent et se réfutent eux-mêmes misérablement. […] les mêmes objets sont un jour les plus excellents, ou les plus méchants de tous, et un autre jour ils ne le sont pas. (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 167)


He is so engrossed in his subject, that he exaggerates all the principles and all the consequences that relate to it. He only thinks of the controversy at hand. He pays so much attention to the present that he neglects the future. The wish to be victorious prevents him from seeing that he has ventured into enemy territory. […] What happens to these fierce and passionate spirits? After having devoted all their thoughts to one of the sides uncontrollably, they shift them to the opposite side with the same exaggeration as soon as another Controversy entices them, they get involved and in this way they contradict and refute themselves most abjectly […] the same things are the most valid one day and the worst the next day.



Alternatively, he discusses pride and vanity as possible causes that prevent a witness from admitting his ignorance. To hide his shortcomings he pretends to be erudite by manipulating the truth:


Nous tombons donc en contradiction; car pour rendre inutile le dessein de notre Adversaire, nous lui avons nié son principe simplement et absolument, et aujourd’hui que nous en avons besoin, nous parlons de ce même principe comme d’une chose indubitable, cet air décidé étant nécessaire, parce que ceux qui nient ou qui affirment quelque chose d’un ton mal assuré, se font plus de tort que s’ils gardaient le silence. (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 168)

This leads to contradiction; to undermine our Opponent, we denied his principle simply and absolutely, and today when we need it, we refer to the same principle as about indubitable, and this decided air is necessary, because those who deny or who claim something in a convincing tone do more harm than if they kept silent.



The third possibility he takes into consideration is that the speaker is sometimes too lazy to verify the veracity of his statements. He is so proud to be the voice of the past, so excited by his own words that he drowns in self-satisfaction and forgets his duty:


Car il y a de grands hommes si éclairés sur leur propre habilité, qu’ils ne croient pas que leurs premières pensées aient besoin de correction. D’autres sont si éblouis de la beauté des pensées qui leur viennent en composant, qu’ils ne peuvent se résoudre à leur faire subir un examen rigoureux, de crainte que ne les trouvant pas assez solides, ils ne fussent tentés de les rejeter. Il y en a qui se laissent encore plus éblouir par le brillant de leur esprit, car ils se persuadaient que leurs pensées sont trop belles pour n’être pas solides, et ainsi sans les examiner à la rigueur, ils les placent incessamment, ou bien ils ne les examinent que pour les admirer de plus en plus. (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 170)

There are great men who are so taken with their own abilities that they do not feel that their first formulations need to be revised. Others are so impressed by the elegance of the thoughts that they cannot bring themselves to subject them to rigorous examination; they are afraid that if they do not find them robust enough they might be tempted to reject them. There are others who let themselves be more dazzled by the brilliance of their minds: they persuade themselves that their thoughts are too beautiful to lack solidity, and thus without scrutinizing them, they employ them straightaway or else they only examine them to better admire them.



Another issue of this discussion concerns personal interests and political motivations that can prompt historians to voluntarily eliminate details to cast the events into another perspective. In Bayle’s opinion, omissions were akin to lies, as he wrote in the paragraph D to the entry entitled ‘Remond’ in the Dictionnaire historique et critique (Dictionary Historical and Critical): ‘J’entends par mentir, non seulement l’invention entière d’un fait faux, mais aussi la suppression ou l’addition de certaines circonstances qui peuvent servir ou à disculper les gens ou à les charger’ (Bayle 1702, §D) (By ‘lying’, I not only refer to the complete invention of a trumped up fact but also the elimination or the addition of certain circumstances which can serve either to exonerate or charge someone).

In this context, the role of the institutions and its impact on the way the witness articulates his testimony is crucial. In the third part of his book, Bayle claims that institutions play a dual role: they validate testimony, and they influence the audience whether to believe or disbelieve what they hear, no matter. In fact, it is impossible to differentiate between truth and falsehood by referring to content because: ‘One false letter can have authority not due to its content but because the addressee believes that his addresser is the King’ (Bayle in Oeuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 221). Often, if judgment is based on appearances, people cannot differentiate what is false from what is true, the artificial from the authentic, like the governor of a locality ‘who will obey all orders because he thinks they come from his King’. Testimony involuntarily is judged on the basis of the person who utters it and his social status.

After presenting the psychological and political factors behind failures and weaknesses in testimonial discourse, Bayle talks about the physiological factors associated with lapses in memory, which he ironically terms the ‘coutume d’oublier ses propres pensées’ (the habit of forgetting one’s own thoughts):


Raillerie à part, on ne doit pas trouver étrange qu’un Auteur oublie jusqu’aux choses, qui sont réellement et uniquement à lui dans son Livre, car comme il applique toutes les forces de son esprit aux pensées qu’il a dans chaque moment, il est presque impossible qu’il n’abandonne les idées précédentes. Ainsi, pendant qu’il digère, et qu’il roule dans son esprit la matière du dixième chapitre, il peut avoir dans l’esprit quelques images opposées à ce qui a été déjà couché dans les chapitres précédents; et parce qu’il n’a pas alors présentes à la mémoire toutes les choses contenues dans les chapitres précédents, il s’ensuit qu’il ne connaît pas l’opposition qui est entre ces images et les idées précédentes; et ainsi charmé de la beauté de ces images, il les insère dans le dixième chapitre, ce qui fait une contradiction. (Bayle in Œuvres diverses IV 1964–1968, 169)

Mockery aside, we should not find it strange that an author even forgets things in his book that are really and uniquely his; since he is concentrating his mind in its entirety on the present moment it is almost impossible that he will not forget his previous ideas. For instance, while digesting and mulling over the contents of chapter ten, he may have a number of erroneous impressions of what he wrote in the earlier chapters and because he does not recall everything he wrote in the previous chapters he does not realize that there is a discrepancy between his impressions and his earlier ideas. Thus, delighted with the beauty of these images, he puts them in the tenth chapter, which results in a contradiction.



Summarizing these aspects of any testimony necessary to be evaluated, Bayle draws the conclusion that both the personality of the witness and his cognitive and moral capacities are key factors in the reconstruction of an event. For this reason the issue becomes more complex when there are multiple witnesses, because their versions are not likely to be identical. Bayle wrote: ‘N’avez-vous pas été surpris de la diversité qui se trouve entre la Relation de Monsieur de Meaux et celle de Monsieur Claude? Bien des gens ont dit qu’il en va de cette affaire comme de la bataille de Senef, où chaque parti publia qu’il avait vaincu’ (Bayle in Œuvres complètes IV 1964–1968, 180) (Weren’t you surprised by the discrepancy between the statements made by Monsieur de Meaux and Monsieur Claude? A number of people have commented that this case is like the Battle of Seneffe, where each side claimed it had won). Thus, Bayle’s arguments did not praise either what today is called the ethical or the epistemological witness. Direct knowledge and the certainty of first-hand experience do not guarantee the veracity of testimony or ensure the reliability of the report. Bayle accepted testimony in the name of the principle of verisimilitude but underlined human psychological, cognitive and political weaknesses at the same time.

CONCLUSION

The purpose of this view into the seventeenth-century controversy on the value and demands of testimonies in respect of the truth of history was not just to patch together historical precursors concerning the functions and the evolution of testimony but rather to show how testimony was intrinsically related to intellectual debates on theological, social and political issues during the pre-revolutionary period in France. From Pascal to Locke through the libertine thinkers and Bayle, reductionist views tended to dominate anti-reductionist approaches. Not only were issues concerning knowledge discussed in respect of epistemic problems, but critical approaches to communicational patterns and the role of institutional authorities were also involved in legitimizing knowledge which did not always correspond to empirical reality.

Bayle argued for a bridge between broader social realities and individuals’ testimonial practices. His criticism did not attempt to reject the witness per se but to analyse him within a complex discursive context. The combination of the notion of ‘truth’ in discourse and the notion of the ‘responsibility’ of the witness draws on the assumption that the context of an utterance plays a crucial role in the credibility of testimony. The witness’s voice thus became a topic in itself, in that the speech act became as important as the content. This approach reveals a real commitment to the importance of language and linguistic practices perceived not only as conveyers of information but primarily as active agents of social processes and the construction of identity.

Bayle’s approach resonates, for example, with theses developed by philosophers of language such as Mikhail Bakhtin. For Bakhtin, speaking (or writing) is a constant process of evolution, where time shapes and reshapes given structures, producing dynamic interactions with known and shared categories (Bakhtin 1929 [1977], 141). The social and communicative approach to language in general and speech genres in particular argues that the act of witnessing has an impact on linguistic and social practices and, at the same time, plays a crucial role within social processes that constitute the identity of both witnesses and their addressees. Through valorization of speech act in oral and written testimonial discourses, Bayle underscored the importance of the individual and his responsibility for the workings of society that are based first of all on human interactions. Despite his suspicions regarding the authenticity of testimony provided by historians, Bayle emphasized that communication is fundamentally based on interaction and adheres to the principle of mutual exchange and cooperation. Bayle’s entire philosophical work aspired toward the well-being of an individual living in a social and dynamic network. This objective, which was one of the prime goals of the Enlightenment, is embedded in his theory of testimonial discourse. His scepticism extended the thought of libertine philosophers by taking into consideration not only the fallibility of our senses as Locke did but also the diversity of interactive factors that are tightly connected to political (in the broad sense of the term) interests. Bayle’s discussion of the personality and situation of the witness provides a variety of aspects that are of interest for the political scene today and the current engagement with the knowledge of testimonies.
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Chapter 3

Enlightenment Perspectives on the Problem of Testimony

Axel Gelfert

BEYOND REDUCTIONISM AND FUNDAMENTALISM ABOUT TESTIMONY

When, and whom, should we trust for knowledge? This question, which is as central to our social existence as it is basic to the project of epistemology, has recently begun to receive increasing attention in philosophy, where it is typically discussed under the heading of ‘testimony’.1 The meaning of the term ‘testimony’ is itself contested: whereas analytic epistemology considers ‘testimony’ to be an umbrella term intended to capture all kinds of social sources of knowledge (e.g. eyewitness accounts, media reports, historical sources, second-hand hearsay), continental philosophy has tended to reserve the term for instances of what may be called ‘bearing witness’ – that is the unique first-hand attestation of a singular (e.g. historical) event. Yet both traditions of thinking about testimony face similar challenges: how, one might ask, can individual decisions to accept or reject a particular testimony give rise to collective phenomena such as shared historical experience or the growth of scientific knowledge? Contributors to the current philosophical debate seem to assume that such questions have only recently been asked. Here, for example, is C.A.J. Coady (whose 1992 book Testimony: A Philosophical Study is credited with sparking an explosion of interest in testimony on the part of analytic epistemologists):


In the post-Renaissance Western world the dominance of an individualist ideology has had a lot to do with the feeling that testimony has little or no epistemic importance. […] It may be no accident that the rise of an individualist ideology coincided with the emergence of the theory of knowledge as a central philosophical concern but, accident or not, the coincidence was likely to cast into shadow the importance of our intellectual reliance upon one another and hence obstruct a serious examination of the issues this reliance raises. (Coady 1992, 13)



As a result, accounts of the historical development of testimony as a topic of epistemological inquiry typically amount to little more than a potted history of a few isolated voices responding to each other. Thus, we are told that the epistemology of testimony originates with a clash between religiously motivated apologists of (esp. scriptural and miraculous) testimony and those who, in an empiricist vein, declared that true knowledge must not exceed what we have experienced first-hand. The former, like Thomas Reid (1710–1796), endorse a fundamentalist (or anti-reductionist) view of testimony, according to which our interactions with others are governed by principles ‘implanted in our natures’ by ‘[t]he wise and beneficent Author of nature, who intended that we should be social creatures’ (Reid 1764, VI, xxiv): the Principle of Veracity – that is ‘the propensity to speak truth’ (ibid.) – and the Principle of Credulity, according to which humans have a propensity to believe what they are told. These principles, Reid argued, ‘tally with each other’ and naturally render (most of) our testimonial exchanges successful. The latter, like David Hume (1711–1776), insist that, if reliance on testimony is successful, then this is not because of ‘any connexion, which we perceive a priori, between testimony and reality, but because we are accustomed to find a conformity between them’ (Hume 1748, X.1, 172). In other words, all testimonial justification must eventually reduce to non-testimonial, first-hand evidence; hence, we ought to be reductionists about testimony.

Or so the usual story goes.2 The goal of this chapter is to explore an alternative historical trajectory and to situate testimony as a topic of philosophical debate within the broader historical context of Enlightenment thinking. Far from making testimony redundant, or undermining its significance, the motivations and concerns of Enlightenment thinkers rendered it an even more pressing philosophical concern, or so I shall argue. While certain types of testimony – notably miraculous and, to a lesser extent, scriptural testimony – were being subjected to (occasionally scathing) critiques, testimony as a general mode of acquiring knowledge was acknowledged and recognized as standing in need of vindication. This is why many of the Enlightenment thinkers we shall encounter in the following pages, notably Immanuel Kant, carved out subtle and insightful philosophical positions that attempt to square the demand for intellectual autonomy with the need for relying on others as epistemic authorities.

The rest of this chapter is structured as follows. The next section (‘Testimony as a strand of Enlightenment thought’) sketches some of the broader intellectual developments in connection with Enlightenment thinking and, on the basis of several early Enlightenment figures (e.g. Christian Thomasius, Johann Martin Chladenius, Christian August Crusius and Georg Friedrich Meier), argues that, as testimony began to be seen less in terms of scriptural exegesis and more in relation to civic life and profane historical facts, the epistemological dimension of assessing testimony became more and more prominent. This is followed by a section on Immanuel Kant’s views on testimony as a source of knowledge, which, although partly based on those of Meier, are marked by a deeper appreciation of epistemic interdependence as the natural predicament that humans qua social beings find themselves in. The differences between Meier and Kant are discussed in the penultimate section (‘Autonomy, expertise, and the growth of knowledge’), with special attention being paid to their contrasting views on whether, and when, laypersons should be rationally permitted to question, or doubt, the pronouncements of experts. The chapter concludes with a brief comment on the continued relevance of Enlightenment conceptions of testimony in the present day.

TESTIMONY AS A STRAND OF ENLIGHTENMENT THOUGHT

One difficulty in trying to locate the topic of testimony within Enlightenment thought arises from the multiplicity of meanings that have become attached to the term ‘Enlightenment’. If understood as referring to a historical period, the term is far too broad for our purposes, yet there is, of course, no single unified ‘Enlightenment epistemology’ that could serve as a point of reference. We should, therefore, expect that any discussion of testimony as a strand of Enlightenment thought is going to have to be eclectic, with the overall picture emerging from it necessarily being somewhat mixed. For the purposes of the present chapter, the term ‘Enlightenment’ is perhaps best understood as referring to an intellectual constellation marked by the confluence of questions concerning history, anthropology, science, logic and hermeneutics – which, in turn, are the historically contingent result of a convergence of major religious, political and economic transformations. For one, by the second half of the seventeenth century the religious wars that had ravaged Europe for a century had cooled and ideas of religious toleration, along with a more narrowly circumscribed role of religion in public life, had begun to establish themselves. A parallel development was the rise of modern science, with its emphasis on first-hand observation and mathematical rigour – rather than historical transmission and scriptural exegesis – as sources of knowledge and justification. Much less appreciated has been the role of newly emerging religious ideas, including what Charles Taylor calls the ‘Puritan idea of the sanctification of ordinary life’ (Taylor 1989, 226): even the most mundane existence and activity, if pursued in the right spirit, could now be credited with spiritual significance. As Samuel Fleischacker points out, this ‘upending of hierarchy again supports […] a view of the world in which we can each find what is of value by ourselves, rather than having to rely on the teachings of wise, or specially trained, religious or communal authorities’ (Fleischacker 2013, 3). Yet it would be simplistic to jump to the conclusion that Enlightenment thinking fostered an unabashed individualism across all dimensions of human life. For one, many of the new trends were themselves deeply embedded in social structures: for example, as historians of science have pointed out, the concept of ‘observation’ in early modern science involved a skilful idealization, in that experiments and observations, which were often carried out by servants, needed to be vouched for – that is needed to acquire social credentials – by those of higher social standing.3 This, along with the increase in social differentiation – most visible in the rise of cities as centres of commerce and discourse – highlighted the need for ways of assessing and managing information communicated by others.

Traditionally, discussions of how to reason on the basis of incoming information were to be found in rhetoric (under the rubric of inventio), but changes in the curriculum led to such discussions being increasingly absorbed into logic, where the latter was to be understood in its broadest sense as the ‘art of thinking’ (ars cogitandi). Thus, textbooks in logic not only aimed to instruct students in formal ways of reasoning but would typically also consider the reasonableness of methods of belief formation in general. These usually included questions in relation to beliefs formed on the basis of the testimony of others, such as how best to respond to conflicting testimonies of witnesses that contradict each other. Another important factor was the changing place of hermeneutics within the scholarly hierarchy. Its main pursuits, textual interpretation and scriptural exegesis, derived much of their significance from the presumed infallibility of the very texts whose authority hermeneutics was meant to safeguard: as long as determining the literal meaning of testimonies was regarded as tantamount to ascertaining their validity, there was little space for genuinely epistemological questions concerning the certainty of knowledge claims and the reliability of our belief-forming mechanisms. Such questions only became ‘live’ concerns once the in-principle fallibility of our sources (and ourselves!) could be openly acknowledged. Of course, as has been noted by historians of hermeneutics, the question of whether hermeneutical claims can ever be capable of certainty had been discussed in a methodologically sophisticated manner since at least the seventeenth century. Given that questions of interpretation, especially in relation to difficult-to-understand passages (e.g. of scripture), are routinely marked by the fact of – sometimes widespread and persistent – disagreement, this should not come as a surprise. What makes the relative standing of hermeneutics somewhat historically murky, however, is its being subject to various competing considerations. Thus, as Carlos Spoerhase puts it,


differing general theological views concerning the number and quality of the ‘sources’ of faith, heterogeneous assumptions concerning the overall epistemic abilities of human beings, divergent theories of language, differing conceptions of knowledge or contrasting methodological ideals may all determine whether, in a given case, there is any need at all for hermeneutic certainty, and if there is, how this need can be theoretically ‘satisfied’. (Spoerhase 2009, 249; my translation)



This much, in any case, seems clear: as the philosophical emphasis shifted from exegetical issues to questions concerning civic life and profane historical facts, the epistemological dimension of assessing testimony became more and more prominent.

At its root, the source of all epistemological worries about testimony lies in the potential disconnect between the act of testifying and the truth of the claim in question: there is, quite simply, no necessary connection that takes us infallibly from the former to the latter. Thus, Christian Thomasius (1655–1728) laments that ‘because of the common wickedness it can easily so happen that a man speaks differently from what he thinks’ (Thomasius 1691, 174), and he concludes that our knowledge of another’s true opinion is therefore always dependent on the hypothesis that ‘their words conform to their thoughts’.4 Interestingly, Thomasius no longer limits this realization to instances of hermeneutic difficulty, such as interpretative puzzles arising from obscure passages of text: even the interpretation of seemingly clear passages and utterances requires that we presuppose, by way of hypothesis, that the testifier is sincerely and competently conveying his meaning.5 Thomasius recognizes, however, that ‘in civic life, since matters cannot be carried further, this [way of acquiring] knowledge must count as much as knowledge of an indisputable truth’ (Thomasius 1691, 174). This practical justification of our everyday acceptance of testimony (‘matters cannot be carried further’) is indicative of the overall move towards a clearer acknowledgment of the gap between the ‘probabilitas hermeneutica’ of a statement (i.e. whether it has been correctly interpreted) and its ‘historical probability’ (i.e. whether it tells a fact). The distinction between these two probabilities, and their epistemological significance, becomes a common feature of early Enlightenment discussions; Johann Martin Chladenius (1710–1759), for example, warns that ‘hermeneutic hypotheses’, even when they are probable in the sense that they may render passages intelligible that would not otherwise make sense, ‘must not be employed as secure foundations for knowledge of history itself’ (Chladenius 1742, 379).

One response to the escalating epistemological worries that come with recognizing that even one’s best reconstruction of the intentional meaning (sensus litteralis) of a speaker’s utterance (or of written passage) does not settle the question of whether the corresponding claim is true or not has been to urge that we should look closely into the circumstances of the testimony in question. Thus, Christian August Crusius (1715–1775) issues the demand that


one should strive to come to know as much as possible about the external and internal circumstances of the author, partly so as to form the right idea of his character, partly to hit upon the right viewpoint, from which he has looked at matters, e.g. to what extent he measured up to the language [terminology]; what expertise [Wissenschaft] he had; at which location, at which time, and on which occasion he spoke. (Crusius 1747, 637)



On the one hand, this may seem to be a mildly reductionist version of the demand, commonplace in treatises on the art of thinking, that ‘all the accompanying circumstances, internal or external’ (Arnauld and Nicole 1996, 264) of a testimony ought to be taken into account when assessing what we are told by others. On the other hand, it is worth noting that Crusius takes an interest in both sides of the testimonial exchange: the perspective of the hearer who understandably looks for assurance that the speaker is competent and trustworthy and the testifier’s perspective (i.e. ‘the right viewpoint, from which he has looked at matters’). Even if adopting the testifier’s viewpoint ultimately serves the purpose of assessing his reliability, this acknowledgment of both viewpoints opens up the possibility of a more genuinely interpersonal account of testimony.

This is borne out further by the gradual emergence of presumptive rules in favour of testimonial acceptance, which are more closely aligned with anti-reductionism about testimony as a source of knowledge. Such presumptive rules originate in hermeneutics and initially retain an emphasis on issues of interpretation, as in the case of Crusius, who argues that we should presume (‘as long as the opposite has not been shown or the ground of the presumption has not been defeated’) of every testifier ‘that he speaks clearly and wants to be understood’ and ‘that he speaks in line with ordinary usage and avoids obscurity and ambiguity’ (Crusius 1747, 636). Yet, over time, presumptive rules were transferred from the hermeneutic domain of interpretation to the epistemological domain of knowledge, where they took on the form of a (defeasible) maxim in favour of accepting testimony, all else being equal. Kant, in the Blomberg Logic, is on record as endorsing just such a presumptive principle:


As for what further concerns the credibility and sincerity of witnesses who communicate experiences they have obtained, everyone is taken to be sincere and upright until the opposite has been proved, namely, that he deviates from the truth etc. According to the well-known principle of equity [Billigkeit]: Quilibet præsumitur bonus,/Donec probitur contrarium. [Everyone is presumed good until the opposite is proved.] (AA, XXIV.1, 246)6



The legal and ethical connotations of the term ‘Billigkeit’ (Latin aequitas) are evident, and the use of the concept of equity in this context invokes, at least indirectly, two traditions: first, the philosophical tradition of thinking about justice on the basis of the Aristotelian notion of epieikeia (articulated in Book V of the Nicomachean Ethics), and, second, the legal tradition of appealing to principles of equity as a way of mitigating the rigour of law. In the general hermeneutics of Georg Friedrich Meier, whose Excerpt from the Doctrine of Reason was to form the basis of many of Kant’s lectures on logic, Billigkeit is likewise a key term.7

The appropriate response to someone’s testimony – that is whether to accept or reject it – for Meier depends on the testifier’s authority (Ansehen), which is defined as ‘the degree of his honour, by means of which in his cognition he is held to be worthy of imitation [nachahmenswürdig]’ (Meier 2016, § 207, 47). One might worry that this imports all sorts of non-epistemic considerations, from social rank to questions of practical utility, into what should, at least for our purposes, be an epistemic notion. Yet Meier’s further characterization of autoritas testis makes clear that he has had epistemic factors in mind all along. Thus, he distinguishes between two important necessary conditions which need to be in place for the testifier to be considered authoritative. First, the testifier must possess competence (Tüchtigkeit), that is ‘sufficient powers not only to obtain a correct cognition, but also to designate it in a correct way’ (ibid.); second, the testifier must be sincere, that is must exhibit ‘the inclination of his will to designate his experience as he holds them to be true’ (ibid.). Neither competence nor sincerity is sufficient, in and of itself, to establish the testifier’s authority and epistemic standing. In particular, ‘[w]e can believe no witness who has not standing with us’ (ibid.). On the one hand, Meier declares that ‘[t]he testimonies of a proficient and sincere witness cannot be false’ (Meier 2016, § 212, 48). What we need to ascertain, then, whenever we assess another person’s testimony, is not so much the truth of the asserted matter of fact, but our interlocutor’s competence and sincerity. At the same time, Meier recognizes that it would take ‘a more extensive study’ – more extensive than would be feasible given the circumstances – to determine ‘from which characteristics one could infer, with probability, the sincerity of a witness or cast doubt on it’ (Meier 1752, § 240; my translation).

As this preliminary first sketch of Enlightenment views of testimony already indicates, Enlightenment thinkers held nuanced and sophisticated views concerning the acceptability and epistemic status of testimony-based beliefs. Though individual elements of the various accounts may be more or less reductionist in character – ranging from the demand to gather as much specific information as possible concerning the circumstances of the testimony (and testifier) to the endorsement of broad presumptive rules in favour of taking others at their word – the overall accounts do not align neatly with the reductionism/anti-reductionism distinction in contemporary epistemology. This reflects the fact that, as discussed earlier, testimony as a topic of philosophical inquiry had always been located at the intersection of theoretical and practical matters, which is why the thinkers we have encountered thus far were at least as much concerned with finding ways of managing the testimony we receive as they were with questions of epistemic justification.

KANT ON TESTIMONY AS A SOURCE OF KNOWLEDGE

Having presented, in the previous section, thumbnail sketches of how various Enlightenment thinkers viewed testimony as a source of knowledge, let us, in this section, look in more detail at Immanuel Kant’s position on the matter.8 Devoting a separate section to Kant’s account of testimony is merited not just because of his status as a towering figure of Enlightenment philosophy in general, but because his account offers a strong endorsement of testimony as a source of knowledge, while at the same delineating carefully when testimony is acceptable and when it must be rejected. In developing his own distinctive perspective on testimony, Kant draws extensively on the work of his predecessors and contemporaries, notably Meier, yet displays a keener awareness of the link between human sociality and our epistemic needs.

In particular, Kant grounds his endorsement of testimonial knowledge in a deep recognition of epistemic interdependence as the natural predicament of human reasoners:


We do not only have a propensity to participate [in society] but also to communicate. Man only learns something so as to be able to communicate it to others. He does not trust his own judgment, unless he has told it to others. Everything is unimportant to us if we cannot communicate it to others. […] The inclination towards sociality and communicating his judgments to others is so natural to man that he cannot move himself to giving up on it without gradually growing grumpy and depressed. (Kant 1998b, 55)



Kant is not making a merely descriptive point about our social existence or human nature. Rather, the ability to communicate our thoughts is a precondition of their significance, and actual communication is what renders them important to us. An echo of this can be found in the Critique of Pure Reason, where Kant declares ‘communicability’ to be a criterion for distinguishing mere opinion from belief:


The touchstone of whether taking something to be true is conviction or mere persuasion is therefore, externally, the possibility of communicating it and finding it to be valid for the reason of every human being to take it to be true; for in that case there is at least a presumption that the ground of the agreement of all judgments, regardless of the difference among the subjects, rests on the common ground, namely the object, with which they therefore all agree and through which the truth of the judgment is proved. (A820/B848f., transl. follows the 1998 Cambridge edition, p. 685)



At first sight, this passage, and similar remarks in the Critique of Judgment, might seem to state a purely formal criterion, perhaps foreshadowing the thought that, for a proposition to be true and recognizable as such, it must, at least in principle, be expressible in language. But Kant is less concerned with excluding non-propositional contents on the basis of their not being truth-apt than with the epistemic role of communication as a way of getting to the truth. In other words, what is significant is the fact that communication is the only way for us to check whether a claim is (potentially) ‘valid for the reason of every human being’. This is why interfering with the sincere and genuine exchange of ideas, for example by way of censorship, is so problematic: ‘It is unfair to condemn people to keep all their judgments to themselves; for they must express themselves, lest they not lose the strong criterion of truth: to compare their judgments with the judgments of others’ (AA, XXIV.2, Dohna-Wundlacken Logic, 740). What gives value to communicability as a touchstone of truth, thus, is not just a matter of the propositional form of the opinions, beliefs and convictions in question but depends crucially on actual communication and the conditions under which it unfolds.

As already mentioned in the previous section, Kant invokes the concept of Billigkeit as a way of handling the testimony of others in accordance with general principles of fairness and reciprocity. Yet, as Kant’s discussion of human sociality shows, the presumptive rule that everyone is to be presumed trustworthy until we have specific reasons to suspect the opposite is more than just a formal principle. Rather, it urges us to concede that there are non-evidentialist – indeed, moral grounds – for having a presumption in favour of testimonial acceptance. Someone ‘who accepts nothing on testimony [unless] it is sufficiently confirmed to be knowledge’ is deemed, by Kant, to be incredulous (ungläubisch), which manifests itself in him being ‘suspicious and distrustful’ (AA, XVI, 508f.). Such systematic distrust of the word of others is but a special case of a more general attitude of incredulity, according to which someone is incredulous (ungläubig) if he ‘does not want to accept anything as true except on theoretically conclusive grounds’ (ibid.). Both forms of incredulity – when adopted as maxims of belief formation – are morally objectionable: whereas selective distrust in testimony undermines the practice of promises and social life – ‘without fidelity and belief no republique, no public affairs, would be able to exist’ (Blomberg Logic, transl. follows the 1992 Cambridge edition, p. 193) – a generalized distrust in anything uncertain reflects a ‘lack of moral interest’ (AA, XVI, 509), since it ignores that moral certainty must sometimes be assumed before theoretical certainty has been reached. Moral considerations also have a part to play in our assessment of testimonial interlocutors. Thus, Kant demands that the trust we place in another’s testimony must be apportioned according to the interlocutor’s ‘competence’ (Tüchtigkeit) and (moral) ‘integrity’ (AA, IX, 72) – both of which, within the limits of the principle of Billigkeit, can be assumed to obtain, unless there are stronger reasons to the contrary.

Even if moral grounds are sufficient, ceteris paribus, to tip the balance in favour of testimonial acceptance, they need to be clearly distinguished from the question of moral testimony: that is the communication of moral truths or evaluations via testimony. While Kant acknowledges the ineliminable role of testimony in gaining knowledge in a social way, he is adamant that certain types of knowledge – among them, moral truths – can never be acquired on the basis of testimony alone. This broader category of claims Kant calls ‘truths of reason’ (Vernunftwahrheiten). Any such claim – be it the statement of a moral principle or, say, a mathematical theorem – is communicable only in a formal sense that precludes knowledge, ‘namely when it is given to me by someone else and has not originated from my own [faculty of ] reason’ (Kant 1998b, 59). Ultimately, so Kant’s reasoning goes, truths of reason must ‘hold anonymously; here the question is not who said it, but what was said’ (AA, IX, 78). Unlike in the case of empirical cognitions, we cannot simply let an interlocutor – no matter how reputable – vouch for such truths, since we must come to recognize their validity by exercising our own rational faculties. Accepting a purported truth of reason merely on the basis of someone’s say-so, Kant argues, would amount to culpable reliance on ‘mere prejudice’ (AA, IX, 77f.). Whenever we accept or reject testimony, we must thus steer a middle path between the Scylla of what Kant calls ‘logical egoism’ – that is, the wholesale dismissal of the testimony of others – and the Charybdis of surrendering our own rational autonomy.

As mentioned earlier, Kant’s view of testimony owes a significant debt to Meier, not least in that both authors agree that only statements reporting empirical matters of fact should be considered clear cases of testimony. Yet Kant goes further by emphasizing the ineliminability of testimony as a source of empirical knowledge, its roots in human sociality and its role as a touchstone of truth. ‘Holding-to-be-true’ (Fürwahrhalten) on the basis of testimony, Kant argues, is ‘neither in degree, nor in kind in any way to be distinguished’ (AA, XVI, 501) from knowledge based on one’s own experience. In matters where one can reasonably presuppose that the interlocutor (or the initial witness, in a chain of testifiers) has had direct experience, Kant writes, ‘it must be possible, in this way (via historical faith) to obtain knowledge’ (AA, V, 469). Hence, ‘we can accept with as much certainty an empirical truth on the basis of another’s testimony as if we had arrived at it through facts of our own experience’ (AA, IX, 72). The gap between the act of testifying and the truth of the statement in question is bridged by the ‘historical faith’ (fides historica) on the part of the recipient; such faith is based on a form of ‘mediated experience (Erfahrung) of experience that has been attested to by others’ (AA, XVI, 502). Testimony as an epistemic source is thus firmly aligned with experience as a source of knowledge, and this restriction applies both to the source of the testimony and to its content. In particular, we must always reject appeals to supersensible testimony – given that ‘the person whom I am supposed to trust for her testimony must be an object of experience’ (AA, VIII, 397) – and, when it comes to truths of reason, must be careful not to submit to another’s authority without having ascertained the validity of their claims by exercising our own rational faculties.

Interestingly, Kant considers testimony valuable not only because it furnishes us with new beliefs whose contents would otherwise not be available to us, but also because testimonial justification can sometimes tip the balance in favour of knowledge (rather than, say, mere opinion). In his essay ‘What Does It Mean to Orient Oneself in Thinking?’, Kant distinguishes different positive epistemic attitudes, or kinds of assent, and contrasts them with one another.9 Thus, ‘all believing’, Kant argues, is a ‘holding-to-be-true’ (Fürwahrhalten) that is ‘subjectively sufficient, but consciously regarded as objectively insufficient’ (AA, VIII, 141). As such, ‘it is contrasted with knowledge’, which we cannot but consciously regard as objectively sufficient. (ibid.) As we acquire new epistemic grounds, the assent we give to a proposition may change over time: ‘When something is held true on objective though consciously insufficient grounds, and hence is merely opinion, this opining can gradually be supplemented by the same kind of grounds and finally become a knowing’ (ibid.) The basic idea is immediately plausible: sometimes, we form tentative opinions based on evidence that we know to be insufficient for knowledge, yet as we acquire additional grounds for belief, such opinions can gradually strengthen, eventually reaching the status of justified knowledge. It is via this mechanism that Kant thinks testimony – not just reports from individual testifiers, but institutional testimony as well – can generate knowledge:


Historical belief, e.g. of the death of a great man, as reported in some letters, can become a knowing if his burial, testament, etc. are announced by the local authorities. Hence what is held true historically based on mere testimony […] can be believed, and yet someone who has never been there can say I know and not merely I believe that Rome exists. (AA, VIII, 141; italics original)



The individual facts and claims that feature in this passage – ‘that Rome exists’, the ‘death of a great man’, and so on – are stock examples of knowledge that we can routinely acquire from testimony.10 Kant’s novel contribution consists in how he combines these elements in order to defend that the claim that social mechanisms can supply objectively sufficient grounds for knowledge, even in cases where we lack access to independent evidence. By extension, whatever knowledge we have of geographical, historical and scientific facts, we necessarily owe to testimony as a social source of knowledge. Kant, perhaps rightly, stops short of arguing that the truthmakers of such claims are themselves social or that knowledge is no more than a social status, but he demonstrates, by way of example, that our knowledge of the social world and its epistemic institutions may furnish objectively sufficient grounds for knowledge more broadly.

AUTONOMY, EXPERTISE AND THE GROWTH OF KNOWLEDGE

The rise of the sciences, the proliferation of institutions of higher learning and the growth of knowledge continued throughout the age of Enlightenment. As traditional authorities, notably religion, were being called into question (or at least became more narrowly circumscribed), new authorities – such as science – began to assert themselves. This inevitably rendered the question of whom to trust and which information to trust, both more complex and more pressing. A recurring theme in Enlightenment discussions of the ‘art of thinking’, therefore, is the tension between the ideal of ‘thinking for oneself’ (Selbstdenken) and the need for relying on epistemic authorities, such as knowledgeable experts. Whereas the former derives immediately from the Enlightenment ideal of intellectual autonomy, the latter is the inevitable result of the inflationary growth of knowledge. Denis Diderot famously motivated his project of the Encyclopédie by voicing the worry that, ‘as long as the centuries continue to unfold, the number of books will grow continually, and one can predict that a time will come when it will be almost as difficult to learn anything from books as from the direct study of the whole universe’.11 This is echoed by Kant, when he writes, concerning the production of scientific knowledge, that ‘it is not the weight that burdens us, but it is the volume that constricts the space of our knowledge’ (AA, XVI, 189. Refl 1998). It is only appropriate, then, that authors who aimed to instruct their readers in the art of thinking increasingly needed to address the thorny question of how to strike the right balance between thinking for oneself and trusting others – specifically those who claim to have a superior epistemic standing – for knowledge. In the language of contemporary epistemology, one of the key challenges of the Enlightenment was to show how best to square the need for a division of cognitive labour with the demand for epistemic responsibility.

An important test case for the tension between intellectual autonomy and epistemic authority is the example of putative experts, such as scientists and other scholars. In spite of the close relation between their views on testimony in general, Meier and Kant have interestingly distinctive takes on the question of what the appropriate response to claims of expertise should be. Meier, perhaps surprisingly, turns out to be an even stauncher guardian of intellectual autonomy on this score than Kant, in that he gives broad license to non-scholars to dissent from scholarly opinion. By contrast, though Kant acknowledges – and even demands – that there are important matters where we should not merely rely on others for knowledge (the realm of truths of reason being an obvious case in point), he insists that dissent is not always rationally justified and may even be blameworthy. To see how this difference in emphasis plays out, let us first look at Meier’s defence of ‘thinking for oneself’ (Selbstdenken) before turning to Kant’s well-reasoned restrictions on when dissent from expert is rationally permissible.

Drawing on Christian Wolff’s distinction between cognitio philosophica and cognitio historica, Meier draws a line between scholarly (gelehrte) cognition and common (gemeine) cognition. For Wolff, philosophical cognition is intimately tied to the exercise of one’s own thinking: ‘And this is what freedom to philosophize consists in: that, in judging the truth of a matter, one does not let oneself be guided by others, but only by oneself’ (Wolff 1733, 132f.). Meier generalizes the point further, by dropping the restriction to the subject matter of philosophy: any scholarly cognition (gelehrte Erkenntnis) should be such that it can be (largely) derived on the basis of one’s own judgment:


Man is by destiny a free rational being, and he ought therefore to come to know himself, the world, and God […] by his own thinking. […] Whoever wishes to think like a true human being […] must, if he is to hold something for true or false, carry out his own investigations. He must go back to those reasons by which one can alone judge the true and the false, and must accept or reject something solely on their basis. Whoever thinks in this ways, thinks freely. (Meier 1756, 225f.)



To be sure, acquiring a scholarly cognition is no mean feat; after all, for a cognition to meet the requisite doxastic and epistemic standards, it must exhibit several important qualities, among them clarity (Deutlichkeit), comprehensiveness (Weitläufigkeit), thoroughness (Gründlichkeit) and utility (Nutzen). Importantly, scholarly cognitions are not simply to be equated with the beliefs and opinions of scholars. For one, those who are scholars by profession often do not pay equal attention to the multiple desiderata of adequacy that characterize scholarly cognition:


I know full well that there are many scholars who are perfectly content with their cognitions being correct, clear, and certain, and perhaps even comprehensive (weitläufig) […] [yet who] are wholly unconcerned with what is practical and important in [their] scholarship. (Meier 1752, § 46, 48)



Furthermore, professional scholars have an unfortunate tendency to dismiss arguments by those whom they perceive, rightly or wrongly, as their inferiors. In doing so, more often than not, they violate what Meier takes to be obvious: the largely equal distribution of cognitive abilities among humans, irrespective of their specific backgrounds. While Meier makes it his goal, by spelling out rules of proper reasoning in his Vernunftlehre, to empower individuals to use their cognitive abilities effectively, he is under no illusions that this can somehow guarantee that they will get the fair hearing they deserve:


He who makes use of his reason in accordance with my prescriptions, will be put in a position to think just what a scholar thinks. He will be able to think correctly and thoroughly. He will then attempt a conversation with someone who is merely a scholar by profession. He will not understand him, and the latter will take him for an ignoramus, and this is because he thinks like a human [weil er menschlich denkt], [whereas] the scholar is a pedant [Schulfuchs]. (Meier 1752, § 8, 9)



As Achim Vesper concludes in a recent paper, Meier gives broad license to non-scholars – provided they are suitably trained in the art of bringing their own cognitive capacities to bear on the relevant issues to ‘relativize the epistemic authorities of expert scholars [wissenschaftliche Experten], since all rational beings are of equal standing as concerns their fundamental epistemic capacities’ (Vesper 2015, 150). It is perhaps worth noting that the target of Meier’s criticism – the Schulfuchs – had by then become a figure of ridicule: the archetype of a closed-minded and pedantic scholar who, like Damis in Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s 1748 play The Young Scholar, is unable to successfully navigate the social world and, in spite of his analytical prowess, misses the overall point of his scholarly endeavours.12 Against such scholarly pedantry, Meier and his contemporaries pit the ideal of an enlightened science that engages with the world and its problems and is, at least potentially, open to anyone who has acquired the requisite skills of reasoning, regardless of his social standing and formal credentials.

Kant, like Meier, is well aware of the dangers of ‘mere’ scholarship. While he recognizes that the accelerating growth of knowledge calls for specialist expertise and high levels of erudition (Gelehrsamkeit), he warns of the twin dangers of polyhistory and scientific pedantry. While the former is based on the misguided belief that the appropriate way of managing the ever-growing volume of knowledge is to try to simply absorb as much of it as possible, the latter is a sign of someone’s getting carried away by ‘technicalities’ (Formalien) as opposed to ‘what is useful’ (AA, XVI, 217, Refl 2062). What is needed instead is a way of managing our beliefs that is not overwhelmed by the very real growth of knowledge and does not fail to see the forest for the trees, that is ‘a general spirit [Geist] that aims at human knowledge en gros, not merely en detail’, such that it allows us to cope with the wealth of potential knowledge ‘without diminishing any of its content’ (AA, XVI, 189, Refl 1998). Yet, whereas for Meier the figure of the ‘learned pedant’ borders on the ridiculous, Kant is more forgiving, insisting that ‘at least one can learn something from him’ (AA, VII, 139). Encountering a learned pedant in conversation may be a frustrating experience, not least since the pedant tends to lack good judgment as far as the relevance and utility of his endeavours is concerned (and, as Meier notes, also falls short of being a good communicator), but, Kant appears to suggest, at least we can assume a sincere – if, perhaps, misguided – commitment to the pursuit of truth on his part.

Polyhistory and pedantry may be flawed attempts to deal with the growth of knowledge, but it is scientific populism that Kant reserves special scorn for. Populism, according to Kant, is ‘the art, or rather the facility, of speaking in a social tone and in general of appearing fashionable […] particularly when it concerns science’ and, more often than not, merely ‘cloaks the paltriness of a limited mind’ (AA, VII, 139). Where the scientific pedant merely lacked the ability to distinguish between relevant and irrelevant knowledge, but otherwise remained committed to the pursuit of truth, the populist lacks any sincere commitment to the search for truth in general, but merely plays to the audience and aims to impress (or, worse still, manipulate) them. He typically does so by arrogating to himself a degree of scientific competence and authority he in fact lacks and, in doing so, in effect disrespects the authority of those who are real experts. In this respect, the populist resembles the figures of ‘the quack and the charlatan’, as well as – in Kant’s colourful phrase – ‘the apes of genius’ in general, who declare ‘that difficult study and research are dilettantish and that they have snatched the spirit of all science in one grasp’ (AA, VII, 266). Populists, like quacks and charlatans, are found guilty of ‘giving [their] ignorance the veneer of science’ through a mere ‘sleight of hand [Kunstgriff]’ (AA, XI, 142), as they go about proclaiming their own subjective opinions to be on a par with carefully established knowledge. Such a strategy is highly problematic, for two reasons: first, it is epistemically blameworthy, for it systematically conflates one’s own subjective opinion with objective grounds for belief. Second, it amounts to a moral failure, since it de facto disrespects the epistemic authority of those who are objectively better placed to ascertain the facts. Indeed, in the language of the Metaphysics of Morals, such behaviour constitutes an instance of morally blameworthy arrogance since, effectively, it amounts to the demand ‘that others think little of themselves in comparison with us’ (AA, VI, 465) – or, at any rate, that those who are genuine experts should think less of themselves than is warranted objectively by their qualifications and expertise.

Interestingly – and this adds another wrinkle to the comparison with Meier – Kant thinks that blame does not solely lie with the populist: more often than not, the audience is complicit with quacks and charlatans, and therefore shares in the blame. After all, populists often merely pander to the prejudice of a ‘well-to-do caste [vornehmer Stand], who, if they do not actually claim superiority, at the very least claim equality in their insights with those who must exert effort on the thorny path of learning’ (AA, XI, 141). When communication ‘misfires’ in this way, leading to the – potentially uncontrollable – spread of pseudo-knowledge and misinformation, testimony as a social source of knowledge is actively being undermined, hence Kant’s disdain for populists and their gullible audiences who collude in the attempt ‘to make imperceptible the blatantly obvious inequality between loquacious ignorance and thorough science’ (ibid.).

CONCLUSION

There are reasons to be weary of unreflective invocations of Enlightenment ideals in philosophy. Too often, those who invoke Enlightenment notions, such as ‘autonomy’ or ‘universality’, later turn out to have had ulterior motives or to have been naive about the consequences of their actions. Thus, ‘autonomy’ can easily degenerate into a ‘thin’ conception of individuals as rational agents, while ‘universality’ can become the vehicle for imposing our own values on others – without the hard work of reasoned argument and rational engagement that would be demanded by a ‘thick’ understanding of Enlightenment as process. Equally problematic, however, are hasty dismissals of Enlightenment philosophy as narrowly ‘individualistic’ and insensitive to the historical and cultural conditions of our social existence.

As I have attempted to show in this chapter, Enlightenment thinkers were acutely aware of the growing importance of communication and reliance on others for knowledge. Kant, in particular, made the case that the human need for sociality – in practical matters as well as in matters of knowledge – runs so deep that it would be deeply unjust to deprive individuals of the opportunity to engage others in free and frank discussion (e.g. by restricting the flow of communication via state-sponsored censorship). As we have seen, Enlightenment thinkers also acknowledged, and thought hard about, the growing division of epistemic labour necessitated by the growth of knowledge. This led to serious and systematic attempts to find ways of squaring the demand to think for oneself with the growing need to trust others for (e.g. specialist) knowledge. Yet science and other institutions of knowledge are collective goods and are constantly at risk of being undermined by ‘freeriders’. Hence, when Kant laments the ‘shenanigans’ of ignorant pseudo-experts and demands that quacks, charlatans and populists be treated with ‘contemptuous silence’ (AA, XI, 143), we should perhaps see this less as a case of philosophical moralizing and more as a (remarkably prescient) challenge to the idea that simply having more communication will automatically guarantee better communication – and, by extension, as an invitation to reflect critically on some of the complacencies and orthodoxies of our own, increasingly unenlightened age.

NOTES

1.For a survey of the debate, with a focus on analytic epistemology, see Gelfert 2014.

2.For recent criticisms of this account, especially regarding Hume’s alleged ‘global reductionism’ about testimony, see Gelfert 2010a, 2017 and Wunderlich 2015.

3.On this point, see Shapin 1994.

4.Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from the original German are my own. The remainder of this section draws heavily on Gelfert 2010b.

5.On this point, see Spoerhase 2010, 255.

6.Quotations marked ‘AA’ are translated from the Academy Edition (Akademieausgabe) of Kant’s works.

7.For more on this aspect of Meier’s hermeneutics, see Scholz 1994.

8.For an in-depth discussion of Kant’s views on testimony as a source of knowledge, see Gelfert 2006.

9.For more on Kant’s taxonomy of the various types of assent, see Pasternack 2014.

10.Scholz 2009 provides a short historical survey of the uses of such stock examples in relation to testimony.

11.Quoted after Rosenberg 2003, 1.

12.Košenina 2004 gives an in-depth discussion of satirical takes on the figure of the scholar since the Enlightenment.
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Part II

INTERNATIONAL SITES


Chapter 4

Testimony in Light of the Khmer Rouge Trials

Reflections of a Judge Involved

Marcel Lemonde

The Khmer Rouge Tribunal is officially known as ‘Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia (ECCC).’ An extraordinary name, indeed – and one that raises the possibility that those who chose it sought to emphasize its unprecedented nature, defined by its mixed jurisdiction charged with finding justice for atrocities committed against civilians. Yet, before delving into the lessons to be learned from this experience, particularly in terms of testimony, a few words of introduction may be useful for those unfamiliar with Cambodian history, especially concerning the historical and political context, the creation of the Khmer Rouge Tribunal and its main characteristics and its activities to date.

HISTORICAL AND POLITICAL CONTEXT

The ‘democratic Kampuchea’

When the Khmer Rouge entered Phnom Penh and seized power on the morning of 17 April 1975, it immediately unleashed a brutal policy of collectivization that penetrated all levels of society. Members of the previous regime were executed, and Phnom Penh and other cities were evacuated in the initial phase of a radical programme designed to create a self-sufficient agrarian society. This led to a system later described by Cambodians as ‘an entire country imprisoned without walls’. As a result, about two million people died by execution, torture, starvation and disease, among other reasons. The Khmer Rouge remained in power until January 1979 (or, as the Cambodians say, for ‘three years, eight months, and 20 days’). In fact, Cambodia was invaded by Vietnam on 6 January 1979, who overthrew the regime and occupied the country until 1989.

Immediately, the Vietnamese authorities denounced the crimes committed by the Khmer Rouge but with little impact at that time due to the fact that this occurred at the height of the Cold War. This meant that only the Soviet Union supported Vietnam, while China and the West condemned the Vietnamese occupation and considered the Khmer Rouge to be the sole legitimate representative of Cambodia. Thus, until 1991, the diplomat representing Cambodia at the United Nations was a member of the Khmer Rouge administration, a situation that is, of course, embarrassing, because by that time everyone knew what had gone on in Democratic Kampuchea. As more and more people became convinced of the crimes committed by the Khmer Rouge in the 1970s (and the fact that no one was held responsible), a paralyzing shadow gradually settled over Cambodian society. This responsibility of the international community for its institutional compliance may have led to a return of the repressed feeling of guilt. But it was not earlier than in the mid-1990s that many people in the West began to call for a trial.

At the same time, the Cambodian government contended with the persistent Khmer Rouge guerrillas and was unable to find a military or political solution to the problem. Consequently, it accepted the legal solution sought for by the international community.

The tribunal

In a letter dated 21 June 1997, the Kingdom of Cambodia made an official request to the United Nations for assistance in organizing a trial in line with international standards. A group of experts was selected, who recommended that the United Nations establish a special international tribunal to bring Khmer Rouge leaders to trial. These experts envisioned a tribunal to be established in an Asia-Pacific country, but not Cambodia, because a fair trial would not have been possible in light of the country’s situation. Hostile to such a solution, the Cambodian government instead pushed for a trial in Cambodia, with Cambodian judges forming the majority. One has to be aware that the last Khmer Rouge leaders had rallied in support of the government at that time and that Pol Pot died on 15 April 1998. Thus, from a Cambodian perspective, the need for a trial was much less urgent.

Against this backdrop, the negotiations were drawn out and arduous, with an agreement between the United Nations and the Royal Government of Cambodia finally being signed on 6 June 2003. The content of the agreement speaks volumes about the highly sensitive issues at stake: on the one hand, it mandated that personal and temporal jurisdiction of the court be strictly limited to two categories of suspects, those known as the ‘Senior Leaders of Democratic Kampuchea’ as well as those ‘most responsible’ for crimes committed between 17 April 1975 and 6 January 1979. On the other hand, it excluded a number of potential suspects, such as the ‘middle managers’ of the Khmer Rouge, and left out other facts, like the massive bombing of Cambodia by the United States between 1970 and 1975.

It was determined that the court should consist of a majority of eleven Cambodian judges and eight international judges. In addition, a complex ‘super-majority’ system was put in place to ensure that any decision be approved by at least one of the international judges. In practice, this solution proved to be very favourable to the Cambodian side: while the international judges could in fact prevent unjust decisions from being handed down by their Cambodian colleagues, they could not actually force them to render a just decision; in reality, the Cambodian judges could stall the entire process at any time. Cambodian and international law are in effect at the tribunal, and French law is a source for the procedural rules, which foresee two co-investigating judges (one Cambodian and one international) and allow victims to participate in the proceedings as civil parties.

The ECCC was officially inaugurated on 3 July 2006.

Trials to date

Case 001 – The first case of the ECCC put Kaing Guek Eav on trial, alias Duch, head of the infamous Khmer Rouge penitentiary known as ‘S-21’. The Cambodian authorities arrested him in 1999 (and he had been held since then, lacking a legal act). On 31 July 2007, Duch was charged with crimes against humanity and war crimes – that is for serious breaches of the Geneva Conventions. The same day, the co-investigating judges remanded him to custody, and he was transferred to the ECCC detention centre. The indictment against him (l’ordonnance de cloture: closing order) was signed in August 2008; he was found guilty of crimes against humanity and war crimes on 26 July 2010 and sentenced to thirty-five years. After he appealed the court’s decision, the Chamber of the Supreme Court gave him a life sentence. This first trial is generally considered to be success as a fair trial.

Case 002/01 – The second case involved regime leaders still alive at the time of trial, including Nuon Chea (known as ‘Brother No. 2’, the former chairman of the Democratic Kampuchea National Assembly and deputy secretary of the Communist Party of Kampuchea), Ieng Sary (former deputy prime minister for Foreign Affairs), Khieu Samphan (former head of state of Democratic Kampuchea) and Ieng Thirith (the former minister for social affairs). They were arrested between September and November 2007.

In September 2010, the co-investigating judges indicted the four defendants, charging them with crimes against humanity, genocide (of the Vietnamese and the Chams, a religious minority) and grave breaches of the Geneva Conventions. On 22 September 2011, the Trial Chamber ordered that the case be subdivided into shorter trials to ensure the likelihood of a judgment within a reasonable time period, especially given the magnitude and complexity of the Closing Order and in light of the defendants’ age and poor health. This order limited the scope of the first trial of Case 002 to forced migrations and related crimes against humanity, and executions of former officials of the Khmer Republic. Sadly, this order did not sufficiently speed up the proceedings: on 17 November 2011, the chamber determined that Ieng Thirith was unfit to stand trial due to her Alzheimer’s disease. As for her husband, Ieng Sary died on 14 March 2013, which terminated all ongoing criminal and civil actions against him.

On 7 August 2014, Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan were convicted of crimes against humanity, extermination, political persecution and other inhumane acts. They were sentenced to life in prison and have filed appeals contesting the decision.

Case 002/02 – The second trial against Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan started in late 2014. It examines forced marriages and the genocide of the Chams and Vietnamese. It began with a war over legal procedures: first of all, the defence refused to participate as long as the appeal of the first trial was underway, and judges countered by initiating disciplinary proceedings against the defence lawyers. Finally, the proceedings appear to move ahead, but very slowly – which is especially unsettling in light of the ages of the accused, who are currently ninety and eighty-five years old, respectively. Nobody knows when a second judgment (if any) will be rendered.

Case 003 & 004 – Two other cases concern five additional suspects who have been subject to multi-year investigations, though it is still too early to know how it will end. Since 2015, the international co-investigating judge has decided to charge some suspects (by himself), but another trial seems very unlikely at this point due to Cambodian opposition.

At this juncture, one needs to take a closer look at the lessons to learn from the Khmer Rouge trials, in respect of testimony both in the sense of ‘evidence in court’ and as ‘narrative memorial’.

SENSITIVE PROCEEDINGS – THE WITNESS, THE JUDGE AND THE HISTORIAN

Before the Extraordinary Chambers in the Courts of Cambodia, this issue appeared in a new light because the court had to face particular difficulties. It first contended with the problem facing every criminal court, that is the reliability of testimony. Even if this proposition is set in a slightly different way in a Romano-Germanic law system and in common law, one can say that the search for truth is theoretically the primary objective of a trial. Witnesses swear ‘to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth’. Reality, however, is more complex: judicial techniques and procedural logic are not necessarily the most appropriate methods for finding the truth: lacking sufficient material evidence, judges render most of their decisions on the basis of human testimony, a method that is obviously unsatisfying. In practice, this means that judges rely on a random mix of incomplete, and often very subjective, narratives (assuming that they are even given in good faith).

Let’s look at an example that may at first glance not seem representative but that nonetheless illustrates the point: As part of the investigation into the Duch case, François Bizot, author of the book The Gate (2003), was heard as a witness. He is generally regarded as an important witness because he was arrested by the Khmer Rouge and then released a few months later, which was highly unusual. Moreover, in his book, he describes the siege of Phnom Penh in 1975 and the events that followed. During his testimony in court, Bizot offered some interesting thoughts on the personality of the executioners in general, and yet his recollections became fuzzy when he discussed details he had already related in his book, that is what he had personally witnessed. As he explained, his book was intended to restore ‘emotions and feelings’ and not just ‘memories’. He admits that the book’s contents are not ‘exact,’ yet he stresses that this did not mean that they were not ‘true’. He uses certain expressions that express his embarrassment, such as the following: ‘Today, I question what I wrote then, since I am not even sure that this person was present at the time’. When he was confronted with the situation of an interrogation at court, the difference between a legal testimony and individual memories in literature appeared. One was tempted to believe that The Gate is more a novel than testimony and that the author is not a witness, but a writer. This is especially true in light of the fact that some people criticised Bizot for presenting himself in a favourable role at the besieged French Embassy, where many people sought refuge in April 1975: for these people, he had not been exactly heroic at that time.

A few weeks following his testimony, however, another witness was questioned, a priest named François Ponchaud, author of the famous book Cambodia: Year Zero (1978). He was also present at the embassy in April 1975. He confirmed Bizot’s important role at the time. According to Ponchaud, the story of the events as portrayed in The Gate is fully consistent with what actually happened. Ponchaud noted that refugees in the embassy would have found themselves in much less favourable conditions had Bizot not intervened. I know Father Ponchaud very well. And I’m convinced that he is not the type to hand out insincere compliments. This made me wonder if the criticism lobbed against Bizot was not unfounded to a certain degree. Moreover, it convinced me that the reliability of testimony is questionable as a matter of principle: the fact that the credibility of a witness can be assessed differently depending on whether or not it is criticized by another witness or, conversely, defended by a third is not only inadequate but also extremely unsettling.

The situation is even more disturbing when we are dealing with mass crimes because of the special difficulty in locating impartial witnesses. In Cambodia, for example, practically the entire citizenry was involved in the crimes between 1975 and 1979, either as victim, perpetrator or accomplice, sometimes even successively as a combination of the three. Under these circumstances, it would be pointless to expect impartial testimony from any of the survivors. These experiences lead me to a general scepticism against the idea that testimony is a reliable source of knowledge for judicial purposes or an implicitly objective form of evidence, as far as the operation of the penal justice system in general is concerned.

But let’s return now to the trial of the Khmer Rouge and the attendant difficulties the tribunal faced. First of all, unlike other international courts appointed to deal with mass crimes, the tribunal took up its work thirty years after the crimes had been committed. Many witnesses died during this interim period. As for those still alive, whether victim or suspect, many did not or could not remember events for which they were to provide testimony, either because the events were too painful or because they feared reprisals or prosecution. Thus, in such a situation, collecting testimony was a particularly delicate matter. Furthermore, the research previously conducted within an extra-judicial framework was deemed problematic. While judges cannot ignore the documentation collected and analysed by historians prior to the official investigation, they should not be beholden to it, either. In this particular case, the fact that suspects have already been ‘convicted’ in a number of books is obviously a burden for the judicial principle of presumed innocence.

However, in this case, the previous works have not necessarily had a negative impact; rather, a number of literary or artistic works in various forms have helped raise awareness and offered resistance to indifference, such as the 1984 film The Killing Fields by Roland Joffe, which had a major impact, or Hélène Cixous’s 1985 play The Terrible but Unfinished Story of Norodom Sihanouk, King of Cambodia, staged by Ariane Mnouchkine, which made an equally significant impact. This work was not only performed in France: the work was translated into Khmer and performed in Cambodia with young Cambodian actors from the School of Arts in Battambang, who were born after the Khmer Rouge era and could thus reclaim their own history.

On a more general level, all aspects of this context raise questions about the role of judges in a trial that in respect of judicial concerns takes place as much belated as before the ECCC but is simultaneously of serious ‘historical interest’. In particular, it raises the question as to the difficult relationship between judges and historians. Following this line of thought, one needs to address the following issues: first and foremost, judges should not confuse their role and believe that they can act as historians as well. Any debate on historical events that happens during a trial has to take place within the specifics of the legal framework. For example this case is not about the ‘Khmer Rouge’ in general but about the named individuals who are prosecuted for their personal actions, legally determined to be crimes.

Furthermore, just as judges should not behave like historians, so too should historians be careful to not act as judges. In this regard, their participation in ‘honor juries’ (as in the case of the French politician Maurice Papon accused as Nazi collaborator) can be problematic. But, more generally, on which ground and in which way should one decide about historians’ participation in a judicial process? Henry Rousso (who refused to testify in the Papon case) stated that the ability of the historian to provide expertise is at odds with the rules and objectives governing trials. He explained that, since he had no direct access to the alleged facts, he feared that his testimony could be used to exploit academic research or a historical interpretation conducted in a different context than a criminal court. Other historians have agreed to testify as ‘experts’, however, such as Robert Paxton and Marc-Olivier Baruch in the Papon trial, for example. As a judge, I personally tend to think that their participation is desirable and important because of the risk of an anachronism (see Jeanneney 2002), which is omnipresent during a ‘historic’ trial, that is a trial on occurrences that are also already part of historiography: at the time of judgment, we already know the end of the story. Therefore, contemporary evidence is particularly important in this respect: the role of the historian in the judicial process is crucial in that it allows us to situate the facts in the reconstituted universe during the trial.

A further question concerns the complementary perspective of the tension-filled couple of judge and historian: can a trial contribute anything for historians, from an academic and epistemological point of view? Although judicial sources often form the basis of historical research, some historians doubt whether a trial can contribute to historical knowledge, while others believe that trials can have a significant impact on an educational level. Against the backdrop of thirty-five years of experience as a judge, my estimation is that the testimony of survivors and of the victims’ relatives can serve as the best weapon against a revisionist version of history. For example, as demonstrated at the Barbie trial, though the military situation was catastrophic for the Third Reich in April 1944, the Nazis made it a top priority to deport forty-four Jewish refugee children at a school at Izieu. To summarize, while I remain sceptical about the legal value of testimony, I am all the more convinced of its historical value.

It is trueness that judicial truth obeys its own logic and should not be confused with scientific or historical truth. Like historical truth, judicial truth is relative, yet there is a considerable difference between the two, because any trial is limited undertaking, conducted within certain temporal and institutional limits, whereas historical research is an unlimited procedure. The principle of res judicata precludes a new trial based on information that comes to light after the initial verdict, while historians can always update their knowledge as they progress in their research with new, different and more detailed data available at the time. However, there are intersections and common elements between historical and legal approaches, which means that they can learn from each other, provided that judges and historians exercise professionalism, ethics and circumspection, as Jean-Paul Jean stated (Jean 2009).

Another problem encountered during the Khmer Rouge trial also deserves mention: organizing the trial in Phnom Penh, instead of at The Hague or another foreign country, added a lots of complications from a political and cultural point of view.

In the case of the ECCC, the political environment poses certain difficulties, as the rule of law has not yet been put into place in Cambodia; in this context, it is not easy to conduct a trial in accordance with international standards. This became clear when it was a question of interrogating witnesses who were close to the government or politically sensitive, such as the King-Father Norodom Sihanouk, Senate president Chea Sim, President of the National Assembly Heng Samrin, Finance Minister Keat Chhon and Minister of Foreign Affairs Hor Namhong. All refused to appear. And the judge had no means in hand to force them to testify.

In addition, the cultural context was very unfamiliar to the international judges. The influence of Buddhism is omnipresent in Cambodia and, and for a Buddhist, life is the product of ‘karma’, a concept seemingly incompatible with the idea of justice as conceived in European countries. But whoever advances this argument is generally associated with the critique of universal human rights. To be frank, however, survivors do not seem to share this idea; all of the Cambodians interviewed on the issue expressed a genuine quest for justice, probably just as every human being who experienced strong violence, torture or mass crime would. The wish for justice and the penalization of the persons responsible grew during the conduct of the trails. Hundreds of complaints were made after some leaders were arrested, civil suits were increased over the course of the month and 500 people turned up for the Chamber’s first public hearing to follow the proceedings.

As for the subject of any critical debate on the universalism of human rights, it should be remembered that the World Conference with the participation of 180 nations, held in Vienna in 1993, solemnly affirmed that the universal declaration of human rights was a ‘common ideal to be followed’. This does not mean that the problem of the hegemony of one culture over another is solved, and it appears inconsiderate to allege ethnocentrism; rather, the declaration signifies the approval of what the jurist Mireille Delmas-Marty calls the advent of a ‘common law’, one that strives to integrate the contributions of each culture (Delmas-Marty 1998). In the Cambodian context, this means that it is essential that local law is implemented and that local judges are involved. On their own, the international judges would surely not have been able to overcome the difficulty of operating in a context so far removed from their own universe.

A RELATIVELY POSITIVE OUTCOME?

Despite the many hurdles faced by the tribunal and the concomitant deficiencies, it makes a number of important contributions. The results should therefore be examined in a nuanced way. The fact that the trial was held in the country where the crimes were committed, that the court applied local procedures and that included the participation of Cambodian judges count to the number of factors that heightened the usefulness of the judicial process. In addition, efforts have been made to increase access to the proceedings for victims, witnesses and local media throughout the country. The trials have been transmitted by television, newspapers and radio stations. The courtroom could accommodate an audience of about 500 viewers, and free buses were provided daily to and from the capital for those who wanted to attend.

As a result, the trials were attended by hundreds of thousands of people. In remote villages, people watched hearings on televisions powered by car batteries, which initiated hour-long debates. This is a striking difference from most international courts, for which proceedings are held in foreign countries, far removed both materially and culturally from the crime scene and the victims’ homes. In the case of Cambodia, civil groups organized meetings in remote provinces to explain court proceedings and answer questions from victims. They also made efforts to protect victims’ rights, promote reparations and foster reconciliation. Educational films were produced and screened throughout the country, and mental health services were available to victims still suffering from trauma related to the Khmer Rouge era. Thus, the impact of the ECCC in Cambodia has been magnified greatly by the combination of an active NGO community, outreach organized by the court and the fact that the proceedings are held locally.

In addition, the Khmer Rouge Tribunal is unique in that victims are allowed to participate in the proceedings as civil parties. (This does not mean, however, that they can receive financial compensation, because procedure guidelines mandate that reparations be limited to the ‘moral and collective’ form: because there are millions of victims, financial reparations are simply not possible.) By participating as a civil party, victims have the right to be represented by counsel, request investigations, appeal court decisions and so on. This aspect is essential. However, we still must admit that the ECCC has faced many difficulties implementing proceedings that allow victim participation, so that procedural rules have evolved considerably over time, gradually limiting plaintiffs’ rights. Indeed, given the difficulties encountered during Case 001 and to improve trial effectiveness, the ECCC Internal Rules were amended preceding the trial for Case 002 to better accommodate for mass crimes. Individual participation of civil parties is now limited to the preliminary investigative phase only. At the trial hearing and thereafter, the victims are grouped into a single party, whose interests are represented by two main co-lawyers, one Cambodian and one international, who are in turn supported by the civil party lawyers.

The authorized forms of reparation have also changed. During the first case against Duch, the former chairman of S-21 prison, many victims were bitterly disappointed when they found out that the only compensation given to them (or, as the case may be, the only so-called compensation) was the inclusion of their names in the judgment. To remedy this, it was decided under new rules determined in 2010 that the reparations ordered by the court could be implemented by NGOs and financed by outside organizations, which would allow for a much bigger range of options. In this new context, original forms of collective reparations were adopted in the second case against Nuon Chea and Khieu Samphan. It can be said that, ultimately, the role of the civil parties will remain important, both for victims who personally participated in the judicial process and for the rest of the population, whose own suffering is voiced through the victims involved in the trial.

During the trial of Case 002, the Victims Support Section and the main co-lawyers were able to obtain funding for reparations from donors and for developing various projects in cooperation with governmental and non-governmental organizations beyond the ECCC. To summarize, the following projects have been accepted by the court:


	Testimony therapy – This project provides effective treatment for psychological suffering by recording testimony on traumatic experiences with the help of mental health professionals. The testimonies gathered during these sessions will be read later and handed over to plaintiffs as part of a ceremony in accordance with the victims’ religious or spiritual beliefs and cultural practices. These events will be held throughout Cambodia in the plaintiffs’ communities and include the participation of plaintiffs, other survivors, relatives, religious and spiritual leaders, and representatives of government and non-government organizations. This project will allow victims to heal from their traumatic experiences, restore their dignity, document human rights violations and represent their interests in judicial proceedings and the process of reconciliation now underway in Cambodia. A portion of project funds will be used to hire and train six psychologists, one of whom will coordinate the project.

	Self-help groups – This project was established to provide treatment approved by the ‘Transcultural Psychosocial Organization’ (TPO), an NGO active in Cambodia’s mental health field. It is designed as a vehicle for victims to express their suffering, thereby promoting the healing process after trauma. The project consists of six group therapy sessions, with monthly meetings and consultations with a professional therapist for nine months.



Additional projects have been accepted, some of them financed by the German government, such as the following:


	Public permanent exhibitions were established in various provinces, which include photographs, documents and audio-visual recordings of survivors to educate the public about the Khmer Rouge regime.

	The Cambodian Teacher’s Guide was complemented by a new chapter which includes lessons on teaching the history of Democratic Kampuchea for all secondary schools. The new chapter is based entirely on the testimony of witnesses and civil parties.

	A Peace Institute of Cambodia was constructed, which is designed to arrange tours for young Cambodians to execution sites and create a library and training seminars on the crimes of the Khmer Rouge era and the work being done by the ECCC.

	A National Day of Remembrance was invented, officially recognized by the government to honour the victims of the Democratic Kampuchea era, both the deceased and their survivors, to reflect upon the crimes of the Khmer Rouge. The government agreed to designate May 20 for the day of commemoration.



It will be interesting to observe the long-term impact of these reparation programmes adopted by the court, particularly as regards the relationship between victims and participating subalterns, who will not stand trial during these proceedings.

CONCLUSION

My description does not intend to give the impression that the Khmer Rouge Tribunal has been an overwhelming success: it remains, of course, a very imperfect example of international justice, especially as it seems now bogged down in endless procedural battles that are difficult for the public to understand. International justice is judged by its effectiveness and, in this regard, the Cambodian case has not been very convincing. However, we can identify a number of positive contributions that the trial has made to Cambodian society. One of the most significant was to generate discussion and awareness.

More than thirty-five years after the fall of Democratic Kampuchea, Cambodia still suffers from the trauma of this period. As is always the case with mass crime and political violence in the history of a country, it is difficult for young Cambodians today to feel affected by crimes committed so long ago. On the same note, victims still struggle to speak about their experiences. However, although the court has been criticized for its many imperfections, we cannot deny the fact that it has opened up a new dialogue about the past. In summary, the tribunal triggered a much-needed public debate in civil society. Prior to this, the Khmer Rouge period was considered taboo; people discussed it furtively within the family, and it was absent from school curricula; today, this is no longer the case. And this is crucial for the country’s future; everyone is still working to rebuild Cambodia, and you cannot construct a nation upon a foundation of oblivion or repression of what has actually happened and caused such an amount of suffering, destruction and death.
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Chapter 5

The Armenian Case

Bearing Witness by Mediation of the Second or Third Generation

Janine Altounian

The reflections of this chapter are situated in a double framework of certain conditions. In the first place, I consider that type of testimony experienced through traumatic historical catastrophe, which can only be suitably verbalized, committed and inscribed into the world by the descendants of the second or third generations. At the same time, my exploration informed by the psychoanalytic work1 is itself a form of testimony. This is because the subjectivity of its approach is that of an analysand, namely as an heir to survivors of the Armenian genocide of 1915 – an event denied by the Turkish state to this day. The first part of my arguments aims to theoretically examine this particular configuration of ‘bearing witness’; the second illustrates this through several examples.

THE GENERATIONAL TRANSMISSION OF TESTIMONY – DISPLACEMENT AND TRANSLATION

To ground my argument, I would like to begin with a statement by Shoshana Felman, who defines the ‘Shoah’ as an ‘event without a witness’. In her article ‘In an Era of Testimony’, she explains why survivors of mass crimes are powerless and unable to bear witness to their experiences:


A victim is by definition not only one who is oppressed but also one who has no language of his own, one who, quite precisely, is robbed of a language with which to articulate his or her victimization. What is available to him as language is only the oppressor’s language. But in the oppressor’s language, the abused will sound crazy, even to himself, if he describes himself as abused. (Felman 2002, 125)



This deprivation of language on the part of survivors – witnesses of events that they absolutely must make known to the world – unconsciously transmits an injunction to their descendants to deliver their testimony locked up in silence. Primo Levi distinguishes survivors who ‘did not reach bottom’, from those who ‘returned mute’, and those for whom ‘we speak in their stead’, on behalf of them (Levi 1988, 83–84). Obviously, each survivor’s descendants are charged with bearing witness to their parents’ traumatisms in the aftermath of the events and ‘par delegation’, thereby inscribing themselves into the genealogical line. But the survivor’s injunction is implicitly addressed to that particular person among the descendants who feels called to receive the transmission, assuming he is equipped with the psychic and linguistic apparatus necessary for the task. In so doing, this descendent bears witness not only to the turmoil experienced by past generations but equally to the devastation from the past that endures in the present. This is because, as the psychoanalyst René Kaës notes: ‘Nothing can be repealed that does not appear several generations later […] as a very sign of that which cannot be transmitted within the symbolic order […] the trace follows its path through others until an addressee recognizes himself as such’ (Kaës 1993, 45).

This task of witnessing is doubtless also an expression of anxiety, as portrayed, for example, in the writings of Israeli author Ahron Appelfeld. He worries that the horrors suffered by his murdered parents may be buried in oblivion and, therefore, mobilizes the memories of his body in order to bear witness to the past:


The old fear that the story of our lives, mine, and the story of our parents’ lives and that of the parents of our parents, that fear that they might all be buried without leaving behind a single memory would sometimes make me tremble at night. […] I wasn’t making things up, I was calling forth sensations and thoughts from the depths of my body that had been blindly absorbed.’ (Appelfeld 1999, 217 and 223, own transl.)



The descendant’s testimony thus testifies to the impossibility of bearing witness for the person for whom they are ‘delegated’ to speak. As Giorgio Agamben writes about those who perished during the Shoah, ‘Whoever assumes the charge of bearing witness in their name knows that he or she must bear witness in the name of the impossibility of bearing witness’ (Agamben 1999, 34). If it is, indeed, impossible for survivors to bear witness to the events they survived, it is not because others cannot understand this experience; rather, it is above all because they no longer possess language in which they could even be understood in the first place; their atomized beings, now rendered incapable of containing their experiences, are deprived of a subjectivity capable of its articulation. Being no longer able to return to one’s past through speech or thought – because there one would be exterminated – induces a taboo of contact with oneself, which in a way divests the testimony of any possible articulation. As Todorov concludes, ‘If I lose my place of enunciation, I can no longer speak. I do not speak, therefore I am not’.2

In reality, the destruction of the ability to bear witness to that which was experienced, just as much as the frequent denial of the events, prevents the transmission of memory and, thus, also the ‘historicisation’ by means of testimony. Shoshana Felman’s statement that bemoans the absence of a psychic vessel within those who are incapable to bear witness of their experiences aligns with an argument from the philosopher Jean François Lyotard. He postulates that there is a difference between the category of conflict involving language given to dommages (injuries) and the category of Différend, in which nothing at all can be said, given the ‘tort’ (damage) that incurred. This is because ‘in all these cases, to the privation constituted by the damage there is added the impossibility of bringing it to the knowledge of others, and in particular to the knowledge of a tribunal’.3

One could add that it is the very loss of the sense of alterity that renders it impossible for the survivor to bear witness. This can be attributed to the way in which the totalitarian character of genocide annihilates this sense within all individuals belonging to the group selected for extermination whose members view each other as being lumped together into the same persecutory catastrophe. The ability to perceive difference becomes distorted, overwhelmed by the paranoia induced when, in facing imminent death, the only difference that matters is that ‘the Other’ has turned into a murder. For the survivor, there is no longer a sufficient distance to the object in his relationship to the Other, an other who is neither executioner nor victim, but, rather, this other banally becomes the bearer of human ambivalence in its entirety. Thus, it is impossible for the survivor to maintain his position as the testifying subject to his own story without having to relive the mortal agony, an act that would inevitably complete his resulting psychological breakdown. He no longer has the verbal capacity to bear witness to a story about himself, his own life history, which he is the subject of.

In fact, the lack of a relationship to alterity among those who faced such terror makes bearing witness to traumatic events impossible because it relies on the three-part structure behind all transmissions, as the philosopher Dany-Robert Dufour reminds us. In his definition, we find an overlap between the three authoritative forces of speech and three generations:


In order to secure the transmission of a story, it must in effect be heard [entendu] by someone from another one, spoken (translated/divulged) by this one, and re- heard by a third. […] The notion of transmitting a story can take on two inverse values: Either it implies a sequence of three speech acts [allocutions] or it refers to a succession of three generations. […] In the second case, the succession involves my existence insofar as it relates to that of my ancestor as well as my descendant. (Dufour 1990, 157, own transl.)



Therefore, one may follow the hypothesis that, after an episode of genocide, the descendant who perceived, that is, heard from an other (namely the survivor) the traumatic past, is able to constitute a testimony only through saying/translating/divulging, as a testimony that can be heard again by himself as well as by an addressee situated outside the traumatic environment. Or, to put it another way:


Current speech [allocution] always presupposes a prior speaking because the speaking ‘I’ assumes the position of the current speaker only by having previously held the position of an addressee. […] Thus, three speech elements are necessary […] in order to transmit a story/history. Over the course of the transmission, the addressee in question will go through all the possible indexical modes: you, I, he. (Dufour 1990, 157, own transl.)



The addressee needs to position himself within this heritage. He is able to do so, thanks to his transition of the language of those whom we might call the ‘non-exterminables’: an ‘I’ capable of bearing witness by addressing his deceased ancestors with a ‘You’, whom he would then call ‘They’ when bearing witness to others. This necessitates a symbolic mutation brought about through the heir’s mediation, which results, in turn, in the formation of an ‘I’ capable of bearing witness to the dead.

The liberating work of mourning can be done only through bearing witness in the guise of another language that is not the one in which the events unfolded. Before the heir is capable of bearing witness as the subject of one’s own family history, he must first constitute himself as a subject by learning how to talk to ‘others’, which he accomplishes, first, by learning the language of his parents’ adopted country and, second, by identifying with the institutional and political forms of culture in the ‘host’ country. Through the displacing mechanism of the testimony, this process of learning contains destroying as well as sustaining essential affects transmitted through the parents’ anguish over the course of several generations. The testimony delivered by this translator, who has now become heir to the survivors, not only provides a shroud in which the unburied dead can be laid to rest but also a mediation, initially absent, between the space terrorized by murderous violence and a world that is open to hearing about these violent acts. This is because ‘trauma is […] the result of an incapacitation of intermediary formation’ (Kaës 1993, 54).

If the speech of a survivor and its transmission need to be conveyed by another person in order to be heard – whether heir, researcher, interviewer or spokesperson – who is willing to listen, who offers his work and provides a transitional space for mediating with the world, it is precisely because the testimony shall bear witness to the destruction of a state of togetherness with others in which the mass murders resulted. In order to really exist and gain a political voice, bearing witness requires not just a generational displacement but also one within the space of the others, that is to say, a transfer to the space of those whom we had previously deemed the ‘non-exterminables’.

By taking advantage of a filial position, the transitional heir – who at the same time receives an injunction to bear witness for the dead and of a violent testimony – brings together these two worlds of receiving (accueil): as legatee to a parent who was hosted (accueilli) in the country of his birth and who was once exterminable and deprived of speech, he identifies with him. At the same time, he is the recipient (l’accueillant), concerned about hosting him in the language of the non-exterminables. His testimony borrows from the language of the host culture (culture d’accueil) and thus benefits from a surrounding of political institutions lending authority to that language. It is this duality that determines his position as a witness-translator: he is both someone who is hosted (accueilli), through his identification with his surviving parent, and someone who is receiving (accueillant), thanks to the privilege of his current status, which allows him to live in a time and under political conditions that tolerate his testimony.

This translator who bears witness for parents deprived of speech challenges a positivist conceptualization of history in that he performs a hidden violence when inscribing them into a subjectivity, namely his own and, by extension, into the subjectivity of his audience. He devotes himself not only to the task of bearing witness after the fact but, even more, to that creative task ascribed by Michelet to historians: ‘to listen to the words that were never spoken, which remain deep at the bottom of hearts (dig down in your own, they are there)’ (Michelet 1959, 377, own transl.).

The basic contours of this delayed testimony conform to a process that Walter Benjamin describes in his essay ‘On the Concept of History’. In this text, he develops an idea related to the Freudian concept of deferred action (Nachträglichkeit), according to which the lifetime and the development of a human being merely unfold or bring to light certain nodal points from the past, which in their nucleus already contain all their elements: ‘In the voices we hear +, isn’t there an echo of now silent ones? […] If so, then there is a secret agreement [Verabredung] between past generations and the present ones. […] Then, like every generation that precedes us, we have been endowed with a weak messianic power, a power on which the past has a claim’ (Benjamin 2003, 390).


WRITING AS TESTIMONY ON BEHALF OF THE (GRAND-)PARENTS

My first example of a delayed testimony by a descendant is, coincidentally, one of a historian, more precisely of a trained historian. Self-evidently in all of the other examples that will follow, the testimony of the descendants imparts historical knowledge but only indirectly by conjuring the living conditions of the time when their ancestors lived. After a brief presentation of testimony from four different authors, I will look at two other examples of testimony taken from the ‘Armenian case’: the first published in Turkey, the second in France.

Recently in France, we had a striking example of a World War I historian who, after having written several works in line with the principles of objectivity demanded by ‘the science of history’, took a new approach in his latest book, Quelle histoire. Un récit de filiation (1914–2014) (Audoin-Rouzeau 2014), where he set out to bear witness to the highly volatile reports made by three soldiers in his own family, which had accumulated over the course of successive generations. Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau (born 1955), director of École des hautes études en sciences sociales (EHESS) and president of the Centre international de recherche de la grande guerre (Péronne-Somme), in his latest book, makes use of his expertise as a historian in order to bear witness to the personal testimonies of both his maternal and paternal grandfathers and his father-in-law about their experiences in the trenches. In the cover copy to his book, he writes:


I tried to employ that specific, habitual mode of writing used to speak of soldiers in the trenches, women in mourning, or the children of war, when writing about people who, in some way or another, mattered to me. […] I hope to have remained grounded in History. […] It is along these lines that I have been moving […] without completely losing sight of my anchor point. […] I focused on what the Great War did to my people, to how it cut through their existence, even if that meant recording its effects beyond just their individual lives.



Whereas the author’s father never questioned the split that ultimately ruptured his own father’s life, the grandson conducts his historical investigation as an act of bearing witness to the soldiers’ experiences in a way that combines personal memory with academic rigour, thus liberating himself from his obligations to the ‘revenants’ of the Great War. In reference to these mute ghosts, Walter Benjamin writes that ‘experience has fallen in value, amid a generation which from 1914 to 1918 had to experience some of the most monstrous events in the history of the world. […] Wasn’t it noticed at the time how many people returned from the front in silence? Not richer but poorer in communicable experience’ (Benjamin 1999, 731).

In what follows, I would like to briefly discuss the testimony of four writers,4 all of them being heirs who bore witness to the traumatic past of their ancestors, and will present just a few salient passages from their works. These authors are Albert Camus (1913–1960) and Pierre Pachet (1937–2016), on the one hand, and Peter Handke (born 1942) and Annie Ernaux (born 1940), on the other.

In a speech given by Albert Camus in Sweden in December 1957, he expressly assigns writers the task of ‘bearing witness on behalf of’ those who are stripped of the power of speech: ‘We other twentieth-century authors […] must know […] that our only purpose […] is to speak, within our means, for those who are not able to’ (Camus 1957). In this sense, the Frenchman from Algeria whom we encounter in Camus’s autobiographical posthumously published novel The First Man (Camus 1994) and the Jewish man from Russia in Pierre Pachet’s Autobiography of My Father (1987) – both bear witness to the fractures created in the successive generations by the turmoil that occurred at the beginning of the twentieth century and with the Great War. Each text has its own unique context, but the effects are comparable nevertheless. In both cases, the ‘subject of heritage’5 turns into the witness of a prior devastation, to a breakdown that was experienced earlier in their genealogy.

‘From our prehistory woven before we were born, the unconscious will make us contemporaries, but we will only become such thinkers through the effects of afterwardsness’ (Ibid.). Pierre Pachet writes: ‘My deceased father’s words were asking to speak through me in ways they had never been spoken before, beyond just our two forces combined. They were disavowing me, asking me for my help in the form of devotion to them’ (Pachet 1994, 7, own transl.).

Throughout her work, Annie Ernaux bears witness to how her people were plagued by misery and cultural hardship. In her novel La Place (1983) she explains: ‘Perhaps I write because we no longer have anything to say to each other’. And ‘later […] I will have to explain all that. I meant to speak, to write on the subject of my father’. And elsewhere in the same book: ‘I finished bringing to light the heritage that I was supposed to leave on the doorstep of the bourgeois world when I entered it’ (Ernaux 1983, 23, 84 and 111, own transl.). Her testimony, made possible through her elevated social status and level of speech attained through schooling, utilizes a skill that she acquired in accordance with her mother’s wishes. In Un Femme (1988), written after the death of her mother, one reads: ‘Through me, she continued to satisfy her thirst for knowledge. […] Everything about my mother […] was geared to the very concept of education’.6

Wunschloses Unglück (1972, A Sorrow beyond Dreams) by Peter Handke tells of similar difficulties that stood in the way of his mother’s ‘thirst for knowledge’: ‘She had “begged” my grandfather to let her learn something. But it was […] dismissed with a wave of the hand, unthinkable’ (Wunschloses Unglück 1974, 20, own transl.). As recounted in the novel, it was because of this obstacle that Handke became a writer, as it allowed him to bear witness to these barriers as well as to the impossibility of his mother ever speaking about her miserable past: ‘When, in speaking of herself […] she was silenced by a glance’. And ‘it was practically impossible to talk to her about anything. Every single word reminded her of something horrible again. […] “I can’t talk. Don’t torment me” ’ (1974, 33 and 81, own transl.). When his mother passes away, the son finds himself compelled to bear witness to her life of servitude: ‘The view from the grave, […] In the throes of my helpless rage, I suddenly had the need to write something about my mother. […] She took her secret to the grave’ (1974, 98 and 104, own transl.).

THE ARMENIAN CASE – TRACES OF TESTIMONIES THROUGH GENERATIONS AND LANGUAGES

The two testimonies that shall be discussed in the last part of my considerations are both related to the political controversy surrounding Turkey’s denial of the Armenian genocide: the first comes from a third-generation descendant living in Turkey, and the other is from a second-generation heir in France.

Anneannem, published in 2004 in Turkey and in 2006 translated into French with the title Le livre de ma grand mere (2006),7 provides an unprecedented example of testimony that was forced to wait three generations before finally finding a voice in the survivor’s granddaughter, Féthiyé Çétin (*1950), who is a renowned Turkish lawyer and human rights activist. When she was twenty-four, her grandmother, Heranus Gadarian – hidden by the Turkish first name of Seher – revealed the secret of her own Armenian identity to her, shortly before she died in 1974. ‘It took my grandmother more than sixty years to finally reveal to me who she really was and what she experienced in 1915’, Fethiyé Çetin says. She goes on to write: ‘This woman who had remained silent for decades and had buried terrible episodes deep inside was now forcing her memory to speak, to tell the story. […] I suppose she no longer had the means to resist the need to share her burden’ (Çetin 2004, 82 and 100, own transl.).

It took Fethiyé Çetin herself thirty years to transmit this testimony, eighty-nine years after her ancestors were deported to the desert, where they were intended to die. Her testimony caused a scandal when it came out, as it was published in a country where this kind of genocide was presumed to have not taken place. The ticking time bomb that Heranus Gadarian carried around in her heart was relayed to yet another person five years after the publication of her granddaughter’s book. After her astonishing account went public, in fact, testimony began to trickle in, little by little, from a large number of other descendants whose grandparents had shared similar experiences that were emblematic of the events. These testimonies were collected in 2009 by Fethiyé Çetin, together with the young anthropologist Ayse Cül Altinay, in a book titled Petits-Enfants, Torunlar.8 These countless testimonies sparked by Heranus Gadarian’s – delivered via her granddaughter, agent provocateur – were mostly recounted by anonymous individuals for fear of discrimination. A vision of national identity in Turkey long based on ethnicity was disrupted by these stories, a rupture also seen in civil society’s reaction to the assassination of Hrant Dink, an Armenian journalist and Çetin’s own client. The men and women from Turkey who bore witness to the Armenian identity of their grandmothers and, occasionally, grandfathers, re-appropriated a condemned ancestry that had been forced into hiding up until that point. Their testimonies ruptured the ethnic purity to which they had previously belonged.*

My final example of bearing witness by the heirs of surviving witnesses has shaped my own research and writings. This example concerns an unsigned manuscript, hidden away in the deepest recesses of an armoire: a Deportation Journal from my father, titled ‘All that I endured between 1915 and 1919’. I found it in 1978, eight years after his death, when during the course of my psychoanalytical treatment ‘it occurred to me’ (il me vint à l’idée)9 that my mother had once mentioned, en passant, a manuscript left behind by my father. I wanted to see it; she went to look for it. But, then, what could one do with such an awe-inspiring and sacred object? Did I have the right to touch its fragile pages? For whom was this testimony written? And what purpose for? Under what circumstances? In what state of mind? And what coincidences and what degree of attention led to it being preserved here, unmentioned for so many years? And whom can I ask these questions? Does not the very absence of any sort of mediation to accompany this anguishing testimony, which could introduce it to the world of the living, repeat the situation endured by those orphans who, though lacking protection, survived the extermination of their parents in the deserts? This journal, an orphan itself, was requesting me, demanding me to take care of the testimony that it contained and represented. I was afraid of it, as though it were a meteorite that had fallen from another planet, but I also pitied it; I couldn’t just leave it there like that, inert, alone in that acoustic void, silent. The creator of this text document, who was also the person who created me, has adhered to invoke those painful memories in order to bear witness to a story of resistance, to which I owe my life and which I had to honour by fulfilling my debt. I therefore began the search for a translator because the text was hermetic to me; it was written with Armenian characters, but in the Turkish language.10
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Figure 5.1. Cover and the first page of the manuscript of Vahram Altounian. Source: Mémoires du Génocide arménien. Héritage traumatique et travail analytique de Vahram et Janine Altounian, avec la contribution de K. Beledian, J.F. Chiantaretto, M. Fraire, Y. Gampel, R. Kaës, R. Waintrater, PUF, 2009.
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Figure 5.2. Vahrem Altounian’s path of deportation reconstructed by the translator of his manuscript. Source: Mémoires du Génocide arménien. Héritage traumatique et travail analytique de Vahram et Janine Altounian, avec la contribution de K. Beledian, J.F. Chiantaretto, M. Fraire, Y. Gampel, R. Kaës, R. Waintrater, PUF, 2009.



Having described them elsewhere,11 at this point I will not elaborate on the changes that the testimony has undergone between 1920, when it was first committed to paper,12 and 1982, when it was first published in Les Temps Modernes, as an implicit response to a terrorist propaganda act.13 The various reprints, including the production of a facsimile edition as recommended by the editor himself, can be found in a 2009 volume of collected works that includes textual commentary by a number of authors.14 In addition, it was recently the subject of an installation created by a young artist for an exhibition in Sète and Paris.15 It suffices to say that the text bears witness to a traumatic experience that began in Bursa, a small town in Asia Minor, on ‘Wednesday, August 10, 1915’, and that it has been transmitted by translation and the subjective effort on the part of its heir, in this case me, to finally arrive almost a century later in a readable form that could be collectively shared and received.

This paternal testimony, which was unknown to me during his lifetime, strangely took on the force of a calling from beyond the grave to bear witness. The founding act of writing that motivated my father was certainly a determining factor, albeit unwittingly, in the transmission of his memories. Indeed, I doubt that he was aware of the consequences of that productive gesture that lead to the creation of these later accounts of the past; rather, for my father, it is likelier that the act of writing this testimony simply represented a way of moving on: once the events were no longer inside of him, but sealed up in a ‘little school notebook’,16 he no longer needed to remember and endure the re-emergence of life-threatening ordeals.


What you inherit from your father

must first be earned before it’s yours.

What you don’t use becomes a heavy load (J. W. Goethe 1957, Faust I, lines 682–684, p. 18)



Freud quotes only the first two of these lines from Goethe’s Faust in Totem and Tabu (1913) in order to illustrate a modality of psychic transmission (Freud 1856–1939). However, the last lines are as much important because they explain as to why the heir to a traumatic history must take care of the testimony conveyed by his ancestor. To be sure, if he puts it to use (nutzen), then it isn’t simply in order to claim (erwerben) his inheritance/heritage (Erbe), but also that he can find relief from a heavy burden (schwere Last).

NOTES

1.This is also the case with my books on transmission: ‘Ouvrez-moi seulement les chemins d’Arménie’, Un génocide aux déserts de l’inconscient (preface by René Kaës), Les Belles Lettres/Confluents psychoanalytiques, 1990, 2003 (2nd ed.); L’intraduisible, Deuil, mémoire, transmission, Dunod/Psychismes, 2005, 2008 (reprint); De la cure à l’écriture/L’élaboration d’un héritage traumatique, PUF, 2012.

2.Todorov 1985, 24. Translated by Alison Rice 2006, 288.

3.Lyotard 1983, 5. Translated by Georges van den Abbeele 2002, 5.

4.For a more detailed discussion of these examples, see the chapters ‘Écrire la rupture, réinstaure l’héritage’ et ‘Être en dette d’un texte à ceux qui furent “sans papiers” ’. In Altounian 2000.

5.Cf. René Kaës 1993, 5: ‘De notre préhistoire tramée avant que nous naissions l’inconscient nous aura fait les contemporains, mais nous n’en deviendrons les penseurs que par les effets d’après-coup’.

6.Ernaux 1988, 57. Translated by Tanja Leslie 2003, 45–46.

7.Çetin 2004; french 2006. Fethiyé Cetin is a lawyer and member of the executive committee for human rights and spokesperson for the minority rights study group of the Istanbul bar association. In 1980 she was arrested by the military junta and spent three years in prison in Ankara.

8.Çetin and Altinay 2009; french 2011. Ayse Gül Altinay is a lecturer in anthropology at Sabancı University in Istanbul. She has published numerous sociological studies of great significance, in both English and Turkish.

9.In the precise sense of a Freudian Einfall translated in the OCF/P, PUF, with ‘idée incidente’ or ‘idée qui vient’.

10.Concerning this point, see Beledian 2009.

11.ZB: Mémoires du Génocide arménien. Héritage traumatique et travail analytique, edited by Vahram et Janine Altounian, avec la contribution de K. Beledian, J. F. Chiantaretto, M. Fraire, Y. Gampel, R. Kaës and R. Waintrater. op. 99. Paris: PUF.; Altounian 2000. La Survivance. Traduire le trauma collectif (preface by Pierre Fédida, afterword by René Kaës). Paris: Dunod. Inconscient et Culture, 2003 (reprint); L’intraduisible, Deuil, mémoire, transmission, Dunod/Psychismes, 2005, 2008 (reprint); De la cure à l’écriture/L’élaboration d’un héritage traumatique, PUF, 2012.

12.See the translator’s evocative description of the manuscript and the conditions surrounding its composition: Beledian 2009.

13.Altounian et al. 1982; see also Altounian, ‘Ouvrez-moi seulement les chemins d’Arménie’, Un génocide aux déserts de l’inconscient (preface by René Kaës), Les Belles Lettres/Confluents psychoanalytiques, 1990, 2003 (2nd ed.), pp. 96–100, and a revised version in Mémoires du Génocide arménien. Héritage traumatique et travail analytique, edited by Vahram et Janine Altounian, avec la contribution de K. Beledian, J. F. Chiantaretto, M. Fraire, Y. Gampel, R. Kaës and R. Waintrater. op. 99. Paris: PUF, pp. 13–41. The title of the article alludes to the violence of the ‘terrorisme publicitaire’, which took place in September 1981 in Paris with the hostage crisis at the Turkish consulate.

14.K. Beledian, J. F. Chiantaretto, M. Fraire, Y. Gampel, R. Kaës, R. Waintrater.

15.In Melik Ohanian’s exhibit Stuttering at the CRAC in Sète, August 2014, and in December 2014 in the Galerie Chantal Crousel 10 rue Charlot, Paris; http://ommx.org/mmx/ms/me/home.php.

16.See the translator’s evocative description: Krikor Beledian 2009.
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Chapter 6

Testimonies in the Spaces of Promoting and Opposing Violent Extremism

Stevan Weine

THREE STORIES – ONE NARRATIVE

At the Saudi Terrorism Rehabilitation Center in Riyadh in 2009, several young men explained to us visitors what led them to go to Iraq and join al-Qaeda (AQ). They said it was watching how the U.S. aerial bombings had caused a ‘massacre of innocents’. They repeated the phrase several times, unknowingly appropriated from the Gospel of Matthew and referring to King Herod’s committing infanticide in Bethlehem (Holy Bible 1982). Bearing witness to this atrocity had helped transform them into violent extremists.

One young Kuwaiti man released from Guantanamo became a suicide bomber in Mosul. He was then given a pseudonym, a profile in a Kuwaiti newspaper and a website. In the video post he stated, ‘I thank Allah […] who freed me from Guantanamo Bay prison and, after we were tortured, connected me with the Islamic State of Iraq. […] You may not see us again after this meeting because we are headed for Allah, and Allah-willing, we will enter the dens and the neighborhoods of those who have abandoned Islam’ (Ciluffo and Kimmage 2009). His story of victimization served both to document his journey and to inspire others to choose similar paths.

Omar Hammami left Alabama, joined al-Shabab in Somalia and became Al-Amriki. He made a recruitment video released in March 2009 widely watched on the Internet (Elliot 2010). In the video combining battle scenes, religious teachings and rapping, Al-Amriki says,


The only reason we are staying here, away from our families, away from the cities, away from candy bars [and] all these other things is because we are waiting to meet with the enemy. […] If you can encourage more of your children, and more of your neighbors, and anyone around you to send people […] to this Jihad, it would be a great asset for us.’ (Anti-defamation League 2009)



Al-Amriki’s story of a band of brothers preparing to do battle would serve as a powerful call to arms for recruitment in Western countries.

Each of these examples from the time before ISIS reflects an effort to lend support to violent extremism through a story. Violent extremism refers to ‘advocating, engaging in, preparing, or otherwise supporting ideologically motivated or justified violence to further social, economic or political objectives’ (USAID 2011). In the context of violent extremism, drawing from Scott Ruston (2009), a violent extremist narrative is a system of stories that hang together to provide a coherent view of the world for the purpose of supporting individuals, groups or movements to further illegal violent and violence-assisting activities. The global jihadi narrative is one specific frame for the aforementioned examples. Researchers have identified multiple components of this narrative, which include a grievance against a non-Muslim for mistreating Muslims, an ideal society such as a caliphate where Muslims can live more purely, and a way to move from grievance to the ideal society through violent action (Halverson, Goodall and Corman 2011).

Experts have also noted that the global jihadi narrative is not comprised purely of ideology but also of powerful stories full of emotions and speaking to matters of identity in such a way that can engage and motivate people. This narrative exemplifies what the scholar Presser described concerning how narratives can inspire and motivate harmful action (Presser 2009). They are also examples of violence-legitimizing narratives, according to Della Porta, which offer a narrative construction of violence that refers to a past, identifies targets as absolute enemies and characterizes the group as a heroic elite (Della Porta 2013). With the rise of ISIS and the Islamic State, the narrative has evolved to infamously include beheadings and other atrocities, but also stories of humanitarian work and state building.

The three aforementioned examples also incorporate experiences of political violence which bear some resemblance to the testimonies of survivors of political violence (Weine 2006). Testimonies are the storied accounts given by survivors of the events of political violence that they themselves have endured or witnessed. The testimony encompasses both the survivor’s personal experience and their understanding of the enveloping historical, political and/or social contexts. These are stories which mix powerlessness and suffering with empowerment and pride, and, often enough, some attributes of a literary narrative. The testimony has been typically considered in relation to the consequences of political violence, where it can be a practice of witnessing and healing (Weine 2006). The aforementioned three examples suggest that testimony might also be considered in relation to the causes of political violence, in such a way that the empowerment and pride known to be associated with some testimony narrative could also be enlisted to support violent extremism.

Meanwhile, government policy and practice opposing terrorism has made narratives a central component of the effort to oppose violent extremism. At the February 2015 White House Summit on Countering Violent Extremism, countering and displacing extremist narratives was one of the top priorities. ‘Countering’ means offering narratives that directly challenge the extremist message, and ‘displacing’ means offering alternative narratives. Jessica Stern and J. M. Berger (2015) have described how ISIS’s messaging and savvy use of social media platforms have upended traditional jihadi methods of recruitment, resulting in thousands of foreign fighters and other volunteers being recruited to their cause. This raises the question of how could narratives effectively counter or provide alternatives to that of the caliphate? There is an indication that some components of testimonies also appear in the countering and displacing narratives, such as having former extremists speak from their own personal experiences (Picciolini 2015).

The overall purpose of this chapter is to explore how the testimony can inform our understanding of how narratives can play key roles in either promoting or opposing violent extremism.

IS IT TESTIMONY?

What kinds of stories regarding what types of trauma do violent extremist narratives tell, and are they testimonies? A vast trove and wide array of stories have been produced to promote violent extremism associated with AQ and ISIS that is well beyond the scope of this chapter. This includes, for example, AQ in the Arabian Peninsula’s English-language magazine, Inspire, and ISIL’s English-language magazine, Dabiq (Clarion Project 2014). Violent extremists have produced many different types of first-person stories such as recruiter’s stories, completed suicide terrorists’ stories, the organizational leader’s stories, the terrorist combatant’s stories and the terrorist’s family member’s story. Any one of these first-person stories can include recounting the events of political violence that the speaker experienced and how they made meaning out of it. They may attempt to bear witness to acts of political violence or to document important historical truths. They may be aiming to effect moral changes in those who hear the story so as to lead to new actions and they hope a better day. All of these components would give violent extremists’ narrative some commonalities with testimonies.

However, there are several ways in which violent extremist stories are clearly distinct from a typical survivor’s testimony. In the violent extremist story the teller speaks more of the suffering of other Muslims and perhaps little to none of their direct personal experiences with traumas. The violent extremist story is often brief, restrained and closed and not a place for surprise, discovery or catharsis. The principal intent of the violent extremist story is typically to justify and inspire future acts of violence or other acts of support for the violent extremists’ agenda. In each of these ways violent extremist stories don’t seem at all similar to many trauma survivors’ testimonies. To support terrorist actions, these stories deliberately draw upon the spectacle of political violence and traumatic experiences so as to provoke emotional intensity and moral outrage which ideology alone cannot supply. For example, like the aforementioned quote, they refer to the ‘massacre of innocents’ from U.S. aerial bombing or to the drone attacks that have caused the deaths of many civilians.

In some instances the persons whose stories are being told were themselves directly involved in committing or producing the violence and not just on the sidelines. For example, in 2015 ISIS released a video of a young man from Canada with a nom de guerre (an assumed name under which a person engages in combat) of Abu Muslim (Bell 2014). This man was Andre Poulin, from Timmins, Ontario, who joined ISIS in Syria in 2012 and died fighting in northern Syria in the summer of 2014. In an eleven-minute video produced by ISIS, Abu Muslim spoke, ‘I had money. I had a good family. […] I watched hockey, I went to the cottage in the summertime’. But he spoke of Canada as a ‘dar al-kufr’ or land of disbelief and said he couldn’t live where ‘you cannot obey Allah fully’. The video shows Abu Muslim being killed in battle and lingers on his dead body before saying that he was one of the ‘few’. The story is of Abu Muslim living for Islamic values and practices and defending the Islamic State against its enemies. The story is also about a hero’s death to which the viewer is made a witness, not unlike with more conventional types of video testimony. The Abu Muslim video also exemplifies how those in proximity to violent extremist acts can produce compelling first-person narratives, with actual voices and images. These say that something must be done, and there is something which only you can do by remaking yourself and acting on behalf of extremist ideology. The message is also that a death for their cause is more valuable than life without their cause. According to Alberto Fernandez, ISIS messaging has been found to contain the themes of urgency (the slaying of Muslims is happening right now), agency (it’s all up to you), authenticity (reality is hard but pure) and victory (we are here to stay and growing) (Fernandez 2015). ISIS videos can widely spread this message through YouTube (Ramadan 2009).

It should also be noted that when it comes to ISIS, there are significant differences between the English-language versions and the versions being offered in Arabic or other languages. The non-English-language versions have been noted to be much less violent than their English-language counterparts (Fernandez 2014b). They more tell the story of the work that must be done to build the Islamic state and encourage potential recruits to become citizens of the Islamic State, more so than just warriors. This demonstrates that there is room for more than one storyline in the ISIS narrative, another key to their appeal, including, for example, to women recruits from Western countries.

Based upon my prior study of testimonies across several genres and historical sites, I find that these violent extremist stories extend the practices of testimony which are commonly seen today in therapeutic culture (Weine 2006). In what follows I will describe this kind of testimony practice and reflect upon its relation to violent extremism and its relation to stories.

THE UTILITARIAN TESTIMONY AND VIOLENT EXTREMISM

The professions and disciplines that receive testimonies and try to use them to help survivors of political violence, directly or indirectly, often approach them instrumentally. That is to say, therapists, lawyers, human rights advocates and journalists work at lending structure to the testimony so that it can accomplish its desired aims. From this perspective, the stories told to promote violent extremism may be among the most instrumental of testimonies. What’s more, this tendency towards instrumental testimonies is a practice, which finds support in therapeutic culture, which tends to make the individual psyche the primary object of attention. That is to say, the testimony stories of violent extremism send the message that if you change your mind and commit to undertaking a violent extremist act, then you are doing your part to make meaning and bring about necessary social change, a disturbing quest further explored by Roger Griffin in Terrorist’s Creed (Griffing 2012). In modern society where we have come to believe that remaking yourself is one of the most meaningful social actions, becoming a violent extremist can thus be seen as a legitimate moral choice, and the stories that promote that notion, in spite of their violent content, don’t seem too far out of line with the other kinds of testimonies that flourish in the therapeutic culture.

We live in a culture where survivors giving testimony were once lone wolves but now are part of a chorus of voices organized by academics, media, NGOs and governments. Turn on CNN or open up the New York Times and someone is telling his or her trauma story. A website that advocates for female victims of sexual trafficking features several survivor videos. One begins, ‘I am a survivor of slavery in America’ (Manna Freedom 2012). These stories carry an authenticity, truth and humanity, which register with readers and listeners because they are more than mere sound bites. They can set the agenda and tone for public discourse on very-difficult-to-talk-about topics like war, disasters and social and family trauma. Testimony invites survivors’ memories to rewrite not only individual but also collective history.

Though injustice and suffering are nothing new for humankind, the phenomenon of testimony as we know it today is in many respects a product of modernity. Its central ambition – If I tell my story, I may remake not only myself but others and perhaps even the larger public – is literally ‘self-centered’ and broadly therapeutic. Its narrative form and its growing prominence in everyday life have fuelled the therapeutic critics’ complaint that investment in the personal can come at the expense of the social or, as Richard Sennett claims, ‘Obsession with persons at the expense of impersonal social relations […] discolors our rational understanding of society’ (Sennett 1992). For Sennett, specifically, the potential power in the act of remembering social traumas is undermined by the cultural logic of modern capitalism, which lends itself to a kind of mythmaking centred on private empowerment. The ‘memories’ produced within this logic do not actually correspond with lived experience and thus undermine the potential for true understanding and meaningful resistance. In other words, Sennett notes, memory ‘can become a detour rather than a confrontation with capitalism’s current pains’ (Sennett 2006). Sennet might say that the stories of violent extremism promote a mythmaking centred on the private empowerment as a violent extremist. In that sense, testimony is a potent shortcut that makes the private public and vice versa: stories usually not told are shared, violence usually not shown is revealed, emotions usually not revealed are expressed. Again, I would say that the private empowerment of individuals committing to violent extremism exploits a pre-existing shortcut in therapeutic culture.

It is also worth noting that in the past several decades video testimony, begun with Holocaust survivors, has become increasingly popular. This practice conforms to the demands of contemporary media, which call for brevity and focus, not longer-format storytelling. New possibilities for the spread of testimonies, both mediated and unmediated, have emerged with the Internet, which has created flexible ways of delivering content, with shorter interviews broadcast on news programmes, and longer-format testimonies available on the programme’s website. These new channels for disseminating testimony means that the professionals who transmit, rework, study, interpret, reframe and restage testimonies have also greatly multiplied. Their role is not at all secondary but primary, shaping how testimony enters into and does work within civil society and therapeutic culture. Persons with their own agendas serve as brokers and producers, incorporating testimonies into advocacy work, packaging and staging them to be shared as widely as possible. ISIS has been incredibly effective in producing videos, including of course ghastly beheading videos which can feature the forced confessions of the victims that are considered newsworthy. Even they have found an entrée into the public discourse, in as much as we have come to demand that trauma survivors step forward to tell their story for the public good. Although many in civil society remain unclear or conflicted about what cultural work testimony can perform, proponents of violent extremism seem exceptionally clear about their aims and methodology for combining components of testimony narratives with narratives and images of violence and power so as to promote their causes.

As testimony is utilized to accomplish more and more functions, the risk increases that it stops being an authentic expression and starts being an object for manipulation. When this happens, testimony’s potential as a ‘shortcut’ between public and private has failed. The testimony becomes just another commodity, and we have indeed reached the debased state Sennett fears, in which, ‘people are working out in terms of personal feelings public matters which properly can be dealt with only through codes of impersonal meaning’.

Of course the path of violent extremism I have described does not really seek to address public matters as such but instead prefers to focus on the private empowerment of potential recruits through connecting them to ISIS. And the narratives produced to support violent extremism may be viewed as testimonies which apply and extend the utilitarian approaches to testimony typical of therapeutic culture. These testimonies invite individuals to step up and empower them to take their own actions to address current traumas and historical grievances and go out and change history through one’s own individual actions with the endorsement of ISIS. A violent extremist act may be the ultimate shortcut between private and public, where one’s private life is sacrificed for the sake of a violent public act which involves mass murder and trauma on behalf of ISIS’s effort to destroy their enemies.

USING NARRATIVES TO COUNTER VIOLENT EXTREMISM

Terrorism researchers and counterterrorism practitioners have for some time recognized the power of narratives to recruit individuals into violent extremist activities (Schmid 2014). Many terrorism experts share an explicit belief in the importance of the narrative. For example, a posting on Al Sahwa (2011) quoted the Counterinsurgency Field Manual, ‘The central mechanism through which ideologies are expressed and absorbed is the narrative. A narrative is an organizational scheme expressed in story form’. The conceptual understanding of narratives has been relatively underdeveloped in the counterterrorism field until more recently.

There have been many calls for new directions in the uses of narrative in countering violent extremism both domestically in the United States and more globally. The then newly elected President Barack Obama embodied a new direction of cooperation between the U.S. government and Muslims when he gave his address in Cairo in February 2009 that called for ‘mutual interest and mutual respect between America and Islam’ (Lee 2009). How have these aspirations of mutuality be embodied in more formally developed narrative strategies? In August 2011, the Obama administration released a new policy summary entitled ‘Empowering Local Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in the United States’ which stated the administration’s intention to ‘closely monitor the important role the internet and social networking sites play in advancing violent extremist narratives’ and to ‘empower families and communities to counter online violent extremist propaganda’ (White House 2011). In December 2011 the White House followed up with the ‘Strategic Implementation Plan for Empowering Local Partners to Prevent Violent Extremism in the United States’ which proposed to ‘undercut’ and ‘challenge’ violent extremist narratives, but through a different kind of approach than had been tried previously: ‘In many instances, it will be more effective to empower communities to develop credible alternatives that challenge violent extremist narratives rather than having the Federal Government attempt to do so’ (White House 2011).

The UN’s Symposium on Supporting Victims of Terrorism priorities included the call to ‘put a human face on the personal tragedies suffered by victims of terrorism’ (Rosand et al. 2008). Along these lines, Ciluffo and Kimmage recommended ‘portraying the real victims of terrorism as the true martyrs’ (2009). They suggested that the U.S. government play a critical role in producing and disseminating testimonies but that it also be decentralized, for example, through social networking sites. One other strategy under consideration was to produce a cache of Muslim terrorism victim’s testimonies designed to strike at the Achilles heel of the terrorist’s campaign – killing innocent Muslims – as noted by Peter Bergen (2011). Another was to devise counter-narratives that could undermine in a negative way the assumptions of global jihadists’ narratives, such as by humiliating their heroes (Corman et al. 2008). These are examples of counter-narratives, which are defined as a system of stories that hang together to provide a coherent view of the world for the explicit purposes of combating violent narratives and eliciting legal and non-violent activities in support of individuals, groups or movements, which support that world view. Counter-narratives seek to directly address a violent extremist narrative after it has been delivered to an intended audience, making them more or less reactive.

The Obama administration produced a controversial example of a counter-narrative video that seemed to cut against their desire to promote mutual interest and respect. It was produced in 2014 by Ambassador Alberto Fernandez of the U.S. State Department, called ‘Think Again, Turn Away’ (Miller and Higham 2015). This video had grotesque violent imagery and a hard-edged, sarcastic tone parodying an ISIS recruitment video. ‘Run, do not walk, to ISIS Land’, where recruits will learn ‘useful new skills’ such as ‘crucifying and executing Muslims’. Travel is inexpensive because you will only need a one-way ticket. The final frame revealed that the video was produced by the U.S. Department of State. Fernandez who wrote the screenplay himself said that it was inspired by the Terry Jones’s BBC series about the Crusades and is a ‘riff on jihadist videos describing what a joy ride it is to join ISIL’ (Fernandez 2014a). According to Fernandez the goals were three fold: (1) ‘contest the space’, (2) ‘redirect the conversation’ and (3) ‘unnerve the adversary’ (Fernandez 2014b). This video has been viewed 900,000 times and generated much controversy in the United States (Watts 2015). In my opinion, it seems to go against common sense principles of what should be done to construct narrative-based strategies, and it led my colleagues and me to articulate principles that might guide persons or organizations working on countering and displacing violent narratives (Beutel et al. 2016). Stated in terms of the testimony, this video did not present an individual survivor giving their perspective on violence. It was a satirically exaggerated imitation of a recruitment video, which could had the unintended effect of amplifying support for that which was being parodied. No potential recruit was ever going to identify with the U.S. State Department or their narrator. In that sense it didn’t seem to be trying to reach a potential recruit or their family or community, with any kind of message to which they could otherwise relate. As a matter of fact, its mocking tone of Muslims and its use of violent imagery apparently backfired, as ISIS would actually use it to promote recruitment.

An alternative narrative, on the other hand, is a system of stories that hang together to provide a coherent view of the world to promote and elicit legal and non-violent activities in support of individuals, groups or movements, which support that world view. Unlike counter-narratives, alternative narratives are not explicitly intended to directly confront violent narratives, although they may have secondary outcomes, which do displace them. Moreover, because they do not necessarily seek to directly address violent extremist narratives, alternative narratives are not reactive per se but more proactive. They promote other thoughts, actions or trajectories for addressing grievances in response to violent extremist. Or they work to build capacities in communities for countering violent extremism.

NEW DIRECTIONS IN USING NARRATIVES TO OPPOSE VIOLENT EXTREMISM

The effort to develop new narrative strategies to oppose or offer alternatives to violent extremism has become more urgent in the age of ISIS, which employs highly sophisticated and effective communication strategies. In a 2015 opinion piece on ISIS, President Obama signalled a change in countering violent extremism policy that would have major implications for narrative strategies: ‘Our campaign to prevent people around the world from being radicalized to violence is ultimately a battle for hearts and minds’ (Obama 2015). This battle for hearts and minds was seen as crucial to counter the ISIS social media campaign to recruit foreign fighters from the West either to come to Syria or to conduct attacks in the United States. The U.S. government looked to the creative arts community to develop innovative and engaging narratives that would oppose violent extremism. Meetings were arranged between CVE practitioners and academic experts and Hollywood film-makers, to think of how to enlist the expertise of professional storytellers to help generate narratives that would have a better chance of finding and impacting their young audience. At one of those meetings, I was introduced to the work of Abdullah X, which was cited as having many of the narrative qualities that could potentially succeed.

Abdullah X is an animated character whose videos appear on the Internet and who goes by the slogan, ‘Mind of a Scholar, Heart of a Warrior’ (Abdullah X 2015). His character was invented by a man who prefers to remain anonymous who is a Pakistani Muslim from London, who spent many years as an extremist, but then left the movement and instead sought to teach and counsel others so that they would not travel the path to violent extremism. Videos were given titles such as ‘Five Considerations for a Muslim on Syria’ and ‘Don’t Try and Justify Your Anger with Islam’. His aim was to promote critical thinking in young Muslims, so that they don’t simply take ISIS ideology but have the tools to challenge it. He drew from his own experience, when as a young person with identity struggles, he found in extremism a kind of empowerment and identity he couldn’t find elsewhere. ‘You put into it what you think would provoke further exploration for young people’. He reported: ‘If we’re going to tackle extremism effectively, or tackle the narrative, you have to understand that narrative very well and then package that in a way that rivals the extremist material that a lot of young people find online’, Abdullah X’s creator said. ‘He has to be real, he has to be raw, and he has to be radical’ (Shubert and Davey-Attlee 2014). That rawness is evident in his language, dress and the textures of the video itself, all of which ooze authenticity. He speaks from a position of one who has been there and seen everything, including unspeakable violence. In that sense, Abdullah X is a good example of the use of formers in producing narratives to oppose violent extremism. Those who were extremists themselves speak from a position of legitimacy, not unlike that of the survivor of violence. They are able to get others to listen to them talking about difficult topics like nobody else.

One of the most promising ideas that emerged from those dialogues between CVE practitioners and film-makers was Peer2Peer. The U.S. State Department funded this innovative project that supports university students to design social media campaigns to opposed violent extremism (EdVenture Partners 2016). The colleges come from around the United States and around the world, and each year the top teams are invited to Washington, D.C., to present their work before judges from U.S. government agencies. The idea is to enlist young people, who know their communities, to come up with the content and formats that young people will want to connect with. ‘These campaigns can speak the language of their own communities’ (Drennan 2015) literally and figuratively. Under the guidance of their advisors, students at each university create their digital media content using design thinking, a process in which students research information about their audience, develop a point of view, brainstorm possible problems and solutions and then design and test a prototype. In doing their research, students are instructed not to directly contact violent extremists or visit high-risk environments such as online chat rooms.

One example of what Peer2Peer produces is the team from Lahore University of Management Sciences, in Lahore, Pakistan, who developed the FATE campaign. FATE is short for ‘From Apathy to Empathy’, focusing on the dangers of people becoming inured to violence when it is so overwhelming and part of their daily lives (FATE 2016). Using their own country as the baseline, the students outlined the dangers of apathy across several dimensions, including weakening of religious tolerance, lack of awareness of options to counter violence in their communities and the dehumanization of victims, who are treated as numbers. Another example is the team from Australia’s Curtin University who developed an app called ‘52Jumaa’ that offers young Muslims daily positive messages about Islam, helps them connect with each other and every Friday asks them to complete a challenge (e.g. ‘Feed a homeless person’) to engage with their society. Peer2Peer is regarded as a significant success by the policymakers and is supposedly being expanded. Yet it is not yet possible to really know its impact, although a U.S. National Institute of Justice–sponsored evaluation is currently under way. We know that college students at a growing number of campuses produced the new apps, but we don’t know whom they reached and if anything changed as a consequence. Nonetheless, Peer2Peer is able to develop promising innovative social media platforms for opposing violent extremism that incorporate addressing the impact of political violence without being limited to the narrower forms of testimony narratives.

In 2015, the U.S. government apparently reoriented its narrative strategies in a way that seemed to be more centred on the concept of testimony. According to Rashad Hussain, the U.S. government’s Special Envoy and Coordinator for Strategic Counterterrorism Communications, the new strategy was to be more ‘testimonial’ – on the one hand ‘factual’ and on the other hand also ‘more emotionally appealing’ (Miller and Higham 2015). Hussain stated:


Messaging initiatives should produce content that erodes the terrorists’ credibility by using images and credible Muslim voices to clearly illustrate how ISIL, al Qaeda and their affiliates are killing mostly Muslims, including women and children, rather than defending the Muslim communities. Family members of victims and terrorists, former foreign fighters, and former radicals could also provide testimonials describing how their lives have been destroyed by misguided participation in extremist causes. (Hussain 2014)



Hussain explicitly called for a more testimony-focused strategy that would draw out the human dimensions of trauma and loss caused by extremist actions. Hearing about the real human costs from persons who were directly involved could have a higher impact among the communities and countries being targeted. At the same time, Hussain also emphasized the need to tell hopeful stories of alternative paths to violence:


This content should be used not just to counter Da’esh or al Qaeda, but also to affirmatively address common ideological elements that extremist groups will continue to advance. In many instances, counter-content will be most credible when it is not seen as counter-content, but as an affirmative and positive narrative of what Muslim youth can do to address the grievances that extremists articulate (Hussain 2014).



The latter seems aligned with the Obama administration’s overall CVE strategy of building resilience to violent extremism. According to Obama, at the centre of this campaign lies creating opportunities so that people have reason to believe that their lives can be better in their society and they need not turn to violence. Of course all these policies became subject to change by the Trump administration which began their rule with a divisive resolve to defeat Islamic terrorism.

THE POTENTIAL OF THE DIALOGIC NARRATIVE IN OPPOSING VIOLENT EXTREMISM

So as to think about testimony as a potential resource for opposing violent extremism, it is necessary to acknowledge some basic limitations and potentialities of the testimony. From the work with survivors of political violence, we recognize that for both its givers and receivers, testimony has a remarkable power to reshape who we are, what we believe in and what we choose to do. Yet it can also spread untruths and inflict harm. Testimony can obliterate, remake or affirm the self. Perhaps that is one reason why often the professional, not the survivor, is given the power of authorship to shape, interpret and communicate testimony.

The narrative philosophy of Mikhail Bakhtin offers a way to open up the approach towards the testimony such that there is no singular ‘testimony story’. Instead testimony can be many kinds of stories, told for multiple purposes, towards different outcomes, in different contexts. In this it reflects Bakhtin’s claim that ‘catastrophe is not finalization. It is the culmination, in collision and struggle, of points of view (of equally privileged consciousnesses, each with its own world). Catastrophe does not give these points of view resolution, but on the contrary reveals their incapability of resolution under earthly conditions’ (Bakhtin 1963b).

Testimony’s efficacy depends upon its properties as a dialogic narrative – not a closed and predetermined genre – that actively facilitates the survivor’s struggles concerning individual consciousness and socially or community-based ethics. To determine whether it helps to make such changes, and whether this has its desired impact, is always difficult, by no means certain and sometimes not even achievable; but under the right conditions, for the survivor, testimony can provide a hopeful act like none other. One key narrative strategy inherent to this Bakhtin-inspired formulation of the testimony specifically deserves to be singled out as a narrative strategy that could be put to use in addressing violent extremism. In his book on Dostoevsky, Bakhtin described what he called ‘dialogic work’ (Bakhtin 1963a). Dialogic work holds that truth must be sought through a ‘responsible and active discourse’ involving the dynamic interactivity of multiple voices or points of view. One point of view is always shaped by its connections to other points of view, and all are held together in a dialogic relation. That is so often expressed in the survivors’ testimony as I have described in Testimony after Catastrophe (Weine 2006).

When giving testimony the survivor works with a receiver to create a story that offers that survivor an enhanced sense of completeness and responsibility over their experiencing of political violence. Testimonies convey a narrative power with respect to trauma that is apparent in how they (1) respect the polyphonic nature of survivor’s experiences, (2) enable multiple voices and positions to speak and listen to one another openly and responsively and (3) respect and convey the unfinalizability of trauma. Perhaps most importantly for matter of opposing violent extremism, testimonies generate new speech genres with the potential to engage readers/listeners in dialogue and to be transformative with respect to documenting historical truth and changing cultures. It could be said that this is what could be happening with Abdullah X and Peer2Peer.

What if instead of producing alternative narratives using testimonies as a finished product for countering violent extremism, what if policymakers and practitioners took as a starting point exploring some testimony themes regarding the impact of political violence via the strategy of dialogic understanding, by which Bakhtin means ‘inclusion in the dialogic context’. Instead of designing a single fixed counter-narrative, attend to ‘the living utterance’ of ‘a particular historical moment in a socially specific environment’ so as to enter ‘social dialogue’ (Bakhtin 1981, 1986, p. xxx). That is to say, instead of seeking to disrupt and change the conversation from the outside, listen closely to how young people, or families, or community groups are presently talking about the impact of political violence and look for ways to enter and modify that dialogue. It would still be possible to introduce other elements of the testimony such as dimensions of the survivor’s experiences and meaning making, but in smaller doses always as part of interactive dialogues. The technology to read social media and identify trends could be coupled with the social media and public relations expertise needed to craft content, which can potentially shape public opinion. Thus far digitalization has enabled the emergence and capacity of the proponents of violent extremism, more so than it has facilitated or strengthened the state’s counterterrorism capacities. It is ironic that the administration that under the Obama presidency ran CVE policies is the same one which won highly contested presidential elections through its extraordinary uses of social media and the Internet. This situation calls for innovative ways of thinking about digitalization and social change in the wake of violent extremism. In fact, new digital technology is being combined with innovative community programmes to allow community-based organizations to identify individuals at risk for radicalization and to message them directly and to engage them in dialogue and attempt to intervene. Doing so calls for additional expertise concerning digital networks and community-based prevention, which we will now consider.

In Territory, Authority, Rights (Sassen 2008), the sociologist Saskia Sassen extended thinking about the Internet beyond the technological and developed social and political theory about the impact of digital networks on political processes and state authority. These too are necessary elements for rethinking the use of narratives in counterterrorism. Sassen describes the successful efforts of resource-poor organizations and individual activists using the Internet to bridge from local trouble spots to cross-border networks that can extend and amplify their message into powerful challenges to state authority. She introduced several key concerns that should facilitate our understanding of the potential role of digital networks in opposing violent extremism. First, there is a tendency to conceive of the Internet as outside state authority so as to discount the state’s role in the management of digital networks, which otherwise could enhance government efforts to facilitate CVE actors’ better use of the digital space. Second, new analytic strategies are needed for understanding how particular digital technologies fit with particular social and cultural conditions so as to grasp with high level of granularity how particular actors in particular communities access and use the digital in their daily lives and how it could be used as a change agent on behalf of opposing violent extremism. For example, it is crucial to understand how does a parent of youth use the Internet differently than youth for gathering information about radicalization. Third, new analytic strategies are also needed for parsing out the risks for violent extremism from the immensely productive uses of digital networks to facilitate community, education and support for youth who share diasporic connections across multiple national borders (Berns-McGown 2008). The overarching implication is that given the hypermobility offered by digital networks, we cannot simply apply conventional thinking, including about narratives and their capacities to motivate change.

Narrative initiatives that aim to oppose violent extremism through building community resilience should be guided by lessons learned from prior efforts conducted by governmental, academic or non-governmental organizations to engage with communities so as to improve health, educational or social outcomes (Gordner 1995; Madison et al. 2000). The community psychologists Trickett et al. (2011) reflected on how to advance the science of community-level interventions in ways that are directly relevant to narrative-focused community-based approaches to countering violent extremism. The authors critiqued common shortcomings of community interventions, such as (1) single-issue interventions, (2) lack of accounting for sociocultural diversity of target groups and (3) over-generalization of knowledge gained from only one local context. They called for a paradigm shift which, ‘does not construct community interventions in terms of development and implementation of specific programmes; instead, community interventions are seen as parts of larger complex systems of processes and events’ (Trickett et al. 2011). From this we can derive several key points that are directly relevant to using narratives to oppose violent extremism. First, the project outcomes should be defined as community-level outcomes that take into account ‘local conditions, community history, relations among subgroups in the community, relations between community groups and groups external to the community (including relationships with community intervention researchers), local resources, networks and their social capital, and effects of macrosystem policies on community life’ (Trickett et al. 2011). Second, communities should be viewed as ecological niches where through collaborative interactions over time ‘best processes’ may emerge (as opposed to best practices mandated by a fixed protocol handed to the community by the interveners). Third, culture is not just a set of facts to which interventions are adjusted, but it is the bedrock set of values, norms, languages and understandings upon which trust, relationships, proposed outcomes and intervention activities are based. This then calls for a deep understanding of the culture with which one wants to intervene, which can be achieved through ethnographic methods. Equally important, it says something about who are the persons who have the cultural knowledge and legitimacy with a given community to be heard and to potentially have an impact.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

In conclusion, violent extremist narratives, in part resting on the survivors’ testimonies, could be opposed not with more utilitarian testimony, but with more dialogic approaches towards narratives concerning the impact of political violence. The new paradigm is based upon rethinking the role of narratives in relation to dialogic testimony, digital networks and community interventions. To develop the paradigm, calls for new partnerships and new research approaches, and these in turn can advance the current state of knowledge on the testimony. Just as testimony narratives are being used to support violent extremism, they could also be used more effectively to oppose them.

To achieve this, policymakers and practitioners should commit to furthering government-community partnerships for designing, implementing and evaluating new narrative-based strategies for opposing violent extremism that are aimed at the same communities and networks that are the focus of the recruiters of violent extremism. These partnerships need to be based upon trust, dialogue, mutual responsibility and strengthening community resilience (LA ICG 2015). The initiatives should be focused on identifying and enhancing community strengths and resources as a starting point. Community members themselves should play central roles in working with policymakers and interveners to develop the structure and content of narratives.

New narrative initiatives need to be supported by new research strategies that are focused on the roles of narratives in relation to social, cultural, historical, political and technological contexts. This should include strategic use of qualitative research methods which, for example, investigate how diaspora youth and adults, women and men, talk about war, extremism, grievances, homeland, Islam and growing up, so as to explore what ways of understanding self, family, community, nation and citizenship made those recruiters’ narratives convincing for active and intelligent youth. It should also investigate how narratives work as part of multilevel community-based interventions focused on communities, digital networks, families and schools, and how these multilevel interactions could be further developed, implemented and evaluated. The aims of these interventions should be in part to strengthen the capacity of community advocates and parents for talking with youth about how to navigate the dangerous triad of extremism, failed state and ghettoized diaspora. Finally, research must also examine the implementation processes and the impact of narratives opposing violent extremism, so as to inform quality improvement and to know whether or not such strategies are effective.
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Part III

HOLOCAUST

Paradigm and Intersection of Survivor Testimony and Philosophical Epistemology


Chapter 7

The Power and Perils of Being Believed

Benjamin McMyler

In his preface to The Drowned and the Saved, Primo Levi describes a dream commonly experienced by prisoners of the Nazi camps:


Almost all the survivors, orally or in their written memoirs, remember a dream which frequently recurred during the nights of imprisonment, varied in its detail but uniform in its substance: they had returned and with passion and relief were describing their past sufferings, addressing themselves to a loved one, and were not believed, indeed were not even listened to. In the most typical (and cruelest) form, the interlocutor turned and left in silence. (1988, 12)



Levi’s depiction of the dream expresses both a survivor’s need to bear witness and an accompanying anxiety about being believed. Notably, the survivor’s interlocutor in Levi’s account is not a journalist, historian, juror, prosecutor or other governmental or civil authority. The interlocutor is not one to whom the survivor is delivering formal testimony so as to establish a public record of the facts. Instead, the interlocutor is a loved one, a person to whom the survivor is addressing herself in the hopes that her suffering will be acknowledged. The need to bear witness is here not a need to make the facts known, or at least it is not merely this. It is a need to be oneself believed. And the anxiety that accompanies this need is an anxiety about whether this will or can occur, even in the context of interactions with those most likely to care for and sympathize with the speaker.

The phenomenon of being believed has garnered a good deal of recent attention in the context of philosophical work on the epistemology of testimony, the branch of epistemology concerned with how knowledge and justification is acquired from being told things by other persons. A great deal of historical and scientific knowledge appears to be acquired in this way, as does much of our knowledge of current events and of mundane facts about the world around us. Where is the nearest gas station? How do I get from here to there? What is the weather like there today? What happened at school yesterday? What happened in last night’s political debate? In these and many other contexts, we appear to acquire knowledge about the world simply by believing others, by trusting them for the truth. Of course, speakers can lie or be mistaken, and we must always be careful in deciding who to believe and about what, but barring the familiar ways in which this process can go wrong, believing others seems to be one of the most common ways in which knowledge and justification is acquired.

Such mundane cases of telling and being believed are rather far removed from the much more morally and socially freighted cases of victim and survivor testimony, especially when it comes to events as difficult to comprehend as those of the Holocaust. Nevertheless, I think that clarifying what exactly it is to believe a speaker, even in the mundane cases, can help us to appreciate the power and significance of this phenomenon in the case of victim testimony. To this end, I here revisit the account of the epistemology of testimony that I develop in my book Testimony, Trust, and Authority (2011). Like several other recent accounts, this account focuses centrally on the interpersonal transaction involved in an addressee’s believing a speaker about some matter.1 On the particular account that I propose, this transaction is an exercise of authority in the realm of theoretical reasoning. Perhaps surprisingly, believing a person is the theoretical or epistemic parallel of practical obedience. In believing a speaker, an agent is allowing a speaker to settle for her the question whether p, parallel to the way in which, in obeying a speaker, an agent is allowing a speaker to settle for her the question whether to Φ. I here argue that this parallel sheds light both on the way in which victim testimony can have a reparative power that outstrips its probative value and on the anxiety that victims can feel about the very possibility of being believed. To be believed is to be granted the power to settle theoretical questions for others, a power that can restore a sense of agency that was damaged by violence or oppression. But in the wake of the dehumanizing effects of such oppression, this is a power that victims can feel unable to exercise, especially when their testimony concerns events that are difficult for their addressees to face or comprehend. In such cases, even non-culpable lack of comprehension from addressees can render victims unable to exercise a basic form of human agency, in effect continuing their dehumanization.

WHAT IS IT TO BELIEVE SOMEONE?

There are many different ways in which we commonly go about trying to influence the beliefs and actions of others by providing them with reasons. If I want you to do something, I might advise you to do it, threaten you with harm if you fail to do it, offer you a benefit for doing it, request that you do it or order or command you to do it. And if I want you to believe something, I might give you an argument, direct you to some evidence or simply tell you that such and such is the case. These forms of social influence all differ from each other in interesting and important ways. Some forms of influence are more appropriate in certain circumstances and with respect to certain matters than are others, and different forms of influence can have different forms of significance for the agents involved, for the speaker and the addressee. The moral significance of threats is very different from the moral significance of requests, and this is true even when both speech acts aim at the same end, at an agent’s acting in a particular way. For this reason, it is important to understand the particular means by which these various forms of social influence seek to affect the thoughts and actions of others. Threats and requests both seek to influence the actions of others, and they seek to do so by providing others with reasons for acting. But the kind of reason that these speech acts provide, or the particular way in which this reason functions for the addressee, is very different.

Insofar as speech acts like ordering, advising, arguing, warning, threatening, offering and testifying all aim to influence the thoughts or actions of others via particular means, there are multiple respects in which the success of these forms of social influence can be evaluated. Insofar as a speech act is employed in the attempt to influence the thought or action of another, there is a sense in which this attempt succeeds as long as the audience forms the intended belief or performs the intended action. If I order you to Φ and you go on to Φ, then there is a sense in which my attempt to influence you has succeeded. You have done what I ordered you to do. However, it might turn out that my ordering you to Φ had very little to do with your Φ-ing. Perhaps you had intended to Φ all along and so acted for reasons that had nothing to do with my order. And even if my order did have something to do with your Φ-ing, it might be the case that you didn’t take my order as an order. Perhaps you took it as a request, as a threat or as a bit of mere advice. In any of these ways, it might transpire that a form of rational social influence succeeds in the sense that the audience forms the intended belief or performs the intended action while also failing in the sense that the intended belief or action is not formed or performed by the particular means that the form of influence seeks to employ. A speech act like ordering, threatening, requesting or telling might succeed in bringing off its intended effect of convincing an addressee to Φ or that p, but it might fail to do so by the rational means conventionally associated with the act. This is true whenever an order is treated as a request, a request is treated as a threat or a speaker’s telling an audience that p is treated as a mere expression of belief.

In this respect, a particular form of social influence can be said to be ‘fully successful’ when it not only succeeds in bringing about its intended effect, an addressee’s believing that p or intending to Φ, but also does so by the particular rational means that it employs. In such cases, we might choose to speak of an addressee ‘genuinely obeying’ a command, ‘genuinely accepting’ an offer, ‘genuinely acquiescing’ to a threat, ‘genuinely acceding’ to a request or ‘genuinely accepting’ a speaker’s testimony. Such locutions are meant to pick out instances in which the particular form of influence succeeds by the very means it sets out to employ. Understanding the nature of these various forms of social influence then requires understanding the particular rational means by which they seek to influence the thoughts and actions of others. It requires understanding what it takes for an exercise of one of these forms of social influence to be fully successful.

So what is it for the form of rational influence paradigmatically embodied in the act of testifying to be fully successful? What is it to ‘genuinely accept’ a speaker’s testimony? In Testimony, Trust, and Authority I argued that a speaker’s telling an addressee that p is an exercise of authority in the epistemic domain that parallels the exercise of practical authority involved in orders and commands. Just as genuinely obeying an order involves acting ‘on the authority’ of the speaker, so genuinely believing or accepting a speaker’s testimony involves believing ‘on the authority’ of the speaker. In both cases, the form of influence employed by the speaker aims to influence the thought or action of the addressee by means of settling for the addressee a theoretical or practical question.

Practical authorities settle questions for agents by issuing authoritative practical directives (e.g. orders or commands) that provide reasons for action that serve to distribute rational responsibility for the action between the authority and the agent. As a result, an agent who genuinely obeys an authority is entitled to defer certain kinds of challenges to her action back to the authority, whereupon the authority is responsible for meeting it. If the agent is challenged to justify her action – ‘Why are you Φ-ing given countervailing considerations X, Y, and Z?’ – the agent is entitled to ‘pass the justificatory buck’ back to the authority – ‘It’s not my decision. S told me to Φ’. Of course, an agent isn’t entitled to defer just any challenge back to the authority. An agent is not entitled to defer challenges that call into question whether the authority is in fact genuine or legitimate. The audience must make up her own mind whether to treat the speaker as a practical authority, but when she decides to do so, she is not thereby in the position of making up her own mind about whether to perform the directed action. In acknowledging the speaker as an authority, the agent allows the speaker to settle for her the question of what to do, thereby ceding partial rational responsibility for her action to the authority.

In parallel fashion, epistemic or theoretical authorities settle questions for agents by issuing authoritative theoretical directives (e.g. expert or witness testimony) that provide epistemic reasons for belief that serve to distribute rational responsibility for the belief between the authority and the agent. An agent who genuinely believes a speaker’s testimony, who takes the speaker’s word for it and believes on her authority, is thus entitled to defer certain kinds of epistemic challenges to her belief back to the authority, whereupon the authority is responsible for meeting it. If the agent is challenged to justify her belief – ‘Why believe that p given countervailing considerations X, Y, and Z?’ – the agent is entitled to ‘pass the justificatory buck’ back to the speaker – ‘Don’t ask me. S told me that p’. Again, an agent is not entitled to defer just any justificatory challenge back to the speaker. The agent is not entitled to defer challenges that call into question the epistemic authority of the speaker. She must make up her own mind whether to treat the speaker as an epistemic authority, but when she decides to do so, she is not then in the position of making up her own mind about the content of the speaker’s testimony. In acknowledging the speaker as an epistemic authority, the agent allows the speaker to settle for her the question what is the case, thereby ceding partial rational responsibility for her belief to the speaker. The distinguishing feature of such social influence by authority, then, is the way in which it serves to distribute rational responsibility for beliefs and actions between agents and authorities.

This account of the kind of rational influence paradigmatically embodied in the act of testifying is unorthodox and controversial, and I will not attempt to defend it here. Instead, I simply want to argue that this account, if correct, can help to shed light both on the reparative potential of victim and survivor testimony and on the anxiety that can attend to the prospect of bearing witness. On the above account, genuinely accepting a speaker’s testimony in the way that is required for the speaker’s act to be fully successful requires acknowledging the speaker as an epistemic authority and thereby allowing the speaker to settle for one the question of what is the case. This requires more than believing what the speaker says – one might believe what the speaker says for reasons other than her testimony – and it requires more than believing what the speaker says for the reason that the speaker says it.2 One might treat a speaker’s testimony, in conjunction with other evidence, as good inductive reason for believing what the speaker says without thereby believing on the authority of the speaker, without allowing the speaker to settle for one the question of what is the case. If one treats the speaker’s testimony as one treats the readings of a good thermometer, one is not ceding partial rational responsibility for one’s belief back to the speaker. The readings of thermometers are considerations on the basis of which we make up our own mind what is the case. Thermometers are mere instruments; they do not make up our minds for us. But epistemic authorities are not, I contend, mere instruments, and so treating speakers as even very reliable instruments is not to accept the speaker’s testimony in the way required for the speaker’s act to be fully successful. In many contexts, this might not matter. All that might matter for the parties involved is that the relevant information is reliably transmitted. But when it comes to victim or survivor testimony, it often does matter. The reparative power of victim testimony resides at least in part in the way in which the reason for belief provided by such testimony is one believing on the basis of which involves treating the speaker as something other than a merely reliable instrument, as a rational agent capable of settling for one the question of what to do. It is because testimony provides just such a reason for belief that believing others, believing on their authority, can help to restore a sense of agency damaged by the dehumanizing effects of violence and oppression. But it is also because testimony provides such a reason that those who have suffered such dehumanization can feel that they are unable to exercise this fundamental form of human agency. The reparative power of being believed is thus something that can be closed to those who need it the most.

In the remaining sections, I examine in more detail these two dimensions of victim testimony. In the next section I examine how truth and reconciliation committees have evolved institutional mechanisms to facilitate the reparative potential of bearing witness. In the final section I return to Levi, examining his claim that ‘we, the survivors, are not the true witnesses’ (1988, 83), that from the perspective of survivors, there is something problematic about the very idea of bearing witness to what happened in the Nazi camps. Both of these issues have garnered a good deal of scholarly attention, and I don’t pretend to have anything radically new to say about them. I only hope to show that the account that I have here sketched of the interpersonal significance of testimony can begin to shed a bit of new light.

TRUTH COMMISSIONS AND BELIEVING VICTIMS

In the wake of extreme oppression, violence and abuse, truth commissions charged with investigating and reporting what has happened can appear to be a poor substitute for prosecutions that seek tangible legal redress and punishment of perpetrators. Historically, truth commissions have often been established only after the granting of broad amnesty to perpetrators, resulting in a reasonable worry that such commissions have actually functioned to subvert justice, denying victims the redress that they deserve. More recently, however, truth commissions have come to be seen less as a poor and potentially problematic substitute for prosecutions and more as a fundamentally different form of response to wrongdoing guided by the aims of restorative justice. While prosecutions can certainly play a role in restoring and repairing a social fabric torn apart by atrocities, and while prosecutions might sometimes be the most effective means of achieving these ends, truth commissions can also play a role in this process, and one that doesn’t simply amount to a second-best option when prosecutions are not politically or otherwise practically feasible. Truth commissions in which victims of violence and oppressions are encouraged to bear witness to what they have suffered may have reparative powers that prosecutions lack.

One aim of truth commissions is to establish and publicize a broad record of fact pertaining to the history and causes of regimes of violence and oppression. Such a public record can be important for a society’s coming to understand what was happened, holding to account those responsible and formulating policies to prevent such crimes from happening again. Victim and survivor testimony can be a crucial source of evidence in constructing such a historical narrative, but so can the testimony of perpetrators and of bystanders. From the perspective of a society’s interest in acquiring accurate information, victim testimony is just one source of evidence among others and one that brings with it a certain potential for bias and inaccuracy. When employed in the service of prosecution, victim testimony is thus subject to standards of evidence and processes of cross-examination designed in large part to evaluate and ensure its probative value. If fact-finding was the sole aim of truth commissions, we would expect that the mechanisms for evidence gathering employed by such commissions would not differ substantially from those employed in the service of fact-finding in criminal trials. Victim testimony would be subjected to procedures designed to ensure its probative value. As truth commissions have evolved, however, they have consciously moved away from the institutional mechanisms characteristic of criminal trials.

This is particularly apparent in the case of the South African Truth and Reconciliation Committee (TRC) established in the wake of apartheid. Unlike previous commissions elsewhere, the South African TRC adopted a specifically victim-centred approach stemming from a recognition that the testimony of victims and survivors can have a reparative power beyond that associated with its purely probative value. As Martha Minow notes, this approach was reflected in a distinctive set of institutional mechanisms:


The TRC presents its hearings with a tone of care-giving and a sense of safety. It does not cross-examine survivors of torture and other alleged human rights violations. And yet it must appear fair and sufficiently neutral to encourage amnesty applications from perpetrators. This can conflict with the national need for a body that can condemn the wrongdoing. The appearance of even-handedness is assisted by the division of work into a more formal, court-like amnesty committee and a more informal, compassionate human rights committee. Precisely because it is not a court, the human rights committee avoids chilling reminders to victimized people of the hostility and insensitivity of courts under apartheid. It also avoids the taint of a judiciary too often complicit with the human rights abuses of the apartheid regime. Treating those who testify about human rights abuses as persons to be believed, rather than troublemakers or even people with a burden to prove their story, the TRC offers a stark contrast with adversarial hearings and inquests. Because the testimony escapes the tests of cross-examination, however, its truth value lies in its capacity to elicit acknowledgment and to build the general picture of apartheid’s violations. (Minow 1998, 72)3



The victim-centred approach of the South African TRC is often characterized in terms of norms of ‘respectful listening’ that contrast with the adversarial atmosphere of criminal trials and other fact-finding regimes. The very activity of bearing witness is here understood to have a kind of therapeutic value akin to that arising from a patient’s telling her story to a therapist. A therapist is not tasked with cross-examining a patient so as to ensure the probative value of what she says. Instead, she listens sympathetically to what the patient has to say, trying to understand the way in which the patient herself sees the world. Similarly, the South African TRC did not treat the testimony of victims and survivors as mere evidence, the value of which the commission was tasked with determining. Instead, the commission was tasked with listening to victims sympathetically and respectfully, attempting to understand the meaning of the events to which victims bore witness from the perspective of the victims themselves.

Being granted the platform to tell one’s story to a respectful and compassionate public can certainly serve a reparative function. It can serve both to ‘get things off one’s chest’ and to restore one’s sense of membership in a community. Being recognized as a person deserving of compassion and respect can thus help to repair some of the damage done to victims and survivors of violence and oppression. This appears to have been true in the particular case of the South African TRC. Many victims were glad to have the opportunity to bear witness in this fashion, and the process appears to have contributed positively to the healing both of victims themselves and of the larger society. As one South African man blinded by an assault by police remarked after testifying before the TRC, ‘I feel what has been making me sick all the time is the fact that I couldn’t tell my story. But now […] it feels like I got my sight back by coming here’ (quoted in Kiss 2000, 72).

I do not wish to dispute any of this. I do, however, want to note a tension in the therapeutic framework for understanding the reparative power of victim testimony. Minow notes that the South African TRC treated victims as ‘persons to be believed’ rather than speakers under a burden to prove their stories. But the sense in which a therapist treats a patient as a person to be believed is very different from treating the patient as an epistemic authority. The therapist is less concerned with what actually happened, with settling the question of what is the case, than with the patient’s own view of what happened and with what it will take for the patient to move forward. And even when it comes to the patient’s own view of what happened, the therapist needn’t accept that the patient’s perspective on her own attitudes is accurate. As Richard Moran remarks, ‘It is virtually definitive of psychoanalytic treatment […] that it does not begin by taking first-person declarations as necessarily describing the truth about the analysand’s actual attitudes’ (2001, 89). So while the therapist does not approach the patient as someone with a burden to prove her story, this does not mean that the therapist necessarily believes the patient, let alone believes on the patient’s authority. Within the therapeutic context, the therapist’s role might require compassion and respect but not deference. In fact, any deference involved in the doctor/patient relation would appear to run in the opposite direction, from patient to doctor. Treating victims as ‘persons to be believed’ thus fits awkwardly within the therapeutic model.

Consider a practical parallel. Respectful listening is in order when someone is giving practical advice. If someone is trying to convince me to pursue a particular course of action, and if I respectfully listen to her advice, considering what she says and determining for myself whether this is sufficient reason for doing as she suggests, then I have done everything that is required for treating her as she presumably deserves to be treated. I needn’t actually follow her advice. Appropriately considering it is all that is required. If someone tells me to do something, however, then carefully considering what she says might not be sufficient for treating her as she deserves to be treated. If the speaker is a genuine practical authority, someone in a position to settle for me the question of what to do, then treating her as she presumably deserves to be treated requires allowing her to settle this question for me, thereby doing what she tells me to do. Respectful listening is insufficient for genuine obedience.

In the same way, respectful listening can be insufficient for treating a testifier in the way in which she deserves to be treated. Respectful listening is in order when someone is presenting an argument or merely expressing her own belief. In the case of argument, treating the speaker as she presumably deserves to be treated requires carefully considering the premises of the speaker’s argument and coming to my own conclusion concerning whether these premises are true and provide sufficient reason for believing the conclusion. In the case of a speaker’s merely expressing her own beliefs concerning some matter, treating the speaker as she deserves to be treated requires listening to her expression of belief and, perhaps, her reasons for her belief. I might then take the speaker’s belief and her reasons for belief to bear on the question of what I should myself believe, but again I am here in the position of making up my own mind on the basis of the reasons that the speaker has presented. However, when someone in a position to know tells me that such and such is the case, respectfully listening to and considering her testimony might not be sufficient for treating her as she deserves to be treated. If the speaker is a genuine epistemic authority, someone in a position to settle for me the question of what is the case, then treating her as she deserves to be treated requires allowing her to settle this theoretical question for me, thereby believing on her authority. Respectful listening is insufficient for genuinely accepting the speaker’s testimony. Genuinely accepting the speaker’s testimony requires actually believing what she says, and moreover it requires believing what she says in a particular way that involves ceding partial epistemic responsibility for my belief back to the speaker. If I do anything short of this, then there is a sense in which the speaker’s act of testifying hasn’t been fully successful.

So while institutional mechanisms aimed at fostering respectful listening to victim and survivor testimony can help to create a space for victims to exercise the agency involved in telling their stories, there is a further dimension of agency for which respectful listening is insufficient, the agency involved in settling theoretical questions for others, in exercising theoretical or epistemic authority. Presumably, many victims testifying to truth commissions are in fact treated as genuine epistemic authorities; they are recognized as subjects capable of settling questions for others. My point is just that recognizing victims as such requires more than treating them as subjects that deserve to be heard. It requires the doxastic analogue of submission to the speaker, and this is something that can be foreclosed by all sorts of factors, even in a context of respectful listening.

THE PERILS OF BEARING WITNESS

I began by pointing to Levi’s depiction of a dream frequently experienced by survivors of the Nazi camps in which the survivor tries to tell a loved one what she suffered but is not believed, not even listened to. As we’ve seen, listening to victims, even to the point of giving victims a public forum designed to allow them to tell their stories, can plausibly serve the end of repairing some of the dehumanizing effects of the crimes perpetrated against them. Listening, however, even respectful listening, is not yet believing, and Levi appears to be more fundamentally concerned with certain obstacles to being believed. Levi points out that the Nazis themselves were clearly aware of these obstacles, obstacles that they consciously sought to exploit. He imagines an SS militiaman admonishing prisoners in such terms:


However this war may end, we have won the war against you; none of you will be left to bear witness, but even if someone were to survive, the world would not believe him. There will perhaps be suspicions, discussions, research by historians, but there will be no certainties, because we will destroy the evidence together with you. And even if some proof should remain and some of you survive, people will say that the events you describe are too monstrous to be believed: they will say that they are exaggerations of Allied propaganda and will believe us, who will deny everything, and not you. We will be the ones to dictate the history of the Lagers. (1988, 11–12)



I think it is safe to say that this prediction has proven mistaken, in no small part due to the efforts of survivors like Levi who have devoted themselves to bearing witness to what in fact took place in the Nazi camps and who have by and large been believed. Nevertheless, Levi’s depiction of the dream expresses an anxiety that there might be some truth in the Nazi militiaman’s prediction, a truth with which Levi himself wrestles. At one point Levi goes so far as to deny that he is himself a true witness:


We, the survivors, are not the true witnesses. This is an uncomfortable notion of which I have become conscious little by little, reading the memoirs of others and reading mine at a distance of years. We survivors are not only an exiguous but also an anomalous minority: we are those who by their prevarications or abilities or good luck did not touch bottom. Those who did so, those who saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or have returned mute, they are the ‘Muslims’, the submerged, the complete witnesses, the ones whose deposition would have a genuine significance. They are the rule, we are the exception. […]

We who were favored by fate tried, with more or less wisdom, to recount not only our fate, but that of the others, indeed of the drowned; but this was a discourse ‘on behalf of third parties’, the story of things seen at close hand, not experienced personally. The destruction brought to an end, the job completed, was not told by anyone, just as no one ever returned to describe his own death. Even if they had paper and pen, the drowned would not have testified because their death had begun before that of their body. Weeks and months before being snuffed out, they had already lost the ability to observe, to remember, to compare and express themselves. We speak in their stead, by proxy. (1988, 83–84)



Levi is not simply claiming that the true victims of the Nazi genocide are those who died and that they, of course, are not in a position to tell their stories. Both Levi and his imagined SS militiaman recognize that even if these drowned had survived, they would not be in a position to bear witness.4 The significance of the crimes against them resides in large part in this, that they were utterly destroyed as human beings, a destruction that might be concurrent with physical death but that is not to be equated with it.5 One can be destroyed and yet survive, but survive without the ability to bear witness.

Bearing witness is a social act, a transaction that occurs between persons relating to each other in particular ways, the full success of which depends upon the activity of all of the parties involved. Certain crimes, in particular crimes against humanity, directly target the social fabric within which such acts are possible, and they do so not only by having certain effects on victims, on those who might otherwise be in a position to bear witness, but also by having certain effects on the other parties required for the success of this activity.

The dehumanizing effects of violence and oppression might leave victims in a position in which, while they might still feel able to talk about what happened to them, they do not feel capable of bearing witness, of presuming to settle for others questions about what happened. To bear witness in this respect, to tell others what happened, is to assume a kind of authority over others, and the crimes inflicted on a victim might have the effect of destroying her ability to do this. Indeed, as in the case of the drowned in the Nazi camps, their treatment might have been consciously aimed at destroying their ability to exercise this basic human social power.

But the deleterious effects of such crimes are not limited to the effects on victims. If addressees are unwilling to listen to victims due to inculcated racial, ethnic or gender-based prejudice, then this will also render victims unable to successfully bear witness. And even if addressees are willing to listen, they might be unable to believe. This can be the result of culpable bias or prejudice on the part of addressees, but it can also be the result of factors for which addressees are less clearly blameworthy.6 Even addressees dedicated to respectfully and sympathetically listening to the testimony of victims of violence and oppression might find it difficult to submit their own judgment to that of the victim, especially if the crimes perpetrated against the victim are so severe or so foreign to the addressees’ experience of humanity that they are difficult for the addressees to face and comprehend. In such cases, an addressee might listen respectfully, as a doctor might listen to a patient, with every intention of helping the victim to heal, but without being able to simply defer. Deferring to the speaker’s authority requires acknowledging her, looking her, as it were, in the face – ‘I take your word for it. This happened to you’. Herein lies the reparative power of being believed, but herein also lies its difficulty. An addressee’s honest inability to comprehend or make any coherent sense of certain forms of violence and oppression can have the effect of depriving victims of the ability to successfully exercise the form of agency involved in bearing witness. An addressee might be able to accept that these horrible things did happen to people in some generalized impersonal respect, but believing the victim might bring things too close to home. In such a case, cold, impersonal evidence might be easier for an addressee to accept.

Even when an addressee’s inability to genuinely accept a speaker’s testimony results from a non-culpable inability to directly face the crimes perpetrated against a victim, the result is that the victim is unable to successfully exercise a fundamental form of human agency, furthering the dehumanization of the victim. At least part of the anxiety expressed in Levi’s dream appears to be an anxiety that, even if the prisoners were to survive to tell their story, they wouldn’t be in a position to be believed. The crimes perpetrated against them are so horrific, so unbelievable, that even if they were to tell them to their loved ones, to those others who might most genuinely desire to believe them, their loved ones wouldn’t be in a position to do so. Even if their loved ones managed to accept that such things happened, looking these crimes in the face in the way required for the victim to successfully bear witness might be too painful for their loved ones to bear. But this then serves to further the dehumanization of the victim, rendering the victim unable to exercise a basic form of rational agency.

CONCLUSION

I have argued that while successfully bearing witness can serve to repair and restore the sense of agency damaged by crimes perpetrated against a victim, those crimes can also foreclose the possibility of this restorative potential by either rendering the victim incapable of assuming the kind of authority over others involved in testifying or by creating conditions in which addressees, either through culpable bias or prejudice or through an honest inability to face and comprehend what has happened, are unable to genuinely accept the speaker’s testimony, to believe what she says on her authority. While I have here focused on cases of explicit and gross violence and oppression, cases of genocide and institutionalized racism, I suspect that similar effects arise from less overt forms of oppression stemming from implicit bias and prejudice. Well-meaning white Americans who do not have any personal experience with the racial oppression and discrimination suffered by black Americans might find it easier to accept objective, statistical evidence concerning, for example, rates of arrest and incarceration than to genuinely accept the testimony of individual victims. Confronted with a black speaker, even a friend, bearing witness to her own experiences at the hands of the police, a white addressee might very well listen respectfully and sympathetically, acknowledging that such things do happen, but not go so far as to believe on the speaker’s authority, to submit to the victim’s authoritative judgment. Similarly, a man confronted with a woman’s testimony concerning her own experiences with sexual violence might believe what she says in an impersonal respect – ‘Yes, these horrible things do happen, and it’s terrible that they happened to you’ – but without believing her, without allowing her to settle the question for him. Such an inability to take a victim’s word for it needn’t be construed as a personal moral failure on the part of the addressee, though of course it might be this. It might be the result of broad, systemic inequalities, such as histories of segregation and economic and educational disadvantage, that close off or at least render difficult certain forms of social understanding on the part of addressees. Such factors can foreclose a victim’s ability to successfully bear witness, even when the content of the victim’s testimony isn’t rejected, even when the addressee accepts that what the speaker says is true. The full success of the victim’s act of bearing witness requires that the addressee believe what the victim says on her authority, and this mode of believing might be unjustly foreclosed even when belief in the facts is not.

One final note: the interpersonal transaction embodied in the fully successful act of testifying, the transaction that various forms of social injustice can effectively foreclose, also accounts for the transgressive potential of the activity of bearing witness, for the way in which bearing witness can itself amount to a form of resistance against these very forms of social injustice. For victims of violence, oppression and discrimination, bearing witness can be a way of standing up to and defying the forms of injustice that have been inflicted against them, not only because so doing can be a way of making the facts known but because testifying is an attempt to exercise a form of human agency that the crimes against them have attacked. The fully successful exercise of this form of agency is not something that victims can accomplish on their own, and the failure on the part of addressees to take a victim’s word can amount to a further form of injustice. But this also means that addressees have a part to play in this form of testimonial resistance. For those of us in the position of addressees, we can play an at least small part in resisting forms of oppression inflicted on others simply by believing those who deserve to be believed, by acknowledging their authority and submitting to their better judgment.

NOTES

1.Other ‘interpersonal’ or ‘assurance’ views of testimony are developed by Moran 2005, Hinchman 2005 and 2014, Faulkner 2011 and Zagzebski 2012.

2.See Anscombe 2008, and my ‘Obedience and Believing a Person’, 2016.

3.See also Kiss 2000, 71–74.

4.Many theorists have proposed that there is a sense in which the Holocaust is ‘an event without witnesses’. See, for example, Lyotard 1988, Felman and Laub 1992 and Agamben 2002. For a compelling critique of some of this literature, see Horowitz 1992.

5.Compare the fate of Winston Smith in Orwell’s 1984.

6.The effects of bias and prejudice on judgments of speaker credibility have garnered considerable recent attention in the literature on epistemic injustice. See, for example, Fricker 2007 and Medina 2013.
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Chapter 8

The Testimony of the Traumatic Witness

The Tension Between the Therapeutic Act and the Loss of Words and Their Meaning

Zohar Rubinstein

The interest of researchers and scholars on the relationship between testimony and trauma has merged together with the rise of the era of the testimony. One of the aspects that has been overlooked by those who focus on issues of testimony, especially in the case of trauma, is when instead of encountering words and narratives regarding the personal account of the traumatic event or experience, the witnesses share a deep silence which seems from the outside as a sheer unwillingness to share their testimony. This phenomenon poses a huge and sometimes uncanny challenge from the side of the listener, whether he or she is a testimony collector, a historian or a therapist. Could this silence be considered a testimony by itself? How could one go about and still render this encounter into a meaningful experience to both parties? From a personal tone, I should add that this silence has intrigued me as a result of working with traumatic patients. Some of them remained silent about their trauma yet came to seek alleviation for their incomprehensible agony.

Understanding the tension between what is considered to be healing in trauma – the therapeutic talk as being practiced in psychotherapies regardless of their school of thought or belief – and the wordless void that is present in the room should start with a closer encounter with the phenomenology of trauma as a point of departure. I will start with some introductory remarks about trauma, followed by a short stop at the importance of creating narrative of the trauma, accompanied by a glimpse at some recent studies in neuroscience to better understand the tension and its enigma.

ON THE PHENOMENOLOGY OF TRAUMA

Allan Young has traced the origin of the term ‘trauma’ in Oxford English Dictionary in 1656 where the entry for traumatic stood for belonging to wounds or the cure of them, which correlates with the Greek word for physical wound (Young 1997, 13). The term in ancient Greek is derived from the word ‘to pierce’, which immediately gives an illustration on the process of trauma. An interesting account on the etymology of the term and its implications on our understanding of it in a broader sense are brought by Renos Papadopoulos (Papadopoulos 2002, 171–172). Only in the nineteenth century, the term was extended to include mental injury in reference to the mentally traumatic casualties of the railway accidents and has established itself as such ever since (Young 1997, 13). The term ‘trauma’ in this context should be viewed then, as a metaphor. The ‘wound’ of the psyche is unseen, yet it has a devastating impact on the totality of the person as portrayed by symptoms and dysfunctional behaviour. The definition of ‘psychical trauma’ in Laplanche and Pontalis’s The Language of Psychoanalysis (Laplanche and Pontalis 1988, 465–469) sheds more light to the understanding of the concept: ‘An event in the subject’s life defined by its intensity, by the subject’s incapacity to respond adequately to it, and by the upheaval and long-lasting effects that it brings about in the psychical organization’. They explain quite figuratively that by adopting the term from the Greek root, psychoanalysis carries the three ideas embedded in it: the idea of a violent shock, the idea of a wound and the idea of consequences affecting the whole organism. The concept of trauma that I wish to maintain resides in a unique meeting point of the body and mind relationship, within the axis of time, in which a tangible event of reality violently touches the inner world of the person in a shattering way.

Dominick LaCapra, the historian of intellectual history who has started developing his concept regarding the historic and poetic representations of the Holocaust since 1990, has contributed an important analysis for understanding the phenomenology of trauma in his seminal book Writing History, Writing Trauma (2001).

LaCapra adopts the concept of trauma from the psychoanalysis as a central perspective of his approach but went further in developing a conceptual framework, which adopts psychoanalytical concepts to political and social contexts. In the core of the traumatic experience, there is something, an excess, which evades any representation and leaves a void in the consciousness. This is why the trauma is a most horrible occurrence, which then cannot be represented by the language or any other symbolic systems. Any attempt to represent the event by the subject just generates a sense of failure. This understanding explains the prevailing feeling among those who experienced trauma, that they cannot express it in words. LaCapra adds some other characteristics to what has been conceived by psychoanalysis and how the traumatic experience radically shakes the stability and the identity of the traumatic subject.1 This characteristic, one should add, coincides with the experience of fracture and dismantling in the continuum of the victim’s identity, which trauma therapists occasionally feel about their patients. Perhaps one of the most intriguing, yet insightful conceptions of LaCapra, is regarding coping with trauma: he transfers the traumatic individual’s reactions, as elaborated by Freud’s acting-out and working-through concepts, into the cultural and political realms. LaCapra was able to demonstrate how intellectuals and historians actually fall into these patterns of reaction in their writings on trauma.

In Remembering, Repeating and Working Through, Freud discussed that the traumatic patient converts the remembering of the intolerable traumatic experience into repetition, which he called ‘acting out’: a process best understood as repetition compulsion (Freud 1995b, 147–156). During the post-traumatic acting out, the person is haunted by the past or is possessed by it. Hence, he or she is caught by a compulsion to repeat traumatic scenes in which the past is ever repeating itself, and the future is blocked or doomed to be imprisoned in a melancholic loop (LaCapra 2006, 49). This situation could be dealt with, in an analytical process by the means of working through: a specific interpretation-based process that offers meaning which enables the patient to release himself from suffering elicited by the repetition compulsion mechanism. However, those who suffer from trauma as a result of atrocious and extreme events might resist the process of working through because of what might be termed as a kind of loyalty to the trauma. This could be a conscious or an unconscious feeling of a need that the victim holds to remain loyal to the trauma and not to give it up in spite of the agony it creates. One could argue that the pathology of the trauma could not be defined by the traumatogenic event alone, which might be catastrophic or not, and could have a different impact on people experiencing it. The pathology stems from the structure of the experience and the way it is perceived. The event could not be experienced in its totality while it happens because of its excessive load on the psyche. It would reappear again in a traumatic structure within a short time or after a long latent period but will be accompanied with forgetfulness, repetition compulsion, dysfunctional behaviour and melancholy, just to name some of the outcomes.

Another aspect in the phenomenology of trauma, which needs further consideration, is what is termed the temporal aspect of the experience of trauma. The evasive nature of the traumatic event in terms of its representation in the psyche creates a temporal pattern, which is essentially different from the continuous time experience that we normally share. Since the traumatic event evades the representation system available to the human consciousness, it forms an aberrated perception that it never occurs. Indeed, in the objective time it did – something horrible happened – but within the human time perception, in the subject’s conscious experience, nothing has actually happened because of its magnitude. In this respect the traumatic event is an event that is deprived of its present. This aspect portrays the issue of belatedness, which is one of the salient characteristics of the temporal dimension in post-trauma. Thus, two points of time could be detected regarding the traumatic event: the first is the chronological moment of the occurrence of the trauma, but the second is the moment of representation of the event after its latency. Nonetheless, it appears in a repetition compulsion within the consciousness of the survivor in various patterns: nightmares, physical symptoms, repetitive behaviour or in a compulsive manner to be represented by language (Goldberg 2013a, 2013b).

There appears to be a general agreement among clinicians and trauma researchers about the characteristics and features in describing a traumatic experience. They are not necessarily in full accordance with those included in the clinical manuals, such as DSM (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) or ICD (The ICD-10 Classification of Mental and Behavioural Disorders: Clinical Descriptions and Diagnostic Guidelines),2 since the manuals are focused for diagnostic purposes. Hence, they tend to be different in nature and encapsulation than the impression of clinicians who relive the traumatic experience with their traumatized patients. Through my extensive work with trauma, I have identified eight pertinent characteristics, which I believe are essential for understanding the traumatic experience:


	Experiencing of near-death situation: Perhaps the core experience of the traumatic survivor, the one when it all begins, is his or her encounter with death or a near-death event where an actual face-to-face encounter with death has occurred. Sometimes just the realization that the individual or his beloved one has experienced a near-death event is enough to trigger the trauma.

	Suddenness: The state of trauma is exacerbated if the event was sudden and unexpected and without any prior preparation or participation for its occurrence.

	Helplessness: It is not surprising that Judith Herman defined ‘trauma’ as the disaster of the helpless (Herman 1992, 33). The salient feeling is that of horror, helplessness and loss of control, sometimes on the most basic skills and abilities, that makes one a person. In extreme cases, it is accompanied by a paralysis of any action that is geared for survival.

	Fracture and interruption: Due to the intensity of the experience, the victim may experience temporary or continuous interruption in his thoughts; experiences; or perceptions of life, time, place or self-belief. Those elemental concepts are organized in a formation of continuums which, when fractured, may also elicit haunting questions about the continuity of life. Such fractures and disruptions are the core essence of the dissociative experience characterizing the traumatic survivor.

	Loss of the ability of self-regulation: This is a very important ability that governs our well-being both physically and mentally, stops functioning temporarily or continuously and leaves the survivor overwhelmed and unbalanced.

	Repetition compulsion: The experience is caught in a repetitive, compulsive circle causing blocks of behaviours, thoughts or feelings to uncontrollably repeat, sometimes in a harsh manner.

	Loss of words and their meaning: Sometimes the intensity of the experience leaves the victim feeling alone and unable to share or articulate his experience with others. The victim may not even fully understand what happened. The experience of being in a dark alley, where words cannot be uttered to tell the trauma or to give a testimony on it, when words have lost meaning to form an understanding of what happened, makes the traumatic experience like a prison without hope.

	Immediate response to the event: The immediate response (or the lack thereof) to the traumatic event may influence how the victim will cope with the trauma. Without immediate intervention, some victims will remain in a state of shock. The overwhelming sense of helplessness and loss of control may permeate the whole psyche and leave a scarring mark. The early phase of trauma tends to be overlooked by many researchers, clinicians and scholars alike, as significant attention is put on the post-trauma phases. At this stage, trauma becomes deeply ‘solidified’ and engraved into the psyche, making itself highly resistant to intervention. The earlier stages, however, which consist of the first few days following exposure to the traumatic event, become very crucial. The trauma is still in ‘liquid’ form, making it more susceptible to interventions. With the right approach, the unfortunate route of solidifying trauma into post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can be, in some cases, modified and perhaps prevented.



An in-depth analysis of the phenomenology of trauma, understanding the descriptions and concepts of the various schools and approaches often leave one with the feeling that the desire to understand this extreme human experience from both an intellectual and a practical level, is doomed to remain obscure and enigmatic. Gaps and pertinent questions remain unanswered and leave the arena to rival approaches, practices and methodologies of research, all of which are taking part in the endeavour to reach an important achievement that will bring a definite alleviation for the traumatic survivors.

THE THERAPEUTIC ACT OF GIVING TESTIMONY OF THE TRAUMA

Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub were pioneers in discussing the issues surrounding trauma testimony in their book titled Testimony (1992). Laub emphasized the dual nature of the trauma as a basis for the necessary understanding for the act of giving trauma testimony. ‘While the trauma uncannily returns in actual life, its reality continues to elude the subject who lives in its grip and unwittingly undergoes its ceaseless repetitions and reenactment’ (Felman and Laub 1992, 68–69). The traumatic event, according to Laub, took place outside the continuums that defined the perception of reality such as time, place, duration and causality. Trauma is therefore an occurrence of no temporal predicates. ‘The trauma survivors live not with memories of the past but with an event that could not, and did not, proceed through its completion, has no ending, attained no closure and therefore […] continues into the present and is current in every respect’ (Felman and Laub 1992, 68–69). In order to untangle this trap there is a need to launch a therapeutic process, the core of which is the construction of narrative by reconstructing a history of the event in order to establish a re-externalization of it. This process can happen only if the survivor can give a testimony on it onto another real person who listens to it with a specific attention, care and compassion. Only by transmitting the story, Laub claims, the survivor can take it back and assimilate it inside without its venom. In Laub’s words: ‘Telling thus entails a reassertion of the hegemony of reality and a re-externalization of the evil that affected and contaminated the trauma victim’ (Felman and Laub 1992, 68–69).

There is a wide agreement among psychoanalysts and dynamic therapists that the psychoanalytic or near-psychoanalytic frameworks are an appropriate setting for carrying out this action of reconstructing the history of trauma.3 However, it is important to state at this point that other means of reconstructing the trauma history by bearing testimony is different than the psychoanalytic setting has been tested with substantial results. I will elaborate on those later in this work. Laub himself was engaging in both practices – in dealing with trauma survivors, namely the psychoanalytical setting and in his project at Yale University, where he recorded interviews of holocaust survivors and found essential similarities between the processes that activate the two practices.

Encapsulating the process of the trauma victim’s testimony begins from the moment the trauma is engraved and burned into the psyche. At this moment, the victim does not comprehend what has occurred. There is no verbal representation or narrative to give meaning or explain what happened or why. The trauma testimony begins within a void or an absence of event, which has not reached its existence, in spite of its extreme and persisting nature because the trauma has not yet acquired a witness nor has it reached the districts of the consciousness. The process of giving testimony of the trauma ‘in the real world’ outside of himself is a vital step for the survivor to move towards any liberation from the traumatic imprisonment, whether it is delivered in the therapeutic setting or elsewhere. The process then demands a listener to be present, whether active as therapist or less active as an interviewer, while this testimony is being given or reconstructed. That listener has a prime importance for the process, as he or she becomes a live witness, and thus the platform for this process to actually take place. The witness has a decisive role for the creation and articulation of the testimony and of its therapeutic effects.

The insight that the possible development of narratives of the trauma via testimony can serve as a therapeutic vehicle for alleviating trauma suffering among survivors has emerged for a couple of decades and has led to the development of a specific method of treatment for trauma termed ‘trauma narrative therapy’. This therapy was derived from various methods such as the ‘narrative therapy’, which was developed during the 1970s and 1980s among other methods aiming for similar objectives. It has become evident that telling the story of the traumatic event is one of the most effective strategies for dealing with trauma-related distress. Often verbalizing the traumatic experience helps the victim organize his memories and feelings in an attempt to understand what happened. Telling the story, or developing a trauma narrative, is considered a significant step in the trauma recovery process – no matter what stage of distress or range of symptoms the victim is exhibiting (White and Epston 1990; Payne 2006; Duvall and Béres 2007, 229–250; Robjant and Fazel 2010, 1030–1039; Schauer, Elbert and Neuner 2011). Brain studies indicate the relationship between types of memory and trauma. It has been shown that stressors and trauma have a substantial effect on the memory and its processing. Those who suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder have shown significant changes in a broad spectrum of brain activities relating to memory processing. While issues regarding those processes are not yet clear enough, it is implied that the detailed reconstruction of a trauma narrative during therapy is indeed important. As clinical observations suggested, endowing meaning to those events is a cardinal issue for releasing adaptive behaviour and coping strategies.4

Parallel to that, a meta-analysis of risk factors for PTSD in trauma-exposed adults (Brewin, Andrews and Valentine 2000) illustrates that lack of social support following a traumatic event significantly contributes to subsequent PTSD. The contribution of social support (or lack thereof) on the development of PTSD was larger than any other risk factor. Thus, hearing a soothing voice, engaging in dialogue and verbalizing or retelling the traumatic experience may affect both the short- and long-term responses to trauma.

The establishment and implementation of projects that offer the mute, trauma survivors a framework where they can recollect their memories and give testimony are important in satisfying the survivors’ need to seek an outlet to relieve their blocked, unperceivable experiences that they have not yet shared with anyone. This is usually done with the aid of a benevolent listener and in front of a camera or other recording devices.

Similar to Laub’s project in Boston for the Holocaust survivors, the Israeli NGO, NATAL,5 was established to help trauma-suffering victims of war and terrorist attacks. NATAL provides an alternative opportunity for victims who choose not to enter psychotherapeutic treatment to, instead, give testimony on their personal trauma. As revealed in NATAL’s project,6 speaking about personal trauma is an extremely demanding and sometimes a tormenting act both for the survivors and for their listeners. Trauma victims are often tormented by tearing ambivalence as a result of being caught between the compelling need to tell their story to the world, or to forever remain silent and take their story to the grave. This ambivalence can hardly ever be solved. Furthermore, the survivors have to overcome feelings of shame, embarrassment and sometimes guilt and to establish enough trust to speak in front of a listener, who is in fact a stranger, in terms of the time they need to take for a deep and trustworthy acquaintance, as it would be necessary in a psychotherapeutic setting. For the trauma victims, this undertake is a challenge, even in the most welcoming frameworks. Feelings of being betrayed by the authorities during, or after the event, are not rare. Some are consumed with anger, even rage, and in the face of such emotional portrayal, trusting the professionals who have become witnesses, is not an easy bridge to cross.

As has been already pointed out, the purpose of such an approach is not psychotherapeutic. The objective is to recall the memories and create a testimonial account of the event in a more comfortable, less formal atmosphere. But this setting is not without extreme emotional expressions. Trauma victims, who get absorbed in their story, often burst into tears or experience speechless moments. Other than being compassionate and empathetic, the social worker’s role and responsibility at NATAL are limited due to terms previously established with the psychological contract. The process might take months, as it is common for the trauma victim to take breaks. Some, after taking a break, cannot complete the testimony. In such cases, they often experience hard feelings of failure caused by their inability to continue and complete the project, thus failing to alleviate the burden. On the other hand, the relief, joy and sense of pride of those who manage to complete the project are strong and well noticed. They are handed with an end product of their endeavour – the video recording of their testimony. The painful experience that was once unspoken is now a tangible object – a symbol of their ability to cross their troubled waters.

It becomes evident then that the process of bearing witness to, whether in a psychotherapeutic setting or in testimonial projects, has a significant and therapeutic effect. Furthermore, the impact may be meaningful to the extent of subsiding the traumatic formation. It is important to realize that the therapeutic quality of bearing witness is supported by two planes that are mutually interrelated. The first is the ability to represent the experience with narrative, thus, complete the symbolization act that has been frozen in time. The second element is for the patient bearing witness to his own story is listened to by a human witness who is fully and emotionally present. This in fact becomes an essential part of the therapeutic process – where, in the absence of this person, the testimony will not genuinely take place.

If we understand trauma as the obliteration of the internalized, empathic, communicative dyadic connection that prevents the traumatized person to establish a trustful relationship with any significant other or with the world around them, than the internal other, the addressee with whom the inner dialogue occurs – a prerequisite to symbolization and to internal world representation – ceases to exist. It is clear, then, that without the internal dialogue with oneself, no psychic representation of the traumatic experience exists, and narrative cannot be formed to relate it to another. Therefore, in many cases, the witness ‘does not know’ what he or she knows of the experience outside, nor has this experience consolidated into a meaningful communicative narrative. According to the various clinical evidence and archives of testimonial projects, it seems that only through the testimonial process, in the presence of an intimate, fully present listener, the lost, internal other can begin to re-establish and the process of internal dialogue, symbolization and narrative formation can resume. A memory is thus created that can be both related and forgotten.

AND YET SOME TAKE THE OPTION OF SILENCE

Bearing testimony of the trauma represents an impossible yet a necessary act. ‘Rather than a form of evidence or a source of information, it was a gesture that laid bare the limits of knowledge, representation and justice by enacting traumatic and ineffable experiences’ (Givoni 2011). It is not surprising that because of the complex and impossible act of giving testimony, as stemmed from the various psychological aspects discussed earlier, some victims could not speak their trauma and chose to remain silent in the psychotherapeutic settings as well as in the outside world. For Felman, the silence is not just the absence of speech, but an active abandonment of hearing. The trauma victim’s refusal to be present in reality, rather than the abandoning reality, hinders his ability to transfer his story genuinely to the other. Therefore, this reality remains, in a form of a denied realness that cannot reach recognition (Felman and Laub 1992, 165–203).

These reasons for failing to represent the trauma experience via the spoken words ranging from momentary lapses through dissociative states of total muteness have been reported in trauma discourses. The dissociative experience in trauma and the fragmented or dismantled memory could be viewed as the same phenomenon. Yochai Ataria emphasized the two conditions in a situation as such (Ataria 2014). The first is when the traumatic event has not been coded, which portrays a situation of absence. The second is when the memory has coded the event, but memory is not available which is considered a situation of loss. The first condition presents a situation where any attempt of working through the experience leads to a disconnection between the narrative and the original experience. This is a deep testimony crisis because processes, in a condition of absence, create a hollow witness. The second condition, when the event has been coded, in some cases the working-through process, causes the traumatic silence to be represented by words which, again, undermines the uniqueness of the traumatic experience – its silence.

This seemingly unfortunate situation poses some questions. I would like to address two of them: (1) Can the silence of the trauma victim be considered as a testimony in the broad sense that has been presented before? And (2) in spite of what has been said before regarding the importance of narrativization of the trauma, does the experience of it via delivery of testimony necessarily alleviate the victim’s burden and distress and hence mark the highway to free the traumatic victim from its imprisoned fate?

As for the first question, I wish to argue that the silence of the trauma could and should be considered a testimony as it is a means of communication that serves the victim but only if, and when, it is being transmitted in the presence of an emotionally present person who genuinely listens to the silence as in a therapeutic or similar settings. A brief look at silence from a linguistic perspective may establish further understanding on this particular phenomenon.7

In her research Michal Ephratt8 paraphrases Muriel Saville-Troike, who wrote that one should first differentiate between the absence of sounds when there is no communication actually taking place and silence, which is part of communication. As not any noise is part of communication, thus, not every stillness is silence. In other words, stillness is out of communication, while silence is part of it and is not the absence of it (Ephratt 2014, 11). Thomas Bruneau’s article that is considered by many as constitutive in the field of silence compares the relationship between silence and speaking to white paper and printing signs on it. This metaphor doesn’t leave any doubt for what the background is and what the figure is (Ephratt 2014, 13). The silence of the testimony as the unsaid has an important presence in that discourse. To demonstrate this point using a poetic support, it might be illuminating to read Aviv Gefen’s poem9 in this context.


My silence is the greatest scream in me,

My silence is the pain that hurts the most in me.

And when the stillness will fall down like sand

My voice will reach no man.

I could have cried but was afraid that it would disturb.




The trauma victim’s silence can be understood from the complexity of the dyadic occurrence in the psychotherapeutic discourse. In my opinion, the apparent failure of the patient to voice his testimony of the trauma is projected onto or deposited into the therapist, and thus, by the mechanism of projective identification, the therapist becomes the witness who carries the testimony of the patient’s trauma, even if it is not articulated in words. It is present along the therapeutic journey and sometimes never reaches the phase of words. Both sides know it is there: live and coercive. However, for the traumatized individuals, there is someone there to listen to their silence and constantly acknowledge its existence.

But there are conditions that are being exerted upon the therapist’s shoulders and a price, perhaps a heavy one to pay. To be a true and trustworthy witness, who can contain and share the burden together with the traumatic patient, the therapist needs to truly feel and understand the patient’s pain, horror and agony. It is impossible for the process to occur if the therapist is not fully committed to this journey. Ghislaine Boulanger, a renowned clinical psychoanalyst from New York, and the author of Wounded by Reality (Boulanger 2007), is a well-known expert in dealing with secondary traumatization of therapists who treat traumatic patients. In a talk she gave in Tel Aviv, in 2015, titled ‘Vicarious Traumatization – A Necessary Tool’, she summed up her understanding with the harsh, difficult-to-accept, notion that in-depth therapy with trauma patients could not be successful, if the therapist does not experience secondary traumatization. This process gives the trauma patient the validation he so needs, which serves as a protective wall against the horror of losing one’s sanity caused by the trauma’s powerful, imperious nature. This process also helps the testimony to be told, even without words.

I wish to argue that along with the testimony by proxy, the silent testimony is told by other means. The variety of the symptoms and their repetition compulsion manner together constitutes pain and suffering beyond perception as was presented earlier in the form the language by which the story of the trauma is being told in silence. Here, the insight gained earlier from the distinction between figure and background regarding words and silence can further contribute to the understanding. The symptoms being the background of the testimony tell the story of the existence of the trauma, although the narrative of it is not known to the therapist and may also be without words to the patient as well. Of all the symptoms of trauma, the repetition compulsion is one that needs further elaboration and attention. Freud (1995a, 7–64) was surprised to find that traumatic events were persistently reappearing in the memory and dreams of those who experienced horror and atrocities in the war and was wondering about the nature of this phenomenon. In his seminar ‘The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis’ (Lacan 1998), Lacan argued that repetition is not a repressed memory, which is reconstructed by the transference, but a silent testimony of the traumatic encounter, which was created in a particular moment when the language touched the living creature. This encounter has a traumatic nature because the subject encountered something that has no understanding and meaning. Freud stressed that the main tool for handling the repetition compulsion and to render it to a motive for remembering is by the usage of transference. The repetition compulsion became harmless by endowing it the right to exist within a defined boundary. Following Freud and Lacan, by allowing this therapeutic space of the dyadic relationship and by an appropriate usage of the trustful relationship between the patient and the therapist, the powerful symptom of repetition compulsion might subside and, hence, allow the trauma testimony, even without its words, to be heard out loud. By accepting the silence as testimony, the therapist also demonstrates hope for the victim that there will come a time, visible in the horizon, where words will be expressed with meaning and will form the full testimony of the trauma. By accepting the repetitive account of a rigid story that does not yet have full meaning and emotion, the therapist is assisting the victim to turn its testimony into a meaningful experience. Sometimes it is as far as the trauma victim will get or hope to get.

As for the second question I raised earlier, ‘does the verbalization of the trauma experience alleviate the victim’s burden and distress and free the traumatic victim from its imprisoned fate?’ From my clinical experience as well as my colleagues, I have found that unfortunately this is not always the case. For some victims, the road to recovery from trauma is blocked, and the therapist becomes a witness to tremendous frustration – from the patient and his own. In some cases, even when a narrative has been produced, it resembles an unintelligible speech; in the absence of emotional meaning, words do not make sense. It is often termed as ‘empty talk’, and it sounds like a hollow story, which is painful to hear. For some traumatic patients who have suffered extremely severe incidences, even the act of giving a silent testimony is not possible.

The process of testimony by proxy is not limited to the therapy room alone. Silent testimony is also transferred to the next generations of the trauma survivors. Yael Hersonski, the film director of the A Film Unfinished (Hersonski 2015), gave a direct and self-disclosing account of the silence of her grandmother who survived the holocaust but remains completely silent about what happened to her there. It seems to me, by the same mechanisms I explained earlier, that the silent testimony from Yael’s grandmother has been transferred to her, being the third generation, but her grandmother’s silence urged her to find expression for the unspoken testimony by a film she created. This process could be well understood in reference to Felman’s analysis as portrayed in the chapter ‘The Return of the Voice’ (Felman and Laub 1992, 204–283).

Another example comes from a patient of mine, one of two brothers who by process yet unclear, took the torch from the parents whose witness remained unspoken and made it as his own. He developed a unique coexistence with the notion of death with whom he felt very close all the time and has been constantly referring to its inevitable forthcoming. It is also interesting to note that this existential approach to life was not shared by his brother, only three years younger than him.

These examples and others indicate that, in some cases, silence of testimony does not remain unspoken and finds alternative routes to surface via upcoming generations as well.

NOTES

1.In this part I’ve based on Amos Goldberg’s introduction to the Hebrew edition. Goldberg 2006.

2.These are the diagnostic manuals for mental health diagnosis: American Psychiatric Association 2013 and World Health Organization 1992.

3.See also Ghislaine Boulanger 2007.

4.See Brewin 2001; Bremner 2006.

5.Institute of the Treatment of National Trauma Casualties in Israel.

6.Presented at the panel: ‘The Psych-Historic Testimony of War and Terrorism- Related Trauma Victims at NATAL’: Dor 2011, Touval-Mashiach 2011.

7.The idea of employing linguistics as a discipline that can add additional understanding in trauma testimony was discussed at the Conference on Trauma Testimony Discourses at Tel Aviv University in February 2011.

8.Michal Ephratt, a professor of linguistics at Haifa University in Israel, has recently published a comprehensive research which summarizes her studies on silence: Ephratt 2014.

9.Aviv Gefen is a reputed Israeli poet, musician and singer. The poem is cited in Michal Ephratt 2014, 97.
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Chapter 9

Analysing Holocaust Survivor Testimony

Certainties, Scepticism, Relativism

Martin Kusch

INTRODUCTION

To date philosophical reflections on the Holocaust and Holocaust survivor testimony have come almost exclusively from authors in the so-called Continental tradition: Giorgio Agamben 1998, Jacques Derrida 2005 or Jean-François Lyotard 1983, to name but the most influential. This chapter is an attempt to contribute to the scholarship on Holocaust survivor testimony using some of the concepts and conceptions of ‘analytic philosophy’, more precisely, some of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s remarks in On Certainty (1969). I shall use these remarks to analyse the ‘linguistic despair’ expressed by many Holocaust survivors when trying to put their horrendous experiences into words. I shall also address the question how we might think of the relationship between the various – often fiercely opposed – theoretical approaches to Holocaust testimony. Here too I shall rely on some of Wittgenstein’s ideas.

This chapter has four main sections. I shall begin with an overview of my interpretation of Wittgenstein’s ‘hinge epistemology’. (The name derives from the fact that Wittgenstein compares our certainties to ‘hinges’ that ‘must stay put’ if we want our investigations to proceed, that is if we ‘want the door to turn’ [1969, §343].) I shall pay particular attention to different types of ‘certainties’; to how these certainties figure in ‘epistemic systems’; and to what role certainties play in arguments over scepticism and relativism. Subsequently I shall introduce the two issues concerning Holocaust survivor testimony that I wish to analyse: linguistic despair and the multitude of approaches. The rest of the chapter uses hinge epistemology to analyse Holocaust survivor testimony. This will also involve a further development of Wittgenstein’s ideas, especially the introduction of moral certainties.

ON CERTAINTY

Wittgenstein’s On Certainty consists of notebook entries written between 1949 and 1951. It was first published in 1969. On Certainty describes as its central interest ‘certainties’, that is ‘cases in which I rightly say I cannot be making a mistake’. And the passage continues: ‘I can enumerate various typical cases, but not give any common characteristic’ (§674). Certainties have a special position in our belief systems. In §102 we are told that our beliefs ‘form a system’. In §141 we learn that when we begin to believe ‘what we believe is not a single proposition’ but ‘a whole system of propositions’. And in §144 On Certainty proposes a new conception of the structure of our beliefs: some ‘sentences (or beliefs) of the form of empirical judgments (or beliefs)’ (e.g. a certainty like ‘My name is Martin Kusch’) can in some contexts be as foundational as are judgments or beliefs about the meanings of words or mathematical beliefs. And not all beliefs about the meaning of words or mathematical propositions are as beyond doubt as are some ‘sentences of the form of empirical judgments’.

One of Wittgenstein’s central interests in On Certainty is to study different kinds of encounters between himself and people who (seem to) deny one of his certainties. In fact On Certainty collects material for a ‘well-ordered synopsis’ (übersichtliche Darstellung) (Wittgenstein 2001, §122) of such encounters. The point of this well-ordered synopsis is to emphasize the variety of, and patterns in, our responses to such denials. There are about thirty scenarios in On Certainty that are cases in which Wittgenstein imagines someone else denying one of his certainties. Here I have to confine myself to a sketchy overview. In order to do this most economically, I need to introduce the idea of varying cultural distance between Wittgenstein and the certainty-denying people he imagines encountering. The coarse-grained categorization of distance Wittgenstein seems to work with can be captured in in the forms of concentric circles. The centre of the concentric circles is occupied by Wittgenstein himself. In the following rings around him, at increasing distance, are friends (e.g. G. E. Moore) in his own culture, strangers in his own culture and children. The remaining rings are people outside of Wittgenstein’s culture. Ring a is for members of other cultures that Wittgenstein is willing to treat as virtual members of his own culture. The outmost ring c is for members of other cultures that are too distant to be counted as virtual members of Wittgenstein’s own culture and that nevertheless are too intelligent to be dismissed. They are not properly appraisable. Finally, there are members of other cultures that have an ambiguous status (Ring b). Our interest is with the person in the centre. How does she respond to people at varying social-cultural distances that seem to deny what are certainties of various types for her?

I will now give examples of Wittgenstein’s own responses. When a friend – e.g. Moore – straightforwardly denies a certainty then Wittgenstein is inclined to regard him as ‘demented’ or ‘insane’ (§71, 155). Wittgenstein treats other adult members of his own culture similarly to how he treats friends (§§217, 257). Children receive a more charitable treatment. In their case – at least regarding some categories of certainties – Wittgenstein is willing to offer arguments, explanations, criticism and education (§§310, 322).

Moving further outwards in the system of concentric circles (= a), Wittgenstein thinks that sometimes we are willing to dismiss member of other cultures as ignorant and as lacking in knowledge. Thus the tribesmen who in 1950 insist that someone has been to the moon – and who thereby deny one of our fundamental empirical-scientific beliefs – are ‘people who do not know a lot that we know’ (§286).

Note, however, that the situation changes in a context in which the tribesmen’s statement belongs to the domains of religion or magic. Thus §92 introduces a king who has been told since childhood that ‘the earth has only existed […] since his own birth’. Wittgenstein likens the king’s belief to magical beliefs about one’s ability to make rain. This suggests to Elisabeth Anscombe (1976) that the king of §92 is best thought of as a religious leader such as the Dalai Lama. Wittgenstein imagines Moore trying to convince the king of Moore’s certainty that the earth has existed since long before our birth. And he goes on: ‘I do not say that Moore could not convert the king to his view, but it would be a conversion of a special kind; the king would be brought to look at the world in a different way’ (§92). What is striking here is the absence of any ‘they are wrong and we know it’ (§286). This is confirmed by another passage in which someone like Dalai Lama is at issue again:


238. I might therefore interrogate someone who said that the earth did not exist before his birth, in order to find out which of my convictions he was at odds with. And then it might be that he was contradicting my fundamental attitudes, and if that were how it was, I should have to put up with it.



To ‘put up with it’ is to accept that our categories of evaluation do not get a proper grip on this system or practice.

Details aside, what kind and strength of relativism is discernible in On Certainty? The most important lesson of the above is, I take it, that Wittgenstein is not trying to defend or develop a global or comprehensive form of epistemic relativism. Instead, he is trying to sensitize us to the variety of our responses in the variety of cases in which our certainties are, or seem to be, denied by others. Sometimes our response is dismissal. Sometimes our response is education. But there is also a space for epistemic relativism in which the idea of non-appraisal looms large. Wittgenstein proposes that this form of epistemic relativism is at least permissible when encountering disagreements at the borderline between current science, on the one hand, and magic or religion, or fundamentally different conceptions of rationality, on the other hand. To give this form of relativism a name, I propose calling it a ‘relativism of distance’ – a term introduced by Bernard Williams in a different context (1981).

Whereas Wittgenstein thus leaves room for epistemic relativism in at least some contexts, he is very much opposed to epistemic scepticism. Wittgenstein formulates three problems for scepticism. The first is what I propose calling the ‘problem of continuity’: the sceptic needs to be able to show us that what she calls her ‘sceptical’ or ‘philosophical doubt’ is a sharpening of ‘ordinary doubt’. Or, put differently, the sceptic needs to be able to make plausible that ordinary and radical-philosophical doubt are both species of some more general concept of DOUBT. And the same goes – mutatis mutandis – for error.

Wittgenstein thinks that scepticism fails the continuity test. I shall here focus only on the problem of continuity regarded ‘error’. Wittgenstein makes a number of observations on ordinary error to bring out how different it is with respect to so-called radical sceptical error. Ordinary error is local within an epistemic system or language game (§56); it contrasts with unambiguous and familiar cases of non-error in the same general dimension (§56); it fits into a context of truths (§74), shared with others (§156); it differs from false belief (§72) or mental disturbance (§§71, 75, 155); and, finally, an error (possibility) in our epistemic system is something that can be identified with the resources of our epistemic system (§74), and without that the level of safety/sensitivity is changed. Wittgenstein also claims that an error within our epistemic system is connected to a general strategy for controlling for such errors (§56). Radical sceptical error differs in all these respects. It is not an error within an epistemic system; it is an error of the epistemic system as a whole. It is not identifiable from within an epistemic system. Adopting it involves a radical change in epistemic position. And there is no clear strategy for avoiding it, other than abstaining from forming judgements altogether. Error needs a background of non-error – and that background is no longer clearly there in the case of radical scepticism. Wittgenstein concludes that radical-philosophical error is not continuous with our ordinary concepts of error. It is therefore not obvious that we understand the sceptic when he speaks of the need for radical doubt.

Wittgenstein’s second problem for the sceptic concerns the link between epistemic and semantic scepticism (§§126, 306, 506). If, by fully general considerations, you raise the level of safety to the point where all our empirical beliefs become doubtful, then, to avoid inconsistency or double standards and conflict with the rule-following considerations, you have to do the same for semantic beliefs, that is for beliefs concerning what your words mean. And if you end up insisting that all our empirical beliefs might well be false together, then you must also insist that all our semantic beliefs might well be false together. But if you cannot rule out this possibility, how can you even assume that your sceptical position can be meaning-fully stated? (§§ 126, 306, 506)

Wittgenstein’s third problem for external-world scepticism is that it inflates into global scepticism about everything. The argument goes like this. If – by fully general considerations – you raise the level of safety to the point where all our physical beliefs become doubtful, then, to avoid inconsistency or double standards, you have to do the same for all categories of belief. And then scepticism cannot be formulated: there is no category of entities (e.g. appearances) that can be interpreted in conflicting ways (cf. §§ 305, 328, 447).

HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR TESTIMONY

By the term ‘Holocaust survivor testimony’ I mean the testimony of victims of the Holocaust broadly understood so as to include both the genocide of approximately six million Jews and the murder of five million non-Jewish people. A large number of such testimonies have been collected; by some counts more than 100,000 (Kushner 2006, 275). I shall first introduce the theme of ‘linguistic despair’ and then turn to different approaches to the Holocaust survivor testimony.

The theme of linguistic despair is so pervasive in the primary and secondary literature on Holocaust survivor testimony that I have to restrict myself to noting some striking and often-cited passages. Primo Levi and Elie Wiesel are the best-known commentators. Levi writes:


Just as our hunger [in the concentration camp] cannot be compared with the hunger of someone who has skipped a meal, so also our way of freezing calls for another name. We [today] say ‘hunger’ and ‘pain’ and ‘winter’. But all these are different phenomena [from those experienced in the camp]. Our words today are free words, used by free human beings, beings who experience joy and sorrow in their home. (Levi 1993, 123)



Wiesel describes the survivor testimonies as follows:


Their sentences are terse, sharp, etched into stone. Every word contains a hundred, and the silence between the words strikes us as hard as the words themselves. They wrote not with words, but against them. They tried to communicate their experiences of the Holocaust, but all they communicated was their feeling of helplessness at not being able to communicate the experience. (Wiesel 1978, 198)




And elsewhere Wiesel speaks of his own struggle for words:


I had many things to say, I did not have the words to say them. Painfully aware of my limitations, I watched helplessly as language became an obstacle. But how was one to rehabilitate and transform words betrayed and perverted by the enemy? Hunger – thirst – fear – transport – selection – fire – chimney: these words all have intrinsic meaning, but in those times, they meant something else. (Wiesel 2006, ix).



Another survivor, Charlotte Delbo, describes her difficulties in going back and forth between our and the Auschwitz meaning of ‘thirst’. In the following passage she begins by noting that the survivor is forced to return from the concentration camp meaning to the ordinary meaning in order to make herself understood:


Otherwise someone [who was in the camps] who has been tormented by thirst for weeks would never again be able to say: ‘I’m thirsty. Let’s make a cup of tea’. […] ‘Thirst’ [after the war] has once more become a currently used term. On the other hand, if I dream of the thirst that I felt in Birkenau, I see myself as I was then, haggard, bereft of reason, tottering. I feel again physically that real thirst, and it’s an agonizing nightmare. But if you want me to speak to you about it. (translated in Langer 1991, 14; Delbo 1985, 11)



The psychologist Henry Greenspan comments that, in the written or oral testimonies of Holocaust survivors, ‘key terms should be in quotation marks – “murdered”, “survival”, “the aftermath” – to convey that their referents are radically unlike what we usually mean by “someone killing someone else”, “living through and after”, “the repercussions of an event now past” ’ (Greenspan 1998, 7). Lawrence Langer, a leading scholar of Holocaust testimony in the field of literature, insists that, just as there was no common language between ‘the Nazis and the Jews’, so also there is no common language between the murdered and us (Langer 2000, 63). And Sidra Ezrahi, a scholar in comparative literature, notes:


The fundamental anguish which is at the heart of all Holocaust literature is the challenge of generating words that can measure up to the enormity of the devastation, while the very voices which violate the silence after the destruction are signs of its antithesis – of remaining life and possible bridges to the future. (Ezrahi 1980, 98)



The struggle for words is essentially the struggle to communicate the destruction of much of what in ‘ordinary life’ we take for granted. As Wiesel puts his fear of not being understood:


Could men and women who consider it normal to assist the weak, to heal the sick, to protect small children, and to respect the wisdom of their elders understand what happened here? Would they be able to comprehend how, within that cursed universe, the masters tortured the weak and massacred the children, the sick, and the old? (2006, ix–x)



The writer and journalist Carolin Emcke analyses the experience of concentration camp prisoners as one in which ‘the implicit background knowledge of a whole life-world falls apart, where all implicit certainties are once and for all blown away’ (2013, 327). Jewish theologian Edith Wyschogrod (1985) speaks of the distinction between our ordinary ‘life world vocabulary’ and its taken-for-granted certainties and the ‘death world’ in which ordinary language is replaced and overwritten. The word ‘work’ is no longer linked to the idea of making a living but used to denote a way of dying. ‘Thirst’ is no longer an irritation but a constant suffering. ‘Death’ is no longer a rarity but the central point of the inmates’ social world. The writer K. Zetnik (or Yehiel De-Nur) uses the language of different planets instead of different worlds:


This is actually the history of the Auschwitz planet. […] The time there is not a concept as it is here in our planet. […] And the inhabitants of that planet had no names. They breathed and lived according to different laws of Nature. They did not live according to the laws of this world of ours and they did not die. (quoted from Margalit 2002, 164)



The distance between the two worlds or planets also affects the choice of narrative plots for the testimony or the personal identity of the survivor. Greenspan stresses that survivors feel frustrated in their attempts to find a suitable narrative form for their reports; no plot familiar from the ordinary world feels adequate (Greenspan 1998). Langer touches on the same theme when he highlights ‘the difficulty of narrating, from the context of normality now, the nature of the abnormality then, an abnormality that still surges into the present to remind us of its potent influence’ (1991, 22).

The mentioned discontinuities have serious effects on the self, that is the identity of the narrating survivor. Delbo writes that ‘the ʻself’ who was in the camp isn’t me, isn’t the person who is here, opposite you. No, it’s too unbelievable. And everything that happened to this other ‘self’, the one from Auschwitz, doesn’t touch me now, me, doesn’t concern me’ (Delbo 1985, 13, translated in Langer 1991, 5). Other authors have gone further and doubted whether there still was a functioning self or ‘I’ in the ‘death world’. This seems to be Wyschograd’s view when she suggests that in order to act as a witness today the survivors ‘must lose their loss of self’ (Chare 2006, 58). This resonates with reflections of the psychiatrist Dori Laub who suggests that it is only in giving testimony that the survivor becomes an ‘I’ for the events he suffered (Laub 1992).

Finally, the various reflections on what I have called ‘linguistic despair’ are connected with the prominent – or perhaps notorious – theme of a certain ‘unsayability’ of the survivors’ suffering during the Holocaust. It is easy to see how the connection is made: if the two worlds or planets use very different – perhaps incommensurable – languages, then it must be impossible to express events of the ‘death world’ using the language of the ‘life world’.

I now turn to my second theme regarding Holocaust survivor testimony. This theme concerns the plethora of different research projects that have emerged around such testimony. A rough classification might take the following form (I here build on Browning 2003):


	Legal discourse: This is the discourse of the courts. Here survivor testimony is used as evidence against perpetrators.

	Historical-factual discourse: This category consists of the work of historians who employ survivor testimony primarily for one of two purposes: (i) to find out what actually happened or (ii) to illustrate the experiences of victims of the Holocaust.

	Identity discourse: This research project analyses Holocaust testimony in an effort to comprehend how survivors have managed to form new identities in the post-Holocaust period (Jacobsen 1994).

	Psychoanalytic discourse: This field of study analyses Holocaust survivor experiences with terms like ‘trauma’ or ‘Holocaust syndrome’. The goal is to capture the emotional and cognitive difficulties of survivors in their lives in general and in their efforts to give testimony in particular (Auerhahn and Laub 1990).

	Messenger discourse: Here the focus on the camp victim as a ‘messenger from another world who alone can communicate the incommunicable’ (Browning 2003, 38). The emphasis is less on the report of events than on the victims’ experiences (Wiesel 1978).

	Incomprehensibility discourse: Writers in this group of investigators oppose all attempts to find a positive message in the narratives of the survivors. Instead they highlight both the survivors’ and our inability to come to intellectual terms with the Holocaust world (Langer 1991).

	Life history discourse: Advocates of this approach conduct many interviews with the same survivor over several years. The purpose is to grasp how survivors struggle to find the right words and adequate narratives or similes for their experiences (Greenspan 1998).

	Triumph discourse. This body of literature describes and celebrates the many successful lives of Holocaust survivors in the United States (Helmreich 1992).

	Generational discourse. The aim here is to discern how children and grandchildren of Holocaust victims have come to grips with the events that shaped the lives of their parents or grandparents (Bergman and Jucovy 1982; Hass 1995).

	
Collective memory discourse: This project investigates how the ‘collective memory’ of the Holocaust has been formed. The key question is ‘how is a society’s identity and self-understanding both created by and reflected in the selection from, and manipulation of, survivor accounts to create society’s present “collective memory” of the past?’ (Browning 2003, 38–39; Black 2002).



No doubt there are other ways to divide the field of Holocaust testimony studies, and it may well be that some important directions – for instance within the philosophical discourse – do not find a natural place in the above. From the point of view of the reflection I wish to develop here, it does not matter much.

In reading the central texts of the above discourses, one is struck by the aim of many of the authors to find the one correct response or attitude to Holocaust testimony. The pursuit of this aim goes together with a dismissive attitude towards some or all of the other approaches. I cannot document this tendency for all of the ten. I shall therefore concentrate on the frequent criticisms of the legal and the historical-factual discourses by writers belonging to the other approaches.

Two objections to the courts’ and the historians’ way of approaching survivor testimony are especially central. The first objection is that the courts and the historians are preoccupied with demands for ‘accuracy’ and thus unable to respond to the ‘authenticity’ of the survivors’ testimony (Browning 2003, 42; Michaelis 2011, 270). The second objection is that the courts as well as many historians have used survivor testimony primarily for purposes of illustrating facts that had already been established independently on the basis of written documents. The courts have also been criticized for not protecting survivor-witnesses from verbal attacks by perpetrators and their defence lawyers. Often this has resulted in the survivors becoming victims for a second time, this time victims of ‘discursive power’ (Michaelis 2011, 270).

A few striking quotes might give the flavour of the criticism. Aleida Assmann comments that the ‘point’ of survivor testimony ‘is less to tell us what happened than what it felt like to be in the centre of events; [such testimonies] provide a personal view from within’ (cited in Leonhard 2011, 25). Lawrence Langer insists that ‘since testimonies are human documents rather than merely historical ones, the troubled interaction between the past and the present achieves a gravity that surpasses the concern with accuracy’ (cited in Leonhard 2011, 25).

Dori Laub, writing from a psychoanalytic perspective, insists that such Holocaust survivor testimony calls for a trauma-theoretic framework:


The listener to the narrative of extreme human pain, of massive psychic trauma, faces a unique situation. In spite of the presence of amply documents, of searching artefacts and of fragmentary memoirs of anguish, he comes to look for something that is in fact non-existent; a record that has yet to be made. (Laub 1992, 57)



In the following often-cited passage Laub seeks to illustrate the inadequacy of the historians’ preoccupation with accuracy. He mentions the testimony given to him by one Auschwitz survivor of the uprising of Sonderkommando 12 on 7 October 1944. The woman had reported that the chimneys of all four crematoria were blown up in the process. Laub presented this report in a meeting with historians who immediately dismissed the woman’s testimony as ‘hopelessly misleading’. After all, it is known from many other sources that only one chimney got destroyed on that day (1992, 61). Laub comments that the woman


was testifying not simply to empirical historical facts, but to the very secret of survival and of resistance to extermination. […] She saw four chimneys blowing up in Auschwitz: she saw, in other words, the unimaginable taking place right in front of her own eyes. And she came to testify to the unbelievability, precisely, of what she had eyewitnessed – this bursting open of the very frame of Auschwitz. (Laub 1992, 62)



I have gone into a bit more detail regarding the criticism of the legal and the historical discourses on Holocaust testimony, since all other discourses seem unanimous in their unease with these two. But this is not to say that the remaining discourses do not come in for a fair amount of criticism as well. I shall here just mention a few instances.

There is little agreement, for example, on how written or oral testimony is best collected. The collecting efforts of the 1950s by Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Martyrs’ and Heroes’ Remembrance Authority in Jerusalem, were meant to be ‘scientific research’ and were based on nearly 500 standard questions, aiming for quantification. Such aims are now widely dismissed. ‘History from below’ and less structured forms of interaction fit better with the current intellectual climate (Kushner 2006, 278).

And yet the unstructured format, employed, for instance, by the Shoah Foundation (founded in 1994 by Steven Spielberg) has also come in for criticism. The interviewers have little training, and there is no systematic policy of assigning female interviewers to female witnesses. This has led critics to wonder whether these interviews will allow traumatized victims to really open up about their worst experiences (Leonhard 2011, 297). Given that the Shoah Foundation has assembled more than 50,000 testimonies, other critics have asked how this mass of material is to serve the foundation’s stated goal of furthering worldwide tolerance (Levy and Sznaider 2007, 175).

According to Henry Greenspan, an advocate of a many-year or even life-long dialogical relationship between a few survivors and the researcher, the currently two main paradigms of listening to survivor testimony are ‘bearing witness’ (roughly the Shoah Foundation model) and ‘trauma studies’ (represented by first and foremost by Laub). Greenspan is highly critical of both. The one-off video-recorded interview ‘is particularly liable to remain “superficial”: Without a developing and deepening conversation, and the revising and elucidating that conversation brings, we are most likely to conclude that our presumptions have been confirmed’ (Greenspan 1998, 33). Greenspan laments the ‘modern crusade’ to collect ‘the greatest possible quantity’ (1998, 48). And he rejects the ‘triumphalist’ discourse that looks for victims as heroes exhibiting ‘the joy of survival’ (1998, 47)

The second dominant paradigm is psychoanalysis. Greenspan uses Levi as his crown witness against this discourse:


‘I do not believe that psychoanalysts (who have pounced upon our tangles with professional activity) are competent to explain this impulse,’ Levi wrote. ‘Their interpretations […] seem to me approximate and simplified, as if someone wished to apply the theorems of plane geometry to the solution of spheric triangles’. (1998, 32)



Other authors too have criticized Laub and his colleagues both for their general understanding of trauma and for the narrowness of their perspectives. Writes Tony Kushner: ‘Langer, Felman, and Laub provide a naive, and ultimately patronizing, attitude toward the survivor testimonies, failing to acknowledge how the interviewees often strive to fit into the genre expected of them’ (Kushner 2006, 286).

Finally, let me also note that even ‘Holocaust’, ‘survivor’ and ‘testimony’ are contested terms. The debates over whether we should speak of ‘Shoa’ rather than ‘Holocaust’ are perhaps too well known to be reviewed here. ‘Survivor’ has been found problematic in that it excludes testimony from people who died in the Holocaust but left behind letter, diaries or memoirs. Greenspan is the most outspoken critic of ‘testimony’. To him the word suggests ‘a formal, finished quality that almost never characterizes survivors’ remembrance’ (1998, xvii):


testimony as institutionalized and generally understood is more about knowing or learning from survivors than knowing or learning with them. Its gathering (particularly as recorded) is more likely to be concentrated in a single session than over the course of sustained conversation and acquaintance. It aspires to be as definitive as possible rather than evolving. As a genre, it is more like declaration – ‘this I witnessed’, ‘this I believe’ – than exploration’. (Greenpan et al., 2014, 194)



LINGUISTIC DESPAIR

Having introduced first hinge epistemology and then discourses about Holocaust survivor testimony, I can finally turn to the task of applying the first to the second. I begin with clarifying, with the help of ‘hinge epistemology’, the linguistic despair felt by many Holocaust testifiers.

The holocaust survivor reports on a social world – the concentration camp, the ghetto, the prison – in which many of our certainties no longer hold. Some of these lost certainties are the following:


Murder and violence are rare exceptions.

State authorities protect us from unwanted violence.

Doctors are there to cure our illnesses.

We do not torture the innocent.

Thirst is a rare occurrence amongst us.

We give special protection to the young, the elderly and the sick.



It is noteworthy that these kinds of certainties are not considered in Wittgenstein’s On Certainty. And yet they too are beliefs with respect to which – at least in my social world – I feel confident to say that ‘I cannot be making a mistake’. I am as certain of these propositions as I am of the beliefs that water boils at (roughly) degrees 100 Celsius or that the earth is (roughly) round. Someone who denied these propositions in my own culture would strike me either as making a sick joke or as being unreasonable in some other way. Moreover, we do not regard these propositions as needing justification. In fact, whatever could be presented as a justification for these beliefs would seem to be less certain than these beliefs are themselves.

What distinguishes these ‘new’ certainties from those studied in On Certainty is the fact that they straddle the line between epistemology and ethics. These certainties both describe our social mores and express ‘moral certainties’. It is striking that Wittgenstein never considers this category. Maybe this is due to the fact that the starting points of his reflections were Moore’s papers ‘A Defence of Common Sense’ (1925) and ‘Proof of an External World’ (1939). Moore does not refer to moral certainties in these influential studies. The category is introduced, however, in Renford Bambrough’s Moore-inspired book Moral Scepticism and Moral Knowledge (1979). Bambrough argues that


If we can show by Moore’s argument that there is an external world, then we can show by parity of reasoning, by an exactly analogous argument, that we have moral knowledge, that there are some propositions of morals which are certainly true, and which we know to be true. (1979, 15)




Bambrough’s main example is the following:


We know that this child, who is about to undergo what would otherwise be painful surgery, should be given an anaesthetic before the operation. Therefore we know at least one moral proposition to be true. (1979, 15)



It follows for Bambrough that if a philosopher were to present an argument against the claim (that the child should be given an anaesthetic), Bambrough would be ‘sure in advance that either at least one of the premises of his argument is false, or there is a mistake in the reasoning’ (1979, 15).

Bambrough seeks to establish ‘the objectivity of morals’ against all forms of subjectivism and relativism (1979, 10). We do not have to go that far however in order to find the category of moral certainties important. Indeed, we might even deny that moral certainties can be ‘known’. This would be in line with some of Wittgenstein’s comments on Moore’s proof (1969, §1). But we can hold on to the idea that there are moral beliefs that – at least in context – we take to be certain and thus beyond all reasonable doubt. They can be used to support other moral claims but do not need any moral backing up themselves. In this way we can imagine them as fundamental in our ethical system of beliefs, in the same way as other certainties are fundamental in our epistemic systems. By this I do not mean to suggest that our ethical and our epistemic systems are sharply divided. On the contrary, and to repeat, the certainties I listed at the beginning of this section straddle the boundary between the epistemic and the ethical: they describe our social-moral form of life, but they can also be used to state one’s commitment to maintaining it.

The social-moral certainties are alike the other certainties also in that they play a role in our semantic understanding. That water boils at 100 degrees Celsius is (for most of us) part of our understanding of what the word ‘water’ means and that the earth is (roughly) round is part of our understanding what the ‘earth’ means. If one denies these certainties one loses one’s grip on what these words refer to. The same is true for the social-moral certainties. ‘A medical doctor is there to help the sick or injured’ is a certainty about the behaviour of doctors, but it is also closely associated with the definition of ‘medical doctor’. When someone tells us that a medical doctor intentionally hurts rather heals the sick or injured we become uncertain whether the term ‘medical doctor’ is still appropriate.

We are now able to connect these remarks about social-moral certainties to the topic of linguistic despair. The Holocaust survivors struggle to express their experiences of extreme ‘hunger’ and ‘thirst’, of ‘medical doctors’ who kill and torture, of a total loss of ‘trust’, of constant ‘fear’ of immediate death, of ‘chimneys’ linked to the burning of human corpses and so on. I am putting these words in inverted commas to signal that to the survivors they do not seem adequate. The survivors realize the web of certainties that defines these words: certainties about the rarity of hunger and thirst, about the benevolence of medical doctors, the central role of trust in our lives and so forth. Each of these words, in their normal uses, invokes and relies on these certainties. And yet, the survivor employs these words to capture situations in which these certainties do not hold. This produces a constant semantic tension that cannot be removed by simple remedies, like, say, putting ‘extreme’ in front of ‘hunger’ or ‘thirst’. Even ‘extreme hunger’ does not yet capture the case of a concentration camp designed to starve to death hundreds of thousands of human beings. It is easy to appreciate that the testifiers despair of finding the right words. The words that first suggest themselves – the words ‘used by free human beings, beings who experience joy and sorrow in their home’ – are unable to do justice to what the victims suffered.

The tension is not just one between the victims and us (the later-day audience). The tension exists in the survivors themselves, too. When they testify years or decades after their liberation, they too have returned to at least some of our social-moral certainties. They therefore despair of putting their experiences into the right words even for themselves.

We can further focus in on the peculiarities of linguistic despair using the previously used image of concentric circles. In some respects the Holocaust testifier seems to be on the outermost concentric circle (=c). After all, he talks about a situation in which many of our social-moral certainties have been destroyed. In fact, he seems to be further from us than even the remotest of exotic tribes. Exotic tribes might differ in their religious and metaphysical beliefs, but they are still ‘like us’ in valuing the things we value: love, learning, security or good health. But these are values that the ‘death world’ of the concentration camps was designed to destroy – at least for the inmates.

And yet, we also feel that the Holocaust survivor is much closer to ‘home’ than the train of thought of the last paragraph allows for. First of all, regardless of linguistic despair, the Holocaust survivor does speak our language and has – albeit with great difficulties – reintegrated to some extent into so-called ordinary social life. Second, the Holocaust survivor is not like an anthropologist reporting on a strange tribe. He reports on her very own life. And this life has a lot in common with my life. It was informed by a culture we both share and value – Western literature, music, philosophy or science. Indeed, victims and perpetrators were both shaped by this culture. Third, and most important, moral considerations forbid us – us Germans anyway – to think of the Nazi period as something far removed from us. The perpetrators were, if not in the generation of our parents, then at least in the generation of our grandparents (never mind whether our own grandparents were involved in atrocities or not). To think of the Holocaust testimony as a testimony from a cultural distance is to deny our own moral involvement and responsibility.

The difficulty of receiving Holocaust testimony in the right way is that it triggers incompatible responses in us, the audience. The sheer unimaginable brutality of the concentration camps tempts us to place the Holocaust world at an almost infinite distance from us. And our endless commonalities with both victims and perpetrators force us to accept that the Holocaust testimony comes not from afar, but very much from the core of our own culture. There is no easy way out of this tension.

What does this difficulty of the audience have to do with the linguistic despair of the Holocaust survivors? Everything. The survivor’s central difficulty is to find a language, a narrative, a style, that prevents the testimony and hence the testifier, from being placed beyond the realm of our community. To capture their horrendous experiences the testifiers have to speak against our certainties. But the more he succeeds in this task, the greater the danger of being heard as reporting on a distant and incredible world.

We can push further by looking at Holocaust testimony through the lens of Wittgenstein’s critical analysis of scepticism. Recall from the second section of this chapter that, according to On Certainty, radical philosophical scepticism is something of an empty, impossible, attempt to say something meaningful. The sceptic tries to convince us that some of our central certainties – say, about objects and events in the external world – are possibly false. And yet, in order to be meaningful, the sceptic’s words have to rely on these very same certainties as true.

Am I suggesting that Holocaust survivor testimony cannot be said either? If I did, I would have arrived, via a very different route, at a thesis that has been put forward by some historians and philosophers (e.g. Agamben 1998). These authors argue that the whole truth about the Holocaust could only be expressed by those who have experienced its horror to the final extreme: the victims killed in the gas chambers or the concentration camp inmates who had reached the state of ‘Muselmann’. The Muselmann had given up all hope of survival, had lost his will to live and had completely withdrawn from all human interactions. On the assumption that the latter died, the full truth about the Holocaust would forever elude us.

To be clear, I am not endorsing this view and thus am not seeking to arrive at it via a new route. Rather than declaring testimony about the Holocaust to be impossible, I want to probe the difficulties and tensions central to it. I shall now do so by working through the three problems that Wittgenstein finds in scepticism.

The first problem was the ‘problem of continuity’: the sceptic must be able to present his concepts of ‘doubt’ or ‘(possible) error’ as continuous with the concepts of ‘doubt’ and ‘error’ as we use these in everyday life. Wittgenstein claimed that the sceptic is unable to do this. Does the same analysis work for the concepts that Holocaust survivors single out as problematic?

Consider the term ‘medical doctor’ once more. A Holocaust survivor who reports on the heinous crimes of ‘Doctor’ Mengele is undoubtedly using the term ‘doctor’ in a way that differs from our ordinary understanding. The survivor is speaking about a doctor systematically interested in terminating rather than maintaining life; a doctor completely unmoved by Bambrough’s moral certainty that a child ‘who is about to undergo what would otherwise be painful surgery, should be given an anaesthetic before the operation’. When it came to his experiments on Jewish twins, Dr Mengele saw no need at all for an anaesthetic. If we call Mengele a ‘doctor’ then we can say what Wittgenstein said about sceptical error in the earlier cited §138: if I speak of a medical doctor here, this changes the role of ‘doctor’ in our lives.

And yet, it seems that the analogy between ‘sceptical error’ and ‘medical doctor’ goes only so far. There are far more commonalities between Mengele and our doctors than between sceptical and ordinary errors. However cruel and inhumane Mengele was in his treatment of concentration camp inmates, he presumably treated fellow SS men and their families in pretty much the way we expect of our medical doctors. And Mengele had the formal credentials of a medical doctor. This limits the problem of continuity but it does not remove the plausibility of linguistic despair: for precisely because there are many continuities between our doctors and Mengele, the Holocaust survivor must be troubled by the thought that his testimony will not be understood in the right way. The audience might not fully appreciate the extent to which Mengele was – in his dealings with inmates – discontinuous with our doctors. Moreover, it is important to note that simply adding a qualification like ‘to us Mengele was a doctor in all but title, etc.’ will often not be able to do the job. This is because the qualification – once it is properly spelled out – might invoke more and more terms that also need to be qualified. Thus for the case of ‘medical doctor’, these further terms are likely to be, inter alia, ‘death’, ‘life’, ‘treatment’ or ‘selection’. And a term like ‘death’ will have to be qualified with terms like ‘person’, ‘indignity’, ‘Muselmann’, ‘chimney’, ‘gas chamber’ – all of which are again problematic terms. Perhaps the sheer number of qualifications will be too great for an audience to easily process. And the fear of Holocaust testifiers that their testimony will not be understood aright does seem reasonable when it relates to this difficulty. I do not think that the problem is insurmountable; I do not think that the Holocaust testifier is directly analogous to the sceptic, but, still, the predicament is real, and the comparison helps to bring this out.

Wittgenstein’s second problem for epistemological scepticism was that it carries with it a commitment to meaning scepticism. After all, my knowledge of what my words mean is empirical knowledge, too. Thus if we are sceptics about the external world, we should also be sceptics about the meaning of our words. In other words, we should commit to the possibility that no one ever means anything by any word.

The survivor-testifier about the Holocaust does not of course raise error possibilities about the external world per se. But she does seek to make plausible that a radical breakdown of trust in others is possible; that the very cement of our moral universe might be absent. Indeed, she does not just trade in possibilities; she relates to us a historical setting where such trust, such cement, was in fact missing.

Does such an absence of trust affect language? Does it affect one’s trust in language as a means of communication? A positive answer is central for instance in Paul Celan’s reflections on language and speech after the Holocaust (cf. Hartmann 1999; Weigel 1999; Derrida 2005). Recall that one of Celan’s collections is entitled ‘Sprachgitter’ (Celan 1966; cf. Lehmann 2005): ‘mesh’ or ‘iron bars of language’. (The title was inspired by the ‘mesh’ that once separated nuns from their visitors.) In Celan’s poetry it is language itself that has come to form the mesh or the bars separating him – as a survivor of the holocaust – from us. The collection Sprachgitter contains a poem by the same name. It talks of the attempt of two people to communicate through ‘the bars’. Their eyes meet, but these are ‘dreamless and dreary’. The ‘I’ of the poem wishes: ‘Wärichwie du. Wärst du wieich’. (If only I were like you. If only you were like me.) But it realizes ‘WirsindFremde’. (‘We are strangers’.) And the poem ends with ‘zweiMundvollSchweigen’ (‘two mouthful of silence’). Elsewhere Celan writes of his language having ‘had to go through its own lack of answers, through terrifying silence, through the thousand darknesses of murderous speech’. He adds that his language ‘gave [him] no words for what was happening’ (1986, 34). Celan tried to make up new words to make the unspeakable linguistically accessible. The potential problem of this strategy is of course incomprehension on the part of the (non-expert) reader.

Celan’s scepticism concerning the possibility of reaching us by means of language is no doubt different from the meaning-sceptical conclusion that no one ever means anything by any word. The problem is rather that Celan felt unable to mean anything with the specific words of the German language, the language of those who killed his parents in labour camps. But there remains this commonality with the second problem for the sceptic: in both cases the breakdown of trust in one area – in the deliveries of our senses in the case of the sceptic, in the benevolence of others in the case of Celan – ends up undermining trust in another: trust in language and meaning.

Finally, Wittgenstein’s third problem for the sceptic was that scepticism about the external-world collapses into global scepticism about everything. More radically, Wittgenstein sometimes claims that denying even one of our certainties can bring down their whole structure (1969, §490). (‘not only do I never have the slightest doubt that I am called that [“Ludwig Wittgenstein”], but there is no judgement I could be certain of if I started doubting about that’.) This view should not be taken to rule out the possibility of our encountering strangers – ‘tribesmen’ – who do not share our certainties. The point is that if someone in my culture were to tell me that my name is not ‘Martin Kusch’ or that I do not have two hands, I would become unsure whether I can still rely on any of my other certainties. We should perhaps also restrict the possibility of this dramatic scenario to only some of our certainties. If someone were to tell me that the boiling water is not 100 degrees Celsius, but a slightly different value, I would not be forced to give up many of my other certainties.

Wittgenstein’s example of his own name is pertinent for the comparison with the linguistic despair of the Holocaust victim. Consider the effect of being stripped of your name, say ‘Primo Levi’, and being forced to use instead a number, ‘174517’, that is tattooed on your forearm. This number registered Levi’s time of arrival at Auschwitz and his status as an inmate of the category ‘Jewish’, that is as an inmate destined for destruction. The point of the number was to erase his ‘life-world’ identity and to replace it with a Holocaust ‘death world’ identity. It was a steady reminder that the Jewish inmates’ ‘last duty was to die’ (Améry 1977, 39).

It is not difficult to imagine that such ‘re-naming’ brings with it the final collapse of all the certainties of normal social life. Jean Améry has written about the effect of ‘the first blow’ suffered by an inmate:


The first blow makes clear to the inmate that he is helpless – and thereby it already contains all that will follow later. […] One can do with me what one wants. Outside no-one knows about this, and no-one can defend me. Whoever would like to come to help, a wife, a mother, a brother or friend – they won’t get in here. (1977, 55)



Améry here alludes to the breakdown of our ordinary social-moral certainties that follows from the first blow. All I would add here is the replacing of one’s name with a tattooed number both confirmed this breakdown and established a new set of certainties. And the most important of these certainties was the ‘duty to die’ quickly.

Here too I would not go so far as to suggest that the inmates suffered a global collapse of all certainties. But it makes sense to attribute to (many of) them a wide-ranging breakdown of their social-moral belief system. Maybe the figure of the ‘Muselmann’ does encapsulate this breakdown most dramatically. After all, the Muselmänner did no longer interact with others; had given themselves up; were extremely disoriented; and just waited to die.

Let me try to sum up what picture emerges from contrasting Wittgenstein on scepticism with holocaust testimony. Looking at Holocaust testimony through the lens of On Certainty brings the survivors’ linguistic despair into sharper relief: it helps to highlight the discontinuities between (a) the existing public, ‘ordinary’ language, (b) the language used in the concentration camps and (c) the new language needed to capture (d) as well the experiences of the victims in the camps. These discontinuities are strong and substantial enough to confirm the sense of many victims and secondary sources that communicating the victims’ experiences in ordinary language was and is very difficult. But there is no support for the thought that these experiences cannot be communicated at all.

RELATIVISM

Up to this point I have used Wittgenstein’s observations on certainties and radical scepticism to throw light on the linguistic despair of Holocaust survivors when they try to put their terrible experiences into words. In this section I turn to another central theme in On Certainty: relativism. Above I suggested that Wittgenstein’s relativistic leanings are well captured in Bernhard Williams’s ‘relativism of distance’. This form of relativism is based on the idea that, in reflecting on the practices of other cultures or individuals, we sometimes conclude that our terms of evaluation do not get a proper grip on their actions and practices. I now want to suggest that this is an adequate description of some of my – and perhaps, our – responses to certain accounts of what happened in the camps, prisons and ghettos during the Nazi period. Consider the following passage:


Anna G. […] tells of a ten-year-old girl who refused to go to the ‘left’ (towards death) after the selection. [The members of her transport had learned the meaning of left and right in this context.] Kicking and scratching, the young girl was seized by three SS men who held her down while she screamed to her nearby mother that she shouldn’t let them kill her. […] One of the SS men approached the mother, who was only in her late twenties [and standing on the right], and asked her if she wanted to go with her daughter. ‘No’, the mother replied. (Langer 1991)



My response to this narrative is as follows. I cannot bring myself to either condemn or excuse the mother’s action. The situation is so extreme, so conflicting, so far from my ordinary life that I am left with a sense of confusion or speechlessness. And this situation has not changed over the roughly two years during which I have known of, and contemplated, this passage. The case of the mother’s action seems to me to be as clear a case as any I can imagine for a situation in which my moral categories of appraisal do not get a grip. Lest I be misunderstood, this response of non-appraisal only concerns the actions of the mother, not the actions of the SS men in question. For the latter I am convinced that my existing moral standards and concepts suffice for a condemnation of what they did on this and on most other occasions. Nor am I saying that all actions of the Nazis’ victims fall within the remit of my relativistic response. For instance, ‘Kapos’ often acted in ways that were despicable by any decent person’s standards. Finally, I doubt that it is possible to give necessary and sufficient intrinsic conditions for those actions of Holocaust victims that call for such a relativistic response.

There is a second way too to bring relativism into my discussion of Holocaust testimony. This second way concerns how we should relate to the variety of approaches to Holocaust testimony distinguished above. I want to suggest that epistemic relativism is one plausible response to this variety.

To bring these different approaches into the reach of Wittgenstein’s discussion, we first need to think of each of them as an epistemic-cum-ethical system in its own right. This move should not be too controversial; after all, Wittgenstein speaks of physics and of Lavoisier’s chemistry as ‘systems’ of beliefs. And Georg-Henrik von Wright, the distinguished editor of some of Wittgenstein’s writings, has pointed out parallels between Wittgenstein’s ‘systems of belief’ and Thomas Kuhn’s paradigms (von Wright 1972). Note also that developing this parallel does not commit us to saying that the different approaches to Holocaust testimony – these different epistemic-ethical systems of belief – live in different worlds or are semantically incommensurable. It cannot be denied that these systems share numerous certainties, not least of them that the Holocaust has taken place and that Holocaust testimony is to be taken seriously.

But there are also important differences in the certainties of these systems. Some of these differences concern methods. Clearly, the lawyers’ and judges’ methods for probing the veracity and accuracy of a witness differ fundamentally from the methods used by psychoanalysts or those concerned with the testifiers’ identity building or their life history. These differences of methods are related to different certainties about the very point of engaging with Holocaust survivor testimony. It is an obvious certainty for those acting within the epistemic system of the law that the goal is to determine whether the accused is criminally guilty. It is a certainty for people working within the epistemic system of psychoanalysis that trauma is the central phenomenon to be studied and treated. The different systems also have some results that – for the time being anyway – they take to be certainties. Thus in the realm of the law the belief that, say, Wilhelm Friedrich Boger was guilty of murder in at least five cases, is now a certainty. After all, this is what a court of law (the Auschwitz trial) determined in 1965 beyond reasonable doubt. It is a certainty in the psychoanalytic epistemic system that many children of Holocaust victims suffer from secondary trauma. And so on.

I mentioned above that advocates of the different epistemic-cum-ethical systems criticize some or all of the others. The legal and the historical epistemic-cum-ethical systems are most often attacked for their alleged inability to do justice to the victims’ ‘authenticity’. The legal system is also taken to task for using victims’ testimony merely illustratively and for not protecting the testifiers from attacks by the defendants’ lawyers. Is there anything that can be said in defence of the lawyers and the historians? I think there is.

To begin with, it is just not true that all courts have used survivors’ testimony merely for illustrative purposes. The Auschwitz trial, for example, was based almost exclusively on the testimony of 409 witnesses, of which 359 testified in person. 248 of these were former inmates, of which 96 where Jewish and 132 political prisoners (91 of the 409 were former SS men) (Pendas 2006, 102). The convictions were based in almost every point on witness statements. Giving evidence in court thus did achieve a very important goal.

Critics of the courts’ handling of survivors’ testimony will not be impressed with my plea. After all, the ways in which the presiding judge and the defence lawyers treated victims on the witness stand has been far from unproblematic. Some defence lawyers questioned the all victims’ ability report objectively (Wittmann 2005, 205; Pendas 2006, 146). Throughout the proceedings the presiding judge interrupted witnesses to cut short accounts of their feelings. Devin Pendas, the author of a book-length study of Auschwitz trial (2006), diagnoses a ‘tension’ between ‘factual and experiential truth’ as ‘one of the leitmotifs during the evidentiary phase of the Auschwitz Trial’ (2006, 102, 167). Pendas also seems unhappy with the fact that the court used internal and external consistency as well as emotional demeanour as key factors for assessing survivors’ testimony. The fact that a witness was very upset indicated to the court that the testimony might be unreliable (2006, 238–239).

Needless to say, much of this criticism is justified. The presiding judge could no doubt have been a lot more forthright in controlling some of the defence lawyers, and no doubt he could have given witnesses a lot more time to go beyond the information strictly relevant to the criminal case. The fact that the trial already lasted twenty-one months is hardly an excuse. At the same time, it cannot be emphasized enough that this was a criminal trial and that the guilt of the accused has to be established according to strictest legal standards. The court itself was very aware of the possibility of wrong convictions. In his justification of the verdicts the presiding judge referred to a recent case in which an SS man had been convicted of the murder of a Jewish social-democratic member of parliament who later turned out to be alive and well (Mauz 1965).

Moreover, my own study of the case against Wilhelm Boger showed that of the forty-three witnesses heard against him, the testimony of twenty-eight was not challenged at all; the testimony of twelve was rejected because it directly contradicted that of other witnesses or did not fit with other information obtained from other sources. Boger was found guilty of more than one specific charge on the basis of a single witness statement. Nor were emotional reactions without impact on the legal decision. For example, one Jewish witness, Maryla Rosenthal, had given a fairly positive account of Boger’s personality. Later her husband reported to the court that his wife had had a serious gallbladder attack as a result of the interrogation. The court realized that Rosenthal’s testimony ‘was clearly influenced by paranoia’ and that ‘overwhelming fear was the motivating factor behind her reticence about Boger’s actions’ and ‘noted her reactions as part of case against the accused’ (Wittmann 2005, 87).

Overall, it seems to me that while one can accuse specific judges and lawyers of acting unjustly in both epistemic and ethical respects, it is much more difficult, if not downright impossible, to globally accuse the legal epistemic-cum-ethical system of unfairness towards the Holocaust survivors as testifiers. Given the courts’ remit to establish criminal guilt they have to concern themselves primarily with the veracity and accuracy of testimony. In so doing the courts do not get survivors’ testimony wrong; they get it right – given their purpose.

Turning from the courts to history, it is much easier to find voices willing to defend the preoccupation with accuracy in the study of testimonies of survivors. One such voice is that of a survivor, Primo Levi. Levi urges us to ‘read’ recollections ‘with a critical eye’: ‘in the inhuman conditions to which they were subjected, the prisoners could barely acquire an overall vision of their universe’ (1986, 16–17). Peter Black expresses the historian’s tensions particularly aptly:


I never quite escape the queasy feeling that when I question the accuracy or the consistency of a survivor statement, I disrespect the memory of those who died and hurt those who are still with us. If, on the other hand, we do not apply the professional standards to survivor testimony that we do to all evidence, and if we permit statements that other sources can refute to stand as accurate despite our better professional judgements, do we not inflict greater damage in the long run both to the accuracy of the history and the honour of those who perished? (Black 2002, 47)



And Black goes on to remind us of a number of high-profile cases – from Demjanjuk to Wilkomirski, Gray and Strummer – where historians’ and lawyers’ attention to accuracy leads to crucially important corrections, either of a legal verdict or of the assessment of the veracity of narratives offered as testimony (2002, 48).

Christopher Browning – perhaps the most important historian working with survivors’ testimonies – seconds these sentiments: ‘Survivor testimony cannot be accorded a privileged status, immune from the same careful examination of evidence to which our profession routinely subjects other sources’ (2003, 84). Browning is rightly famous for his case studies of the complex of Jewish factory slave labour camps in Starachowice. For these camps relying on survivor testimony is crucial since they are only rarely mentioned in surviving German documents. If we want to know what happened in Starachowice, we have no alternative but to consider all of the existing testimonies, judge the reliability of each one against the others and put together a complicated puzzle. By the historians’ standards, this is the only correct way to proceed.

My conclusion for the historical epistemic-cum-ethical systems thus parallels my conclusion for the legal discourse: We cannot convict the historians’ discourse tout court as doing an injustice to Holocaust survivors. There are no doubt better and worse ways – more or less just ways – of writing history on the basis of survivor testimony, but the historical epistemic-cum-ethical system as a whole does not deserve dismissal. It does serve important purposes that we all value.

Constraints of space prevent me from trying to give even sketchy defences of all the other discourses concerned in various ways with Holocaust survivor testimony. But I believe that such defences are possible in all these cases. It is reasonable and valuable to find out how survivors built new identities; whether their suffering can be captured in psychoanalytic terms; whether the survivors are at all able to communicate their experiences; how their thoughts and grievances have developed over time; how many of them successfully rebuilt their lives; how their children and grandchildren have been affected; and what role the Holocaust plays in our collective memory.

If all of these epistemic-cum-ethical systems have their respective goals, how then should we think of their relationship? There are, I believe, three main options here:


	Monism-absolutism: While it is true that at present there are a number of epistemic-cum-ethical systems concerned with Holocaust testimony, in the long run this multitude will and should reduce drastically. Maybe some approaches will turn out altogether invalid, maybe a combination of them will lead to the one correct approach. But there is only one correct answer to every dispute that currently arises.

	Pluralism: The different epistemic-cum-ethical systems concerned with Holocaust testimony complement rather than contradict one other, at least in the long run. Hence we have good reason to support and maintain all of them. They each deliver a part of the truth. They each have their own standards. We should encourage debate between them, as this is likely to make each of them better even when measured in its own terms. But we should not allow debate to lead to the termination of any, or most, of them.

	Relativism: The different epistemic-cum-ethical systems concerned with Holocaust testimony answer to two sets of epistemic and ethical values. Some of those values are internal to systems and different from system to system. Other values are external and common to all. The external values give some motivation for each of the systems, but leave underdetermined how each system is to be built and developed. The external values do not allow for a neutral ranking between the systems. The development of the different systems happens in light of the internal values. Epistemic and ethical justifications of particular judgments about the Holocaust are therefore relative to the different systems. A claim can be justified relative to one system and not justified relative to another. (Take the claim ‘In the Auschwitz uprising four chimneys were blown up’; this claim might be ‘justified-in-the-psychoanalytic-system’ but ‘unjustified-in-the-historians’-system’.)



Note that relativism as so defined does not coincide with Williams’ ‘relativism of distance’. The point is not that the evaluative terms of different systems do not get a grip on one another. The point is rather that a significant part of such criticism is question-begging insofar as it is based on standards and criteria not shared with the targeted system.

I have already signalled that the absolutist-monist response is implausible in this case. It seems obvious to me that the different systems answer to different values and that neither convergence nor reduction seem likely scenarios. This leaves the choice between pluralism and relativism. Adjudicating between them involves intricate issues in epistemology and semantics that go far beyond what I can deliver here. Suffice it to say three things. First, both pluralism and relativism allow for, or even call for, a plurality of approaches to Holocaust testimony. Second, both of them can also make sense of critical engagement between approaches. Relativism can do so in terms of external values. And even question-begging criticism may at times be helpful to the recipient. Third, my distinction between internal and external values enables us to block a worry that arises whenever someone tries to apply pluralist or relativist ideas to epistemic-cum-ethical systems concerned with Holocaust testimony.

The worry concerns the system of beliefs of Holocaust deniers like Ernst Zündel, Robert Faurisson, Richard Williamson or David Irving. Is not the relativist or pluralist committed to treating the discourse of Holocaust deniers as epistemically and ethically on a par with the aforementioned discourses? Are the pluralist or relativist able to reject as unjustified the statement ‘the Holocaust never happened’? In my view both the pluralist and the relativist have resources to reject the Holocaust deniers and to not see them as equal to other discourses about the Holocaust.

The pluralist’s answer is more straightforward. She can simply reject the idea that the Holocaust deniers’ systems of beliefs contribute to finding the truth. After all the pluralist can be selective in choosing epistemic-cum-ethical systems that she regards as worthy of support. Fortunately, on my account, the relativist can do something similar. The distinction between internal and external values allows for the possibility that a system of beliefs might be ruled out of bounds in light of the external values. In other words, the Holocaust denier goes against a certainty that is both internal to different epistemic-cum-ethical systems and external – that is shared by all reasonable and honest people. The problem with Holocaust deniers is that they do not play by minimal rules of scientific propriety. This was determined, for example, in the 1998 libel case brought by David Irving against Deborah Lipstadt and Penguin Books. The verdict by Mr Justice Gray contained the following account of Irving’s work:


He distorts accurate historical evidence and information; misstates; misconstrues; misquotes; falsifies statistics; falsely attributes conclusions to reliable sources; manipulates documents; wrongfully quotes from books that directly contradict his arguments in such a manner as completely to distort their authors’ objectives and while counting on the ignorance or indolence of the majority of readers not to realise this […] wears blinkers and skews documents and misrepresents data in order to reach historically untenable conclusions specifically those that exonerate Hitler. (quoted from Eaglestone 2004, 243)



In acting in this way Holocaust deniers exclude themselves from the realm of science and decency. We therefore do not need to treat them as equal to the aforementioned discourses. We can and should reject Holocaust deniers.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have sought to make a contribution to philosophical reflections about Holocaust testimony from perspectives drawn from Wittgenstein’s On Certainty. I have tried to map – employing Wittgenstein’s remarks on language, certainties and scepticism as my points of comparison – the various tensions in the testimony of Holocaust survivors. They report on a world in which many of our social-moral certainties had been destroyed using a language presupposing that these very certainties are in place. The introduction of social-moral certainties is important for making the comparison work. If we only focus on the epistemic realm we will miss an essential realm of certainties. Like other certainties, so also social-moral certainties are involved in the meaning of our words. Our certainty that doctors help those who suffer is part of our understanding of what the word ‘doctor’ means. The Holocaust testifier must use the term ‘doctor’ while suspending this certainty. Moreover, she also faces the problem that her audience struggles to situation her appropriately on the scale of the ‘close’ and the ‘far’ ‘from us’. In some respects the ‘death world’ of the concentration camp is further from us than even the most exotic of tribes. And yet, in other respects this death world is uncomfortably close to us. I also related Holocaust testimony to Wittgenstein’s remarks on scepticism. We saw rough parallels to Wittgenstein’s three problems with scepticism. First, like the sceptic so also the Holocaust survivor struggles to make her terms partially continuous, partially discontinuous with our words. Second, the Holocaust survivor also has problems with language as a whole. He has lost trust in the language once shared with the perpetrators and indeed lost trust in language as a means to reach others. Above I quoted Celan, here I add a remark by Améry: ‘We left the camp, naked, robbed, empty, disoriented – and it took a long time before we had learnt again the ordinary language of freedom. Even today we speak it only uncomfortably and without much trust in its validity’ (1977, 44). And, third, I suggested that while the Holocaust victim did not have to endure the collapse of all certainties – here she is a better position than Wittgenstein’s sceptic – the collapse of almost all social-moral certainties is dramatic enough. I have also attempted to develop two kinds of relativistic responses to aspect of Holocaust survivor testimony. On the one hand, I have suggested that Wittgenstein’s relativism of distance captures some of our responses to reports about certain actions and decisions by victims. On the other hand, I have proposed a form of epistemic relativism to capture the interrelations between certain discourses about Holocaust testimony.

I am only too aware that this chapter is little more than a first foray into largely uncharted territory. I can only hope that others will push further and deeper than I was able to do here. The topic is clearly too important for mainstream Anglophone (‘analytic’) philosophy to ignore.
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Chapter 10

Probing the Limits of Visual Testimonies

A Cinematic Approach to Different Modes of Testimony from the Warsaw Ghetto in Hersonski’s A Film Unfinished

Sigrid Weigel

The phrase ‘to make an image of history’ – or of a certain event – has lost its metaphorical character over the last decades. Representations of the past are not only increasingly dominated by visual images in popular media; the methods of historiography have clearly changed as well. Especially, ‘the increasing interest in topics of social and cultural history has resulted in photographs being entered into the canon of acceptable sources’ (Keilbach 2013, 442). Alongside traditional, predominantly written, documents, different types of remnants and records are being used as historical sources: every conceivable type of artefacts, buildings and everyday objects, literary texts, oral histories, the most disparate types of images and so on. The closer the historical event in question to the present, all the more likely will its image be compiled out of reproducible images such as photographs and films and of the oral accounts of witnesses (still alive). The concept of testimony (Zeugnis) in source criticism of historiography has in this process expanded enormously. Traceable back to the philological-editorial concept of ancient manuscripts as (textual) witness, historical testimonies were originally defined as verified or secured written documents,1 whose authenticity (in the sense of genuineness), origin, dating, authorship, purpose, addressees and paths of transmission could be verified on the basis of source criticism. The recent expansion and diversification of historical sources has not only levelled the distinction between textual or material testimonies, on the one hand, and the testimonies of persons, on the other hand, but even led to a further increase in the already existing ambiguity of the concept of testimony itself. As a result the latter is in danger to lose its contours entirely.

Previously it was in some form or another possible to clearly distinguish between different modes of testimony, from at least a systematic perspective: namely between historical testimonies (as handed-down sources and documents), juridical testimony (as a procedural function in the context of a temporally limited questioning, governed by rules of court) and survivors bearing witness (as an intersubjective act requiring an emphatic or at least interested listener) (Weigel 2000) – a distinction which is indispensable to analyse precisely the specific kind of overlapping or mingling of the different modes at work in most of the constellations taking place in reality, whereof the appearance of a survivor witness as witness in court is one of the most precarious cases. But the inclusion in particular of visual images and so-called witnesses of their time (Zeitzeugen) in the register of historiographical sources has increased the imprecision and polysemy of the concept. Over the course of this development, phenomena of visuality and presence have acquired an enormous importance, thereby leading to a problematic affective charging of testimony, because most pictures prompt an immediate (often unconscious) emotional response, alongside the perception of what they represent.

Films and photos, for instance, produce the impression of a presence of the past, equipped with a great suggestive power; this media-produced presence appears to level the distance between the event in question and the present and pretends an immediacy to the past occurrence, to which the viewer at the same time holds at a distance as pure observer. That is due not the least to the fact that photos and film, as Walter Benjamin has shown in ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility’ (1935/39), produce the illusion of images freed of an apparatus, while the laborious process of production remains invisible to the beholder (Benjamin 2003, 263). The presence produced by the narratives and memories of survivors, in contrast, is of another nature. Insofar as the person ‘who has been there’ appears as a vis-á-vis other and speaks of his experiences, the observer is replaced by the listener, integrated into an inter-subjective constellation that requires to adopt a specific stance towards the witness. The question of believability, persuasiveness and trustworthiness2 of the witness, which pertains to every knowledge based on testimony, thus comes automatically, as it were into play – however consciously or unconsciously. One cannot look into the face of another and listen to a voice without – involuntarily – adopting an affectively tinged attitude towards the vis-à-vis person and assessing what is heard. The listener can’t remain impartial or neutral.

ON THE PROBLEM OF EYEWITNESS TESTIMONY

In the course of the transformation sketched earlier, a veritable renaissance of eyewitnessing can be discerned, although it was regarded for a long time in scholarly historiography – from Droysen to Koselleck – as an outdated principle of ancient historiography.3 At the same time, the meaning of eyewitness testimony itself has changed considerably. Whereas it pertained to the methodological discussion of the scholarly discipline to the eyes of the historian and that which was seen by him, the present knows many varieties of eyewitnesses. In his book Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (2001), dedicated to the testimony of images, Peter Burke treats images as an important form of historical sources. ‘They record acts of eyewitnessing’, Burke states. He thereby refers, on the one hand, to the pictorial gestures of painters, as in the famous formulation ‘Johannes van Eyck fuit hic’ with regard to van Eyck’s Arnolfini-Wedding, ‘as if the painter has acted as a witness of the couple’s marriage’; on the other hand, he draws on Ernst Gombrich’s observation with regard to the ‘eyewitness-principle’ of painting, ‘in other words the rule which artists in some cultures have followed, from the ancient Greeks onwards, to represent what – and only what – an eyewitness could have seen from a particular point at a particular moment’ (Burke 2001, 14). Burke’s concept of an ‘eyewitness of images’ is thus on the one hand a figuration of an ‘as-if-witness’ (as in the van Eyck example) and on the other hand an image of reality that is the product of a particular, spatially and temporally delimited, viewpoint (Gombrich).

Of course it is clear to Burke that even images want to be read, and he regards precisely this as the great challenge for the scholarly discipline of history. While source criticism has been for a long time an inherent part of the training of historians, the criticism of visual evidence, Burke contends, is underdeveloped – a deficiency that he seeks to address with his book: by demonstrating the kind of source criticism of images he has in mind by way of numerous examples. Yet noteworthy in the process is the ‘legal analogy’ of his approach, when he explains his book’s intention, namely ‘to investigate the uses of different kinds of image as what the lawyers call “admissible evidence” for different kinds of history’ (pp. 13–14). As ‘acts of eyewitnessing’, images are treated by him as historical testimony and hence tested for their evidentiary quality in analogy to the juridical procedure. Supporting this is a reference to a metaphor by Ruskin: ‘As the art critic John Ruskin (1819–1900) perceptively observed, the evidence of photographs “is of great use if you know how to cross-examine them” ’ (p. 25). Images thus take the witness stand of the court, where their usefulness as historical testimony is verified. In this way, the question of a testimony of images, if it is subjected to the regime of eyewitnessing, results in a reciprocal system of mutual reference of the three ideas involved: testimony, evidence and witness.

And yet the linking of the principle of eyewitnessing with the principle of representation in painting adumbrated by Gombrich is highly instructive for the concept of the eyewitness as such, for Gombrich’s description – ‘to represent what – and only what – an eyewitness could have seen from a particular point at a particular moment’ (p. 14) – gets with commendable clarity to the heart of the relativity of eyewitnessing: the temporal and spatial delimitation owing to the dependency of the stand and viewpoints of a certain person constitutes this type of testimony as a particular cut-out segment of reality. Positive evidence, conveyed by the medium of a pair of eyes, is always contingent. Therefore, seen from the viewpoint of evidence and truth, the testimony of the eyewitness is at least as much, if not more contingent on a certain subject position than the survivor witness; whereas the eyewitness perceived only a framed picture of a distant occurrence, the survivor witness was part of it and witnesses from within.

A remark about the problem of translation is called for at this juncture, because the semantic intersections among the different terms in English are different than in German and French. Whereas in English the personal character in witness as a verb and as a noun designating the person who testifies or bears witness is distinguished from testimony as a product or document, in French and German there exists only one radical: in French the verb témoigner, the person témoin and the matter témoignage; in German the verb bezeugen, the Person Zeuge4 and the Zeugnis, whereas the latter can mean both the document and the act of bearing witness. English evidence, French preuve and the German word Beweis reveal a greater correspondence – even if additional alternative translations exist for both.

Back to the problem of images as historical testimony. In the end, Burke summarizes the potential of images in general as historical testimony: images are valuable witnesses not because they provide a direct view into the social world but rather because they open up an access to the ways of viewing the world determined by the time of their production (p. 187). If these images are no longer testimonies of what they represent but rather sources to study the mode of representation of their time, then not much of their particular role in eyewitnessing remains; it’s just the usual approach to pictures from the past. However, it must be added, even in respect of this limited use of images, that it is more difficult to access the way of seeing characteristic for its time when we are dealing not with handmade images but with photos and films. Concerning the case of cinematography, as Burke himself ascertains, the strength of this medium resides in its ability to give the audience the feeling of experiencing events at first hand, with their own eyes. Yet this is precisely the danger of the medium, because this type of eyewitnessing – like a snapshot – is an illusory one. ‘The director shapes the experience while remaining invisible’ (p. 159).

Anyway, the status of the cinematic medium as testimony is always already precarious. If the act of witnessing always occurs ‘in the first person’ (Derrida 2000, 188), as Derrida has underscored, then films and photos can only partly be conceived of as testimonies, because in them the gesture ‘I testify’ is sublated in the apparatus, the perspective and the shot and thus becomes invisible in the manufacturing process. The shot in film means that ‘a third, a filmic image [is constituted] out of the technicity of the recording apparatus and the physicality of the object world’, as Gertrud Koch puts it in her book with the apposite title Die Einstellung ist die Einstellung (1992), a German wordplay meaning something like the shot is the attitude/mindset (Koch 1992, 9).

TESTIMONIES OF IMAGES AND TEXTS FROM THE WARSAW GHETTO

The critical study of photographic and filmic images as sources5 is indeed still in its infancy. Our image of the Warsaw ghetto, for instance, is largely shaped by photos shot with the cameras of SS members, Wehrmacht soldiers, or members of the propaganda corps of the Nazis. Because photographs most of the time do not bear their historical index and are rarely dated or furnished with an origin and authorship, their treatment requires a heightened expenditure of source/image criticism. For instance, in the film 912 Days of the Warsaw Ghetto (2001), which was produced for the Jewish Historical Institute in Warsaw, the viewer is confronted with sequences derived from film reels that, as we know today, were commissioned to be filmed as Nazi propaganda. This footage belongs to the raw version of an unfinished film about the Warsaw ghetto that was produced in May 1942 by professional cameramen in the service of the regime and to a large part consists of contrived or staged sequences. Discovered in the GDR in 1954, the eight reels, with their original labelling ‘ghetto’, are stored today in the German National Archive (Bundesarchiv). The Polish film is only one example among many. Single scenes from this secret film project from 1942, which after the war was used for decades for exhibitions, documentary films and pedagogical purposes, have been disseminated to such an extent that their viewpoints have been branded into the eyes and memory of several generations. Several of them have turned into emblematic pictures of the Warsaw ghetto.

It would be a mammoth task to examine all museums, exhibitions, publications and films about the Warsaw ghetto whether they contain sequences or individual images from these film reels, in order to then remove them from all presentations with documentary aspirations. It, for example, took nearly a year for the highly qualified commission of historians who critically investigated the sources of the exhibition Vernichtungskrieg. Verbrecher der Wehrmacht 1941–1944 (extermination war. The Wehrmacht’s Crimes) by the Hamburger Institute for Social Research (Heer and Naumann 1995), after criticism of quite a few photos had been aired not only from the politically interested side but also from circles within the scholarly discipline of history,6 to finally ascertain ‘that of the 1433 photographs of the exhibition’; in fact a few (less than twenty) did not involve the Wehrmacht.7 A comparable project to verify those images that circulate as testimonies or evidence from the Warsaw ghetto would be even more voluminous, and it would most likely have exactly the opposite result as in the case of the exhibition on Hilter’s army.

The origin of the film reels was for a long time unknown; however, a look into the testimonies of ghetto inhabitants whose records have survived the destruction of the place could have elucidated the historical origin of the footage. For reports about the arrival of the film team in the ghetto, its work methods and concrete descriptions of staged scenes are recorded in both the diary kept by the director of the Warsaw Jewish Council, Adam Czerniaków, from 1939 to 1942 (Hilberg, Staron and Kermisz 1979) (which resides in the archive of Yad Vashem since 1964 and was first published in 1968) and in numerous diaries from the famous Ringelblum-Archive, the underground archive with diaries and photos of the ‘life’ in the ghetto founded in 1941, amid the ghetto life itself, by the Jewish historian Emanuel Ringelblum. Some of the containers in which members of his secret organization, Oneg Schabbat – Freude am Sabbat – Joy over the Sabbath, buried their archives at different locations in the ghetto in August 1942, as the impending deportation and destruction of the ghetto was foreseeable, were rediscovered in 1946 and 1952: around 30,000 folios of archival material is kept today in the Jewish Historical Institute of Warsaw.8 In Czerniaków’s diary, for instance, one reads on 3 May 1942: ‘At 10 the film crew from the Propaganda Office arrived and proceeded to take pictures in my office. A scene was enacted of petitioners and rabbis entering my office, etc. Then all paintings and charts were taken down. A nine-armed candlestick with all candles lit was placed on my desk’. On 5 May ‘The film crew is still much in evidence. They are filming both extreme poverty and the luxury (coffeehouses). The positive achievements are of no interest to them’. On 13 May: ‘I posed a question to them as to why our schools etc. were not being filmed’. On 19 May: ‘The movie people ordered a party to be arranged tomorrow in a private apartment. The “ladies” are to wear evening dresses’. And two days later: ‘Later in the day I looked out of my window and saw a hearse full of flowers which were being taken from the cemetery to the ballroom’ (Hilberg et al. 1979, pp. 349–357), and so on.

The historian Samuel Kassow, who has studied the Ringelblum-Archive extensively, calls the diaries and notes of the Jews from the ghetto ‘time capsules’.9 They were intentionally written down to testify to experiences that could possibly no longer be attested by those affected. In light of the impending destruction and the little change of survival, future testimony – sometime ‘afterwards’ so difficult to imagine – was assigned to the buried records: the survival of testimony was to replace the testimony of survivors because it was doubted whether there would be any survivors. Yet these written testimonies bear a remarkable temporal signature. Testimonies are generally regarded as written or oral media of remembrance, as media of a retrospective knowledge about past occurrences – this is the reason why Michel Foucault discusses testimonies in contrast to prophecy (2000, 24). The diaries from the ghetto in contrast have been produced in a temporal immediacy to what has occurred, and yet with a view to a prospective memory for which they will then serve as the testimony of past events. In this way, a temporal structure similar to that of photography appertains to these non-survivor testimonies, since the moment is photographed ‘here and now’ and retained with a view to its ‘will have been’.10 The greatest difference between them, however, inheres in the fact that images and films with documentary ambitions, as with eyewitnessing in general, portray predominantly the life of others, whereas written records mostly refer to one’s own experiences. And this makes all the difference when the question of witnessing is at stake. Image testimonies are even less a matter of ‘knowledge through others’ as snapshots with a view to others. Yet, whereas it is customary to critically examine the perspectives and rhetoric of the memories and testimonies of individual survivors, visual images possess a suggestive power of the documentary and factual that is difficult to evade and counter.
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Figure 10.1. Film reels in the archive. Source: Courtesy of Belfilms Ltd. From the film A Film Unfinished, 2010, by Yael Hersonski. Producers: Noemi Schory and Itay Ken-or. DOP: Itai Ne’eman.
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Figure 10.2. Footage from The Ghetto (shot by the Nazis in 1942). Source: Courtesy of Belfilms Ltd. From the film A Film Unfinished, 2010, by Yael Hersonski. Producers: Noemi Schory and Itay Ken-or. DOP: Itai Ne’eman.



A CINEMATOGRAPHIC APPROACH TO CONTAMINATED HISTORICAL FOOTAGE: A FILM UNFINISHED

In light of the underdeveloped source criticism of filmic testimonies from the Warsaw ghetto, it is remarkable that a film has offset – and even surpassed – this deficit by means of a cinematographic approach. A Film Unfinished (2010),11 directed by the Israeli filmmaker Yael Hersonski, presents a detailed analysis of the discovered film material from the Warsaw Ghetto commissioned by the Nazis. Her production uses different historical documents, as well as a reel with film scraps of the Nazi-ghetto-film project of 1942, which was discovered later and enables inferences about the making of the film, by confronting this archival material with the written testimonies, namely the aforementioned diary entries from the ghetto. This part of the work can be understood as source criticism of cinematic documents; the result comprises the proof that the individual scenes were staged or contrived, the reconstruction of the methods of the camera crew, and, furthermore, posing the question as to what might have been intended by the shooting: ‘What did they want to show with this?’

Yet the film exceeds such an archaeological inquiry into the origin of the ghetto film from 1942 insofar as it itself employs scenic moments entirely different form that of the footage; namely it visualizes the scene of witnessing for the viewer by restaging it in real time. When different types of testimony meet in this manner, they get doubly reflected upon: they mirror one another reciprocally and thereby set a reflection on figures of witnessing into motion. In the process, five survivors of the ghetto, who are shown the raw version of the ghetto film from the archive in a cinema, assume a special role, so that the audience may perceive their spoken as well as their unspoken response only decipherable from their facial movements. That means that we, as viewers of A Film Unfinished, look at the survivors as they see the Ghetto film material produced by the Nazis that was filmed at the very location from where they have escaped.

Whereas the source-critical part achieves a deconstruction of documentary illusion, which functions mostly on the cognitive level – and has to struggle time and again to assert an awareness of the constructed character of the represented occurrence against the dominance of the imaginary impact of any cinematographic scenery – another dimension comes into play through the restaging of a constellation of witnessing and the involvement of the survivors. This composition puts the viewer in the position of the vis-à-vis that is the necessary presupposition for the act of bearing witness, for there is no act of bearing witness without a vis-à-vis. With these scenic parts, the film responds to the frequently noted ineffectiveness of documentary education about propagandistic or anti-Semitic films; it reacts to the largely futile attempt to refute the asserted documentary character of photos or films by documentary means. Instead, the film places the scene of witnessing itself at the centre.

The opening credits begin with a tracking shot into the National Archive, in order to introduce the film material in question and in this way already emphasize the archival origin of the images. A speaker, who continuously comments the film from the off, embodies this configuration of a film about an archive film. In this way A Film Unfinished is introduced as a film essay. From this speaker we learn that we are dealing with the raw version of a film that has been passed along without a soundtrack and was supposed to be used by the Nazis as propaganda material but was never finished, and that the reason for the project’s termination is unknown. Moreover, we learn that the material was discovered in a bunker in a forest in the GDR where it had been concealed by the Nazis at the end of the war, together with a plethora of other propaganda materials. And that it was the sole film project about the largest ghetto that Nazi Germany established, where nearly a half-million Jews were confined to a surface of less than four square kilometres; it was filmed two-and-a-half years after the establishment of the ghetto and three months before the deportations to Auschwitz began. Hersonkis’s film about this film emphasizes its character of a film essay by the fact that the speaker formulates questions in her commentaries: Why was the film made? What were the images meant to prove? How authentic are they? What do they really show? And what do they not show?

IMAGES AND VOICES FROM THE ARCHIVE

When sequences from the film reels unroll before our eyes, they are underlaid – or contrasted – with documents contemporaneous with them that provide insights into the filming or its context. There are, for one, the aforementioned diary entries from the ghetto. Because these testimonies are also historical material, they are likewise presented as archival material, in that the nine little folders left behind by the chair of the Jewish Council, Czerniaków, are exhibited to the viewers. And before different voices from the records of the Ringelblum-Archive get to have a say at length, the film introduces us to the historian’s intention then to motivate as many people in the ghetto as possible to testify, so that, as Emmanuel Ringelblum says, a multifaceted and objective image might emerge; meanwhile, the camera moves along the boxes containing the archived materials. In contrast to the diary by Czerniaków, they contain the testimonies of countless voices that, as the speaker phrases it, altogether yield a big picture of the ‘life’ in the ghetto.

Entirely different material is used when it comes to documents that originate from the administration of the ghetto by the SS, namely customary historical documents: primarily economic and weekly reports by the ghetto’s commissioner, signed with ‘Unterscharführer H. Auerswald’12. These are administrative documents that openly bear the stamp of their origin and purpose and in their sterile, passive syntax come across ‘as if things transpired on their own’, the speaker comments. These documents were produced on the typewriters in the Brühl Palais in Warsaw, which the SS had chosen and occupied as its headquarter.

The film composes in this way a tension-filled interplay and contrast between the images of the archive footage on the one hand and the quotations of the historical documents and diaries on the other hand, by literally letting the latter have a say. The quotations from them are played in their various original languages and translated with subtitles. In this way, not only are the circumstances of the production and origin of the ghetto film explained and its images and filmic messages made discernable as the result of an intentional staging. At the same time, the medially conditioned, suggestive immediacy of the filmic images is opposed by the voices of testimonies from the past to produce a polyphonic, multilingual contrast image of events: German, Polish, Yiddish and Hebraic voices with their respective diction and colour. The countering of images and voices constitutes one of the compositional leitmotifs of the film that refers to one of the layers of the archaeological investigation of the footage. Voices from the handed-down testimonies made present by means of cinematographic methods are called up to destroy the feigned documentary character of historical sources which a naive, that is unaware viewing, may ascribe to them.

An additional layer in the archaeology of historical testimony the ghetto film from 42 is contrasted with derives from the protocol of an interrogation. It concerns the statements of the cameraman Willy Wist, which originated nearly three decades after the filming of the Nazi film, in connection with an investigation that was pursued at the end of the 1960s against the commander of the ghetto, Heinz Auerswald.13 Wist belonged to the team of apparently eight members with elaborate film equipment who visited the camp from 2 May to 2 June.14 Only the protocol, and not the original sound recording, of Wist’s statement as witness in which he comments in detail on the shooting was discovered in the archive. Hersonski therefore decided to stage the interrogation as a re-enactment and to have the statements of the cameraman spoken by an actor (Rüdiger Voigt). It is a very frugal, restrained staging, more a scenic reading than a performed scene. It emphasizes the situation of juridical testifying by a witness by placing equipment such as a tape recorder and files with evidence (documents and photos) in the picture. The shot abstains from a total view as well as from close-ups of the entire face and theatrical mimicry; rather, we consistently see only a part of the face in blurred images. In this way the testimony and its language itself occupy the centre of the viewer’s attention.

The almost bureaucratic, objective rhetoric of the interrogated is conspicuous; he presents himself as the executive organ of a film plan that was only known to the supervisor: ‘At no time I knew the purposes to which the film we were making was supposed to be used. That it was to serve propaganda purposes was of course entirely clear to me, especially since one emphasized, very extremely, the difference between poor and rich Jews’. And elsewhere: ‘I remember that one day it was said that shooting in a ritual bath was to be made’. Also striking about this rhetoric are the passive formulations – one emphasized, it was said – as if there were no identifiable and responsible agents of the project. This rhetoric is symptomatic of witness statements in legal procedures concerning participation in Nazi crimes. Because the witnesses who testify in such investigations or trials are usually themselves implicated in some form or another – even when this is not definable in a penal sense – their statements regularly strive to ward off a possible culpability of their own person and position themselves as the executive organ of a practically anonymous apparatus.

The protocol of the interrogation does not provide much insight into the making of the Ghetto movie. Far more illuminating was the film reel with scraps that were apparently cut out during the rough cut and not discovered until 1998. It contained different shots for several scenes, which verified the professional approach, namely the search for the most effective cut for the purpose of the film, for the most effective illumination, tracking shot and so on. Altogether, two principles of the filmic message can be discerned from this material: one is the representation of glaring contrasts between ragged, starving figures and the (seemingly) rich who insouciantly lead their lives of luxury; the second is the juxtaposition of sick, dying and dead whom the others walk by with complete apathy. For both, the footage reveals the degree of effort expended by the camera crew to arrange and film such scenes.

Even if the exact purpose of the film project from 1942 has not been handed down, it can be interpreted against the backdrop of the extensive propaganda politics of the Third Reich. While the ‘propaganda war’ that was planned as a supplement to the armed war and for which the regime instated an independent type of weapon, the propaganda corps15 had an unambiguous orientation, in contrast different and in part divergent objectives collided in the photography and film projects of the Ministry of Propaganda regarding the topic of the Jews, ghettos and camps. Similar inconsistences and contradictions occurred in the formation of an ‘Institute for Research on the Jewish Question’.16 At its opening in March 1941, the Jews were proclaimed a ‘people’s death’ by immiserization of the European Jews through forced labour in huge camps in Poland,17 while at the same time the collection of Judaica was institutionalized on a grand scale. In this area of propaganda, goals and interests that were difficult to reconcile frequently came into conflict with one another: for instance, the construction of the Jews as an enemy of the people and the legitimization of expulsion, and an demonstration of the achievements and efficiency of the system of forced labour in the camps, on the other hand, concealment of the machinery of annihilation and the anxiety of putting the support of the population to the test, on the other.18 It is possible that such conflicting interests led to the film not being completed. But it is also conceivable that something became visible beyond the propagandistic intentions of the film that displeased the contracting authority. Two entries in Goebbels’s diary suggest this. On 27 April 1942, in other words, shortly before the start of filming in the Ghetto, an entry says: ‘Himmler is conducting at this moment the grand resettlement of the Jews from German cities to eastern ghettos. I have arranged that film footage be shot on a large scale here. We will urgently need this material for the later education of our people’ (Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels, Elke Fröhlich 1995, 184, own transl.).

And on 23 August 1942 one reads: ‘I have been shown some gruesome film clips from the Warsaw Ghetto. Conditions reign there that are indescribable. The Jewry displays itself here in all clarity as a plague-spot on the body of humanity. This plague-spot must be eliminated, regardless of the means, if the human race does not want to perish at its hands’ (Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels, Fröhlich 1995, 391, own transl.). In view of his own consternation at the sight of the images of those conditions produced by the Germans themselves in the Ghetto, Goebbels was perhaps no longer sure about the intended effects of the film for the education of the people.


Table 10.1. Composition of different modes of testimony and documents in A Film Unfinished
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The ways in which the footage from the Ghetto was used for propagandistic purposes in other cases can be scrutinized, for instance, in the ways the photos that had been taken there by the Wehrmacht photographer Josef Knoblauch a year before, in May 1941, were presented to the public. On 24 July, a selection of Knoblauch’s photographs was printed in the Berliner Illustrierten Zeitung under the rubric ‘Jews among themselves. Thus does the people live and dwell that gave rise to the murderers of Bromberg, of Lemberg, Dubno, Bialystok. A report from the Warsaw Ghetto’.19 Yet it is possible that the commissioning authority of the ghetto film feared that the effects of the film images would not converge with such a message. For, in fact, from several sequences of the footage a pair of eyes looks at the viewer – discernable even through the disgraceful shots and arrangements – and their penetrating glances, haunting and beseeching in the same time, meet directly and immediately the gaze of the viewer.

‘WITNESS OF THE TIME’ VERSUS ‘SURVIVOR WITNESS’ – STAGING THE SCENE OF WITNESSING

In many articles on Hersonski’s film, the cameraman (in the re-enactment of interrogation) is described as a witness of a time period (Zeitzeuge). This term, frequent in German, which has especially come to prevail in the popular context of television documentation of the Second World War, the Third Reich and German post-war history,20 is already in and of itself problematic. As a designation for persons who, in the style of oral history, have been questioned about their individual experiences during a particular historical event, the term suggests that these persons might, as it were, be able to speak for their time. However, no human being can testify for an entire time, for an epoch. And precisely for such ‘witnesses of their time’ in connection with the NS and Second World War, who by the way are mostly interviewed in series, it has frequently been observed that their statements tend rather to represent the Zeitgeist (spirit of the time) than to convey knowledge to which there is no other form of access. ‘Witnesses of their time participate in public interpretations and they are at the same time closely bound up with the interpretations that are already circulating publically’, as for Rainer Wirtz observes, for instance, along with other historians.21 Thus, instead of witnessing, the Zeitzeuge represents his time, more precisely the Zeitgeist or dominant world view of his time. In the figure of the ‘witness of the time’ the act of bearing witness is eventually undertaken ad absurdum, because at the core of the latter is the necessity of witnessing due to the lack of knowledge through; the witness replaces positive knowledge where it is not available, even in the case of the witness of the court. Outside of juridical witnessing, however, it is less a matter of evidence as of experience. Even when it repeatedly happens, especially in the case of survivors who have to testify in lawsuits regarding Nazi crimes, that their stories go beyond the juridical scope or don’t answer the demands for evidence at court. Hannah Arendt, in her Eichmann book, underscores such a scene when she reports about the statement by the witness Zindel Grynszpan: ‘This story took no more than perhaps ten minutes to tell, and when it was over – the senseless, needless destruction of twenty-seven years in less than twenty-four hours – one thought foolishly: Everyone, everyone should have his day in court’ (Arendt 2006, 209, emphasis added) – in this way reflecting the limits of a worldly court, that is a human-made system of jurisdiction, and alluding to another kind of judgment, namely the last one.22

Bearing witness does not convey a representative knowledge about ‘how it was’, but a qualitative knowledge; that is witnesses report about specific experiences that are not accessible to the listener and to which there is no access via other paths. They avouch with their physical person and whole existence for the experiences to which they were subjected in an irretrievably past situation. The relationship of the witness to the events that he attests is to this extent of an indexical nature, indexical in Peirce’s sense: ‘Indices; which show something about things, on account of their being physically connected with them’ (Peirce 1998, 5). Such an indexical connection to the attested events is produced by the physical presence of the witness both ‘back then and there’ and ‘now here’.

In Hersonski’s film, such a position is occupied by the survivors of the Warsaw ghetto23 who experienced the ghetto from the perspective of those who were then interned there. The staging of A Film Unfinished lets them have a say in an entirely different way than the documents and testimonies from the archive that are used for the sake of a source-critical analysis of the Nazi film reels. As soon as the survivors enter the picture, a complex image constellation that stages the scene of witnessing itself replaces the previous contrast between images and voices. This kind of deconstruction of contrived images from the Warsaw ghetto is presumably much more effective in respect of the viewer’s emotional reception than the precise historical analysis of the origin and propagandistic making of the ghetto movie: it makes present the intersubjective scene of witnessing itself.

When the faces of these witnesses emerge from the darkness of the cinema, where they are only illuminated by the light of flickering film images, and when they begin to speak in order to comment upon the screened images, we the viewers see their strained looks at the disgraceful images from their own past; we see and hear the reverberation of these images in their memories that have been triggered by the archive film material: we hear, for instance, their own recollections of the film crew and its behaviour towards the inhabitants of the ghetto, hear objections to and corrections of individual sequences, experience how individual situations and persons re-emerge from oblivion, or participate in the sudden emergence of such anxious questions as ‘What happens when I see someone I know?’ or ‘What if I see my mother?’ We see how the facial expressions tense up and how one of them holds her hands before her eyes as the images of masses of corpses appear and says that she can’t see that anymore – then, after a break, that she can at least cry now and abruptly: ‘I am a human being’. This erratic remark indicates what the act of bearing witness, if it is initiated through listening and wanting to know on the part of the vis-à-vis, means for the survivor, namely, the possibility of regaining aspects of the person that have been taken away by the system of total domination in the ghetto or camp – a system, as Hannah Arendt has analysed in her book on Totalitarianism (1951), namely, of the gradual destruction of the person: first of the juridical person, then of the moral person and finally the killing of the physical person and subsequently the erasure of memory and the anonymization of death (Arendt 1973, 437–459).

By showing the reflection of the archival images (contaminated by the cynical gaze of the producers) in the faces and voices of the witnesses, the film configures in real time a scene of memory, as it accompanies every authentic testimony – namely that type of testimony that does not present reminiscences already stored and ossified in finished images and stereotypical narratives. The film makes present the scene of bearing witness itself, and the viewers participate immediately in this making present. Thus the viewer can see how the witnesses speak today, that is in great temporal distance to the events and partakes the way how the direct confrontation with images from the site of the past events reactivates their memory – appearing through the layers of wanting to forget and wanting to survive, of not being able to forget and traumatization – and in this way brings the memories literally back to life.
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Figure 10.3. Shula Zeder, survivor, in A Film Unfinished (2010). Source: Courtesy of Belfilms Ltd. From the film A Film Unfinished, 2010, by Yael Hersonski. Producers: Noemi Schory and Itay Ken-or. DOP: Itai Ne’eman.
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Figure 10.4. Hanna Avrotzki, survivor, in A Film Unfinished (2010). Source: Courtesy of Belfilms Ltd. From the film A Film Unfinished, 2010, by Yael Hersonski. Producers: Noemi Schory and Itay Ken-or. DOP: Itai Ne’eman.



This reactivation of memory in the light of the painful flickering film is similar to the story told about the cracks in the ruins of the Colossi of Memnon, which begin to sound when the heat of the sun affects them. The scene of the ‘singing’ of the Memnon Colossi, the twenty-metre-high statues in front of the mortuary temple of Amenhotep III, cracked by an earthquake, whose break lines begin to resonate when heated, is a talking image for the charge that is needed to make the traces of a previous catastrophe ‘speak’.

NOTES

1.The Reallexikon der deutschen Literaturgeschichte, for example, explicates for the entry ‘Edition’: ‘Testimonies are all such communications or reports by an author or someone else that provide information about the origin of a work or its print history, such as passages in letters, conversations, quotations’. Berlin: De Gruyter 2001, Vol. 1, 314.

2.On the aspect of trustworthiness concerning testimony, see Krämer 2011, 117–140.

3.See Luraghi 2014, 13–26.

4.However, an exception is the traditional philological term Zeuge as applied for monuments of literary history.

5.On the methods of a source criticism of photos, see Krebs 1990, 241–262, Buchmann 1999, 296–306, Keilbach 2013.

6.On the photo-historical dimension, in particular, the deficient source-critical basis of the arguments by the most exposed critics of the exhibition, see Arani 2002, 97–124.

7.Bartov et al. 2000.

8.See Kassow 2007.

9.Kassow, 8 May 2013.

10.Concerning the psychoanalytic relevance of this mode of time, in French futur antérieur, see Lacan 1960.

11.Shtikat Haarchion, Engl. A Film Unfinished.

12.The lawyer Heinz Auerswald (1908–1979) who acted as the commissioner of the Ghetto from 1941 to 1943.

13.Heinz Auerswald worked as a lawyer after the war. The investigation of his participation in NS crimes was suspended after his death.

14.Horstmann, 8 May 2013.

15.Longerich 1987, 116ff, Longerich 2010, Uziel 2008.

16.Schiefelbein 1993; see also the third chapter of Sznaider 2011.

17.See Bollmus 1970, 120; see also Schiefelbein 1993.

18.Using the example of photos from the Ghetto Lodz, this has been analysed in Freund, Perz and Stuhlpfarrer 1990. On this, see also Koch 1992, 174ff.

19.Keller 1984/1987, 27. (This photo as well as the reference to the journal is lacking in the English version)

20.See Frei and Sabrow 2012.

21.Wirtz 2014, 162. See also Bösch 2008.

22.In this respect her book is close to Walter Benjamin’s ‘Critique of Violence’ (1921, Benjamin 1996, 236–252) and his emphasis of the fact that central ideas of mundane institutions originate from a biblical context; see Weigel 2013.

23.Hanna Avrutzki, Luba Gewisser, Aliza Vitis-Shomron, Jurek Plonski, Shula Zeder. See: ‘Sonst wäre ich ja nicht hier! Ein Gespräch mit Luba Gawisar’. In Grupinska 1993, 159–169.
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Part IV

VISIBILITY AND MEDIA HISTORY OF TESTIMONY


Chapter 11

Like a Thief in the Night

Witnessing and Watching

John Durham Peters

THE NIGHT WATCH

The opening scene of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet involves the changing of the guard at a sentry post on top of the Danish royal castle in Elsinore. It is just past midnight, and nerves are frayed as the two guards meet each other in the dark, at first unsure of each other. After they successfully identify each other, the guard being relieved tells his successor that it has been a quiet watch, with not a mouse stirring. They await additional sentinels, and once again a jumpy confrontation takes place when they show up, but the mood lightens when they all recognize one another as friends and not foes. The nervousness is justified, we learn: this is not just a routine night watch, but a military high alert due to a possible attack from a rival kingdom. We are put on notice that distant armies are looming on the horizon and the watchmen are there to sound the alarm if necessary.

We also soon learn that there have been other omens and sightings from the castle lookout besides military ones. During previous watches the sentinels report twice seeing an apparition resembling the recently deceased king of Denmark, Hamlet’s father. Hamlet’s friend Horatio does not believe them, thinking the report nothing but the product of a hyperactive imagination induced by the stress of watching. But then the ghost appears to all three. Horatio, trembling, says in shock: ‘Before my God, I might not this believe/Without the sensible and true avouch/ Of mine own eyes’. They then sit on the tower, discussing historical portents and omens and watching the stars move around the pole, and finally conclude that the ghost ‘bodes some strange eruption to our state’. Then the ghost appears once more, and the three try to attack it, but it flees when the cock crows at dawn.

The opening scene, which started at midnight, telescopes time’s passage through two watches of the night. But the scene is not only temporally but also thematically compressed and introduces the central issues of the play: the state, warfare, watchfulness and especially the interpretive quandaries facing Hamlet – as well as his spectators or readers. The play raises some of the most fundamental questions in witnessing: How much credence to place in the words of others about things you have not yourself seen, heard or experienced? How to interpret reports that were produced under conditions of duress and thus risk being unreliable or fantastic? Or, in Hamlet’s case, how to act on incredible experiences that you cannot verify to others?

Another tragedy, like Hamlet, concerns an adulterously motivated murder of a father that sends his children on a course of vengeance and also opens with a night watchman looking for faint signals in the distance. Aeschylus’s Agamemnon begins with the monologue of a bored phylax, a guard or lookout, on the roof of the palace in Argos. Like Horatio, he is sick at heart and complains of a miserable vigil that has kept him like a restless dog on a bed drenched with dew. He has observed the night sky for a year, unable to sleep lest he miss the signal that Queen Clytemnestra has ordered him to watch for. He knows the heavenly bodies and their courses all too well and must sometimes sing to himself to stay awake; presumably his knowledge of the night sky will help him discern whether a new light on the horizon is a star ascending or a human-made signal. But suddenly the long-awaited moment arrives: in the distance he sights the ‘lampados to symbolon’ or fire beacon that announces the fall of Troy. He joyously wakes the queen at once to pass on the good news.

The chorus then goes into a long and moving ode that provides the gruesome back-story of the house of Atreus and then turns to Clytemnestra, who tells the chorus that the men of Argos have taken Troy that very night, but the chorus does not believe her. They ask her how she knows – did she have a dream (‘oneirōn phantasmat’) or hear a rumour? The chorus raises classic doubts about long-distance communication: its certainty, evidence and mechanics of contact. ‘What kind of messenger,’ they ask, ‘could come in speed like this?’ As in Hamlet, enigmatic apparitions in the night sky spotted by watchmen call forth incredulity from those who do not witness them with their own eyes. But Clytemnestra scoffs at the chorus for thinking she would rely on the flimsy stuff of dream or rumour: she has much harder evidence than that. She explains that she constructed an optical signalling system built of bonfires from Troy to Argos stretching across seven relay stations – a magnificent public works project that is one of several evidences of her majestically masculine violence and dominion. (We know from sources such as Thucydides that the Greeks did use such systems though Aeschylus’s version is highly improbable; Aschoff 1984, 1: 19–23.) An advance herald from the returning victors soon appears on the scene (in dramatically accelerated time) confirming the fall of Troy, as does Agamemnon, Clytemnestra’s estranged husband, accompanied by his Trojan girlfriend Cassandra. (Clytemnestra then murders both of them, as Cassandra’s prophecies of doom had predicted.)

These eyewitnesses retroactively confirm the Queen’s confidence in the fire signal, but the chorus was also right to be sceptical of a telecommunications system that was both very expensive and very limited in informational bandwidth. A single fire signal, relayed over a significant distance, would lack the redundancies needed to eliminate ambiguity. If no signal is received, that can mean various things such as ‘no’, ‘not yet’ or ‘the system is not working’ but a signal received presumably means ‘yes’. Little can be inferred from the scanty information but that doesn’t stop Clytemnestra from giving an elaborate play-by-play account of the fall of Troy. Minimal messages about life and death relayed by distant, fragile media and attested to by fallible observers always provoke interpretive uncertainty. The difficult task of the phylax is that he might mistake a star for the fire, miss the signal due to inattention or sleep or hallucinate a mirage due to the weariness of always being on guard. The duty to watch has always both frayed the nerves and always raised the deepest existential questions about what we can know and how we should act.

WITNESSING AND WATCHING

Hamlet and Agamemnon both raise general problems in the philosophy of witnessing but also point to something more specific – the deep tie between witnessing and watching. Despite its antiquity and pervasiveness, this link has not been sufficiently appreciated in recent research. The great scholarly interest in surveillance via state and digital apparatuses over the past fifteen years can be deepened by exploring this link in central literary, philosophical and religious texts. The watchman, watcher, lookout or sentinel – I will use the terms interchangeably – deserves to be added to the group of figures who have responsibility, as Sybille Krämer has shown, for basic acts of verification and communication such as the witness, the messenger, the bystander, the survivor and the informant.1 The sentinel has the duty to watch for events whose occurrence is unpredictable or fundamentally ambiguous, for signals whose exact shape and significance cannot be predicted in advance. Vigilance is the core activity and attitude of the watchman, who scans the horizon for potential threats, dangers or omens.

Watching is a special aspect of witnessing. At its most minimal, as I have argued elsewhere, the act of witnessing has two faces, seeing and saying. To see something is to witness passively; to state, under special legal, religious or other conditions, what you have seen is to witness actively. All witnessing at some level couples the very distinct acts of perceiving and testifying, of having an experience and rendering an account of it in discourse. Witnessing both brings together the visual and discursive registers and shows how tenuously they connect. To bear witness is to say what you have seen, but often in the act of doing so, the misfit of the two modes becomes only more apparent.2 If I had to nominate a source text for this doubleness, it would be the Gospel of John III, 11: ‘ho oidamen laloumen kai ho eōrakamen martyroumen’. In literal English: ‘What we know we speak and what we have seen we testify’. Luther’s translation is smoother: ‘Wir reden, was wir wissen, und zeugen, was wir gesehen haben’. Testimony and speech derive from distinct sources – sight and knowledge.3 What is particularly interesting about the figure of the watchman, as we will see, is how closely watching and heralding are united.

THE PRIMAL NEED TO MONITOR

The demand for vigilance has many sources. One is biological. Observation of the environment is a primordial necessity hard-wired into the sensory system of all organisms. Surveillance of and response to environments are essential for life and situational readiness is part of all forms of surveillance, military or otherwise. Organisms must monitor their surroundings for predators, food, mates and shelter. Watchfulness is an elementary survival task: everybody, we might say, has been evolutionarily selected to be a kind of signal corps. Environmental sensitivity ‘is of almost unimaginable antiquity, predating the nervous system by a considerable margin, and can be traced to the earliest steps in the origin of life, crucially to the evolution of the first biological cell’ (O’Shea 2005, 43). Alarms can travel both within and between organisms. A hormone such as adrenaline travels everywhere throughout the body, signalling readiness for fight or flight. Sounding an alarm in the social body is homologous to heightened arousal in an individual body (see Peters and Lubken 2011, 193–210).

Another source for vigilance is societal. The link between surveillance and alarm signals is built into cultural practices as well as living tissue. Every social order has cultural techniques of being on guard against hazards, be they lions, snakes, and falling trees, or accidents, catastrophes and terrorism (Diamond 2012, chaps. 7–8). The figure of the watchman specializes in a task that our ancient ancestors had to constantly do for themselves: watch for danger on the horizon. Domesticated species, including cows, pigs, dogs and humans, generally devote less time and brain energy to scanning the world than their wild cousins. As Helmut Hemmer says, the decline of environmental awareness – in the original German, die Verarmung der Merkwelt – is one price organisms pay for domestication. Animals, including humans, who live in environments designed to banish dangers and regularize provision of basic needs, show several common adaptations, including diminished vigilance.4 The early media sociologist Robert Ezra Park saw the origin of news in the ethological need for collective attention to common danger or benefit.5 Indeed, the rhetoric of alarm is found in such newspaper names as Beacon, Bugle, Bulletin, Courier, Dispatch, Guardian, Herald, Intelligencer, Mercury, Monitor, Observer, Oracle, Sentinel and Watchman. Vigilance is a necessity that stretches from single-celled organisms to mass media systems.

Civilization has long outsourced environmental awareness to specialists. Modern societies have security forces and firefighters, journalists and watchdog groups, activists and scientists, but perhaps the most primordial specialists in watching are lookouts and sentinels. The discipline of watchfulness reaches into diverse cultural forms such as military reconnaissance, religious expectation, meteorological forecasting, humanitarian activism and even television viewing. Shepherds, hunters, scouts, weather-spotters, forest rangers, reporters, guards, astronomers, forensic investigators, psychoanalysts, wire operators and mystics all have to be alert to signals that are ambiguous, intermittent and risk not even being recognized as signals at all.

BIBLICAL SOURCES

The antiquity of the watching-witnessing couplet in civilization can be seen in the Hebrew Bible, in which key terms for witnessing and watching shade across religious and military domains. The noun shomer means guard or keeper and is the word that Cain uses in his smart-alecky response: ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ (Genesis IV, 9). Its the corresponding verbal form, ‘keep, preserve, watch,’ can mean to tend a flock or guard captives, to keep guard (e.g. the house of David’s concubines), to lie in wait to ambush, to observe (as birds observe the appointed times in Jer. VIII, 7 while humans do not), to store up wrath or remembrance, to celebrate a festival such as the Sabbath, to observe covenants or commandments, to perform vows, to be on guard, to take heed and to engage in a vigil, as on the Passover night. Shomer is related to an Arabic term meaning ‘converse by night, stay awake’ and is close to the ancient Greek phylax or modern German Hüter (guardian), also terms ranging across devotional and martial senses (Brown, Driver and Briggs 1906, 1036–1037).

Another key noun in biblical Hebrew is tzapeh, whose verbal form can mean to ‘look out or about, spy, keep watch’. As a noun it means watchman or sentinel and can be used for God, prophets or wicked people spying on their neighbors (Brown et al. 1906, 859). Its equivalent in ancient Greek is skopos and in German is Wächter. As Ezekiel XXXIII, 1–7 explains, if a tzapeh sees an invading army and sounds the alarm by blowing the shofar – the ram’s horn used in times of emergency or celebration – everyone who hears is warned, and the tzapeh is free from responsibility for how they respond to the news; but if he fails to sound the call, he is responsible for the consequences, and their blood will be upon his head. Tremendous pressure rests on the sentinel-herald, who must witness of urgent matters to all (Ezekiel compares prophets to this figure). The death penalty for failed sentinels in many cultures and legal systems – Roman sentinels, for instance, were put to death if they deserted their posts – is an extreme version of the principle that testimony’s truth is verified by pain.6

For both Jews and Christians, vigilance has been a religiously rich practice. Many of the psalms imply religiously motivated sleep deprivation and prayer at night. In the Qumran community, people would imitate angels by keeping watch and not sleeping. (The so-called attention economy has deep roots!) Jesus tells his disciples in the Gospel of Mark (XIII, 35): ‘watch therefore: for you do not know when the lord of the house will come, whether evening, midnight, the cock’s crow, or dawn’. These four periods are not just a poetic flourish but the Roman watches of the night, roughly 6–9 pm, 9–12 pm, 12–3 am and 3–6 am. The imperative term used here, grēgoreite, implies alertness and vigilance, being awake at night and is the source of the given name Gregory, meaning one who is alert. Sleep, like food and sex, can be an object of religious abstinence and an object of economic currency among watchmen and monks. The church father Clement of Alexandria compared angels to watchers (egrēgoroi) and thought that praying at night more effective than during the day, since those who pray are more like the angels who keep vigil and do not need sleep.7 Watchfulness can inform a messianic and eschatological attitude, an expression of love or faith, as Penelope waits for Odysseus, Jews wait for the Messiah, Christians wait for the second coming of Jesus and Muslims wait for Jesus and the Mahdi. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno noted: ‘Versöhnung ist der höchste Begriff des Judentums und dessen ganzer Sinn die Erwartung’: reconciliation is the highest concept of Judaism, whose whole meaning is expectation. (Horkheimer and Adorno 2006, 209. See also Wallace Stevens’s poem, ‘The World as Meditation’.) Messianic vigilance is deeply built into the three monotheistic book religions.

The New Testament is also rife with ideas of witnessing and watching. Here I mention two, the last four chapters of the Gospel of Matthew, and Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians. In Matthew chapter 24, Jesus tells his disciples to be eschatologically watchful, adding a striking metaphor to what Mark provides: if the oikodespotes, the householder, knew when the thief would break in, he would be ready. But since no one knows the day or the hour, everyone must remain always on alert. BOLO: Be on the lookout. Chapter 25 tells the parable of the five wise and five foolish maidens waiting for the wedding party: they all fell asleep, but five had saved enough oil to light their lamps when the bridegroom finally arrived. Several features of the parable imply vigil practices: the flickering flame, the night-time setting, the expectation of an event whose schedule is unknown and advent is uncertain. In chapter 26, Peter, James and John keep falling asleep in the Garden of Gethsemane while Jesus prays at night, and their slumber at his greatest hour of need has long served as an ironic comment on the difficulty of vigilance. The Roman guards assigned to watch the tomb in which Jesus’s body was buried suffer from the same problem. As an earthquake (seismos) rolls away the stone sealing the tomb, the appointed guards or keepers are seized (eseisthēsan) with fear and become as dead – a nice reversal, since the dead Jesus comes back to life at the same time. The guards, according to the text, were later bribed to say the body was stolen while they slept. Things are topsy-turvy here: the guards are rewarded for sleeping on the job instead of punished with death. The fog of war, report and counter-report sets up the stakes of the Easter story: just who do you believe? Matthew asks if money or faith will overpower the most evident facts? Fear, guards, witnesses, bribery, spin control, sleeping on the job: the Christian theology of witnessing emerges from this mix.

Chapter 5 of Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians, perhaps the earliest of all New Testament books, has similar imagery. The day of the Lord, Paul cautions, will come ‘as a thief in the night’. He denounces those who announce ‘peace and safety,’ that is sound the all-clear. As soon as you let your guard down, the danger comes suddenly; as soon as the happy herald proclaims all is well the surprise attack comes. Paul concludes by exhorting Christians to stay in the daylight and to be awake, vigilant, sober and dressed in battle gear.8 (This mixture of military readiness and eschatological vigilance is hardly unique to our political moment.) Watching an unpredictable environment has always been terrifying – or exciting. As Jorge Luís Borges said: ‘Esta inminencia de una revelación, que no se produce, es, quizá, el hecho estético’. ‘This imminence of a revelation which does not occur is, perhaps, the aesthetic fact’.9 It is also a deep religious, military and existential fact, and one greatly exploited by the persuasion industry.

SEEING AND SAYING, WATCHING AND HERALDING

The watchman who sees is the herald who warns. To get a sense of the particular task of the phylax, let us differentiate figures of witnessing. The bystander witness or informant sees what occurs by chance. A bystander happens to be in the right place and time to witness an event – a crime, a deed, a transaction – with eyes or ears. The content of a bystander’s testimony is typically a report of their perception of agent, place, time and manner, a collection of more or less raw facts – who pulled the trigger, drove the car or said what to whom. Informant testimony is often highly anecdotal and obsessively particular. The bystander’s interpretations are routinely banned in a courtroom: what is sought is just the facts, presented dryly as possible. An expert witness, in contrast, typically provides testimony not of circumstantial details but of general principles and speaks what he knows, not what he has seen. Expert witnesses speak from knowledge, not from experience, and may not even know the facts of the case at all; they provide an expert ‘opinion’, not an eyewitness testimony. Opinion, which is vigorously policed for both bystander witnesses and messengers, who are expected to speak without embellishment, is crucial for the expert witness. The expert witness deals in generalities and not just ‘the facts’; the bystander witness usually deals in context-bound particulars. Essence is paramount for the expert and accident for the bystander. In ethics and agency, much hangs on the difference between essence and accident: though the results may be identical, premeditated murder and manslaughter by negligence are very different deeds.

In some ways reporters are expert witnesses inasmuch as they typically report what they know, not what they see. One of the many peculiarities of television coverage of the 11 September 2001 attacks in New York City was that U.S. national reporters shifted from being experts telling us what they knew to bystanders telling us what they saw. They reported what they saw out their windows or in the streets with their own eyes, not what they inferred from a variety of sources. Journalists giving live accounts in catastrophes are less likely to use archival footage or outside sources and more likely to blur their role with that of the citizen eyewitness (Marriott 2008, chap. 7). In such crises, the expert witness becomes a bystander informant.

Schematically speaking, a bystander sees contingent particulars by chance, while an expert understands general principles on duty. If we expand these features into a fourfold table in which we divide seeing into accidental and assigned (or amateur and professional) witnesses and speech into particular and general (or contingent and durable) testimony, other figures emerge. Who by accident becomes a witness of generalities? This is the prophet, called against his will, to testify of higher things, like the stammering Moses, or the survivor of genocide who speaks eloquently or haltingly of the unspeakable (Shell 2006, 150–176). (For such figures the haltingness is often part of the eloquence.) And who is assigned in advance or by profession to watch for specific events? This is the watchman or sentinel, whose job is to sound the alarm as a herald when the assigned threat is spotted.


Table 11.1. Figures of witnessing

[image: Table 11.1]


Of the four figures, only the sentinel is a mandatory reporter, one who is obligated to speak, and to speak to everyone. Since 9/11, many American airports broadcast the security announcement over their public address systems: ‘If you see something, say something’. This imperative hails everyone as potential watchers and expresses the unique link between seeing and saying for the sentinel. Obligatory speech to one and all does not hold for the other three witness-figures noted here: informants may speak in courtrooms (and are sometimes compelled to do so), survivors do so in person or in memoirs and journalists do so in the news media, but they have no duty to speak to everyone at once. (Some of them, of course, do feel called to assume a watchman role as shrill sounders of the alarm to one and all about looming dangers, and others express trauma by not being able to speak at all.) The sentinel is assigned to be on the lookout for a specific signal, and if it is spotted, is obligated to speak to all. Particular seeing and general saying mark the sentinel’s unique assignment: he must look for a narrow scope of objects but speak to the broadest possible array of addressees.

The generalized address of alarm signals is also deeply archaic. In the human brain alarm signals seem to run along neurochemical rather than synaptic pathways. Hormones, gases and blood-borne signals spread ‘broadcast’ throughout the brain’s chemical bath whereas higher and more specialized neurological functions operate point-to-point (O’Shea 2005, 38, 106). Neurochemical alarms thus speak to all the brain at once in a kind of mass communication, leaving the more refined point-to-point networking to neurons. The all-at-once mode holds for alarms everywhere. Insects, birds and other gregarious creatures including plants all use alarm signals as primordial forms of communication that are of immediate relevance to any recipient. A warning cry or SOS has the feature of generalized address and distribution, that is, is designed to be instantly relevant and intelligible to all recipients. ‘Danger,’ as the ornithologist-philosopher Charles Hartshorne dryly notes, ‘is rather nonspecific’. Among birds, alarm calls are often shorter and more prosaic than most birdsong, just as human alarms such as sirens value stridency over musicality (Hartshorne 1973, 20, 4). An alarm is not sent ‘to whom it may concern’ but to everyone (Wiener 1954, 70–71). In the military, an urgent communiqué may be sent out as an ‘all points bulletin’. (The Dutch word for broadcasting, omroep, meaning to call around or summon, nicely catches this sense.) Frederick Fleet, the lookout on the Titanic, testified that when he spotted the notorious iceberg, he ‘struck the three bells first. Then I went straight to the telephone and rang them up on the bridge’ (Foster 1999, 156). He gave priority to the general call over the specific in the classic order of all alarm signals. (In a similar way the prophet and the expert enjoy more prestige than the bystander or the watchman.)

PATHOLOGIES OF WATCHING AND HERALDING

It is a feature of all figures who bear witness that they do so under duress, subpoena (under punishment). A watchman who fails to sound the alarm can be, as noted, punished by death and in ancient warfare, the watchmen in fortified cities were usually the first targets of attack, in order to cut off lines of communication.10 Like most other forms of witnessing, watching puts the witness under duress. Watching is psychologically and emotionally taxing. The saying that a soldier ‘on duty’ or ‘at attention’ is ‘relieved’ by the next watch points to the bodily stress of attentiveness. In saluting the superior, the flag or standing watch at ceremonial sites such as tombs and memorials, the soldier must stiffen bodily and summon his senses to full attention in a ritual display of unbreakable concentration. The guards at Buckingham Palace or the elite soldiers who guard national shrines in Arlington, Virginia or Athens, Greece, for example, all act in a way that is supposed to never deviate from script or respond to distractions. Their stony inattention to everything but their duty is a symbol of their consecration to vigilance.

To be a watchman is to be subject to terrible bouts of boredom and waiting, as the phylax in the Agamemnon makes clear or to hallucinations and apparitions, as Hamlet makes clear. Both the relaxation and intensification of attention can produce mirages or obscure obvious signals. The risks of vigilance, on the one hand, are tedium or slumber, which lead to the failure to see the possible threat or hypervigilance and eisegesis on the other, the active sighting of dangers that are not in fact there. The watchmen on the castle lookout in Hamlet complain before the ghost appeared to him that Horatio says ‘tis but our fantasy’. It is an ancient well-known fact that watchers can inadvertently fabricate. Sensory deprivation and overload can both produce hallucinations. As psychological experiments have shown, attention can flag or grow florid when focused on the same object for an extended period. Sustained attention can produce optical and acoustic illusions, mislead perception and trick judgment. Commenting on studies of World War II communications, Norbert Wiener noted: ‘Variety and possibility are inherent in the human sensorium’ (Wiener 1954, 52). His point was that if the object did not provide the variety, the subject often would. Test subjects repeatedly exposed to the same stimulus can soon find the object breaking apart. Sailors in the British Navy who were experimentally asked to listen to a tape loop repeating the term trice, for instance, reported hearing a total of fifty-seven distinct words in addition to trice such as tries, choice, Esther, Joyce, toys, twice, dress, florist, price and trace. Other words, when experimentally repeated, showed similar phonetic and semantic expansions, often in sexual directions.11 Radar-readers, for instance, had to struggle against boredom, eisegesis and misinterpretation and risked observing things not in the blips on the screen or the pings they heard (see Case 2010, esp. chaps. 6 and 7). Of course eisegesis can also be wilful, one of the most notable in recent history being the massive attentional misdirection caused by the United States’ claiming to see ‘weapons of mass destruction’ in Saddam Hussein’s arsenal. Here the systematic cultivation of a mirage led to an unjustified alarm and military response.

Today the attentional calculus is even more urgent in the case of drones operators who can sometimes zone out as they watch multiple screens at once. Digital warfare, as waged at a distance by people watching monitors in Virginia or Nevada, creates precisely the trouble of not being able to pick out the key data lost in overload (a classic problem in warfare). Video feeds from the drones reach operators along with messages from commanders on the ground and radio telephone discussions.12 As the New York Times says, ‘Drone-based sensors have given rise to a new class of wired warriors who must filter the information sea. But sometimes they are drowning’. The screens in jet cockpits can be so jammed with stimulus that pilots sometimes call them ‘drool buckets’ because they can ‘get lost staring into them’. (An even more alarming bit of slang from the drone trade is ‘bug splat’ – someone killed.) A childhood of multi-tasking via texting, phone and i-Pods might not be the best way to produce the concentration required by ‘cubicle warriors’ who scan massive amounts of intelligence and spend ten to twelve hours a day watching what they dub ‘Death TV’. One worker watches ten TV screens, follows up to thirty instant message chats and hears the voice of a U2 pilot above the stratosphere. To counter the negative effects of multi-tasking the military is now using ‘mindfulness training’ to help operators focus. (What the Buddha would say about this is hard to imagine.) The culture of self-help returns to the battlefield, just as LSD, dolphin research and much of the counter-culture once emerged from the military industrial complex (Shanker and Richtel 2011, A1, A6).

Military psychologists and mystics agree that it is difficult to hit the attentional sweet spot that is watchful without being paranoid, relaxed without being sleepy, alert without being quick to overread every small stimulus. Thucydides tells of a system of sounding bells to check that the night watchmen were awake – the guards had to be guarded.13 Julius Caesar’s word for sentinels was excubitores, meaning literally those who are out of bed (Caesar 1917, 7: 69). Scanning for signals has always been bugged by various glitches in the surveillance apparatus, both internal and external. You can never know in advance when caution is justified or merely paranoia – indeed, you cannot know until after the danger has come and even then you may never know which preventive measures prevented a catastrophe and which ones were simply excess caution. The inherent difficulty of predicting outcomes drives vigilant attitudes: the smallest signals can carry huge significance, but they are almost always error variance. The survival of any organism, individual or society depends upon environmental monitoring, which requires sorting genuine signals from false alarms. In 1912, in more or less explicit analogy with the wireless operator on board a ship such as the Titanic, Sigmund Freud laid down the rule that psychoanalysts should listen with a steady, scanning attention and not worry about whether they notice anything or not (See Peters 2012, 175–176). He was describing an archaic attitude of looking for symptoms that are hard to notice, especially if you are looking too hard.

Sentinels hold positions of great responsibility. If they herald the alarm too soon or too often, as in Aesop’s fable of the shepherd boy who cried wolf, they risk losing credibility. The alarm becomes an annoyance and is soon ignored. (Thus many people are numb to the drone of hype and advertising.) But if they do not sound the alarm they can be punished with death. A false negative is much more dangerous than a false positive. Deborah Lubken has discovered a nineteenth-century fire alarm design used in Boston, Massachusetts, that trapped the hand of the person who pulled it, leaving them as a captured witness to the reality of the emergency (Lubken 2011). Obviously you would have to be very sure about a fire to pull the alarm, as the consequence of doing so lessens the motive to fabricate. It would be hard to find a better image for the principle that the truthfulness of witnesses is secured by the price they pay for their privilege: it is dangerous to bear witness or sound an alarm. Ask Edward Snowden or a long line of whistle-blowers and people in witness protection programmes.

But those in power also love to sound the alarm, because it positions them as benefactors and keepers of order. This strategy can backfire. One example of alarm fatigue is the colour-based alert code established by the US Homeland Security agency during the George W. Bush administration, ranging across five colours: green (low), blue (guarded), yellow (elevated), orange (high) and red (severe). The code was almost always stuck on ‘orange’ and has since been abolished. If the level went to ‘red,’ people would soon ignore the warning if nothing happened, since it was crying wolf, but if it dropped to ‘yellow’ and an attack took place, the government would be criticized for not having sounded the alarm soon or often enough. The practical constraints on the system made it all but useless for actually indicating the estimated risk of an attack; ‘orange’ was the only feasible rhetorical and political option. Every alarm requires authentication, and if there is no concrete evidence of a threat averted, officials often resort to alternate history to show what could have happened. Politicians rarely get credit for attacks they have prevented, and it is hard post-hoc to justify vigilant measures. Alarm culture is a double-edged sword: regimes that live by it also die by it. Watchfulness is nonetheless a never depleted well for political and economic agents who benefit by stirring up worry.


Table 11.2. Pathologies of the watchman (of seeing)
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Table 11.3. Pathologies of the herald (saying)
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WHY DO WE WATCH TELEVISION?

Why do we specifically watch television as opposed to many other available verbs – observe, read, note, view, consider, listen in, attend to? Watching television is different from watching the television: you can imagine someone keeping an eye on the TV set in case it turns on without warning or decides to start walking around the house. If you say ‘I saw the show,’ this can mean that you watched only part of it; if you say, ‘I watched the show,’ this implies you saw the whole thing. Watching implies a scanning of the whole, a responsibility to let nothing slip your attention. But we rarely say we ‘watched’ a movie: the absorptive mode of cinema eliminates the strain and distraction of watching. Television’s kind of non-topical attention is required of the lookout on the watchtower or the forest ranger (whose name describes his scanning gaze): televisual distraction updates the multi-tasking attention of the sentinel. Not all languages, however, place the same weight as English (in Italian, however, guardare la televisione could mean both to watch television and to guard it), so an existential argument is stronger than a semantic one: television revives archaic practices of waiting, watching and witnessing (Scannell 2014).

This is the argument of Stanley Cavell in a classic essay called ‘The Fact of Television’ (1982). Television’s characteristic mode of perception, which Cavell calls monitoring or I call watching, involves a ‘live switching’ between remote sites. Cavell does not connect this essentially surveillant mode – which he compares at one point to bank security cameras – to the biological necessities of the Merkwelt but rather to Hiroshima and the Holocaust. Television announces both the threat that our world might not exist anymore, as well as the banal exhaustion of that threat, the boredom and agitation that comes from the ‘growing uninhabitability of the world’ (Cavell 1982, 75–96). Television, like trauma, and like weather, is both hideously mundane and fatally disruptive. It is like a bomb, always threatening to go off – we interrupt our regularly scheduled programming for this news bulletin – but otherwise full of empty time. Emmanuel Levinas wrote of the ‘il y a,’ the ‘there is’ of insomnia in the years immediately following the Second World War in which television as we know it took shape; late night television is the perfect example of such a vastation. Insomnia is a parody or inversion of the vigil: instead of fighting off slumber, one fights off wakefulness. The rhetoric of late night television invokes the ancient duty of being awake at the post, perched before a flickering object, waiting for the event (or sleep) to arrive. What could be a greater sign that the world has come to an end than the early days of television when all that appeared on the screen in the wee hours of the night watch was a test pattern, a military sign that all content had been evacuated? A standard cinematic trope of apocalypse is television screens bringing the news of the end of the world that then flicker and turn to snow.

As television programmers quickly learned, there is nothing as exciting – or boring – as the weather (Sturken 2001). Weather is one of the staples of television programming, especially in regions prone to sudden storm systems. The U.S. government has a specific set of codes that distinguish between a ‘warning’, a ‘watch’ and an ‘emergency’. The definitions of the first two are particularly interesting. ‘A warning is an event that alone poses a significant threat to public safety and/or property, probability of occurrence and location is high, and the onset time is relatively short’. ‘A watch,’ in contrast, ‘meets the classification of a warning, but either the onset time, probability of occurrence, or location is uncertain’.14 A watch requires a more intermittent kind of attention suited to an event whose occurrence is unknown. Watching is a perceptual adaptation to the fact that events come unpredictably. The Weather Channel is full of jitters about imminent threats to security: global coverage guarantees that somewhere something nerve-wracking will be happening. Here the rhetoric of terror and weather overlap.15 We sit on edge, excited and bored by this ‘il y a’, not sure if another emergency is just around the corner.

LEFT AND RIGHT WATCHING AND WITNESSING

The post-911 era has seen the intensification of alert culture (Massumi 2005). Since the Eichmann trial, there have developed two parallel cultures of witnessing, each with a distinct political valence: let’s call them left and right witnessing. Left witnessing draws on the tragedy of the Shoah and other forms of genocide to recruit people as vigilant watchers of injustice everywhere. Human rights activism is a key context for this, as Ken Cmiel was starting to analyse before his untimely death: the idea that any citizen could watch the world and do something to take responsibility for abuses in Vietnam, Cyprus, East Timor, Guatemala, Argentina or the Soviet Union (see Cmiel 2002, 2004). Note the vigilant sentinel metaphors implied in Amnesty International’s use of a candle in its logo or the number of activist groups with ‘watch’ in their name (Human Rights Watch, etc.). Thanks to survivor testimony, a certain jumpy moral nervousness came to be a constant companion for my generation of liberal Americans who wondered if we were playing some part, however distant, in sustaining violence or oppression. In what way were we blindly participating in some second genocide, including of other species or the atmosphere? As a younger Samantha Power wrote: ‘Time and again, decent men and women chose to look away. We have all been bystanders to genocide’ (Power 2002, vxi). To be a bystander was to be a failed watchman, one who saw but did not speak: for Power, everyone had the duty to both watch and to witness.

The mobilization of citizens as sentinels is just as strong on the right. Right witnessing connects to the paranoid style in American politics, with 1950s fears that communists are hidden under every bedpost, and amplified in the era of Ronald Reagan, who helped to sponsor a war on the kidnapping and abuse of children. John Walsh, whose son Adam was kidnapped and gruesomely murdered, helped to make lurking danger visible on his television show America’s Most Wanted and testified before Congress that ‘no child is safe from the sick, sadistic molesters and killers who roam our country at random’. Though he certainly had a right to his grief, Walsh wasn’t a very good sociologist or criminologist. Reagan himself provided the final voice-over on a made-for-TV movie about Adam Walsh in 1983, exhorting viewers that ‘maybe your eyes can bring them home’ as images of missing children passed on the screen. America’s Most Wanted claims to have led to the capture of over 1,200 criminals. This kind of rhetoric – the citizen as watchdog in defence of the right against molesters, sadists and terrorists – only mushroomed under Bush’s post 9–11 Homeland Security Act. Right witnessing also takes the form of vigilance about the decay of values, new dangerous movies or awful things that people have said. Fox News and the Weather Channel generalize a jittery alert mentality of constant monitoring. Terrorism, which attacks where you least expect it, and the capitalist valorization of ‘disruption,’ are two recent examples of the duty to be watching your blind spot, to look for a sign you have no way to anticipate in advance.

My point here is reminiscent of Michel Foucault’s in Discipline and Punish that we were all trapped in the carceral society of watching and being watched. My view is less dark than his, but follows his claim about the constant arousal and watchful vigilance demanded by both left and right indifferently. Social media has intensified the habits of watching the horizon for violations and dangers, and many people, regardless of their political leanings, on Facebook, for instance, are as judgmental as a Greek chorus in heaping abuse upon the latest horrid thing some person has said or done. The shaming, shock and outrage that result from constant surveillance know political affiliation. Whether one is worried about a second holocaust or tyranny, about violated human rights or looming terrorists, a similar mode of vigilance is employed.

CONCLUSION

In this essay I have shown the ongoing relevance of the ancient attitude and activity of vigilance and the variety of figures who watch for intermittent or rare events. The couplet of watchman and herald is both an ancient and enduring underlying structure in the culture of witnessing. There are different kinds of watchmen, professional or accidental, and both watching and heralding are subject to a variety of pathologies ranging from false alarms and hype to neglect and hallucination. The biosocial necessity of watching and the hazards of alerts as a means of mobilizing attention both help us understand some of the figures and pathologies of our age and of our system of communication. I hope this essay, like a candle, can cast a flickering flame on the night of our contemporary conflicts about the role of the witness.16

NOTES

1.Krämer 2015. ‘Watchman’ is not a gender-neutral term and has a masculinist bias in part due to its long military employment.

2.See Peters 2001. Reprinted, with further discussion: Frosh and Pinchevski 2009.

3.Alexander Lamprakis points out that the verb laleō in ancient Greek suggests babbling, baby-talk or inarticulate speech. Consistent with Johannine themes, perhaps laleō suggests speech’s secondary status to witnessing.

4.Hemmer 1990. See also Peters 2015, esp. 158–163.

5.Park 1940, 669–686, at 682–683. This theme goes back to the beginning of Park’s studies.

6.Josephus, The Jewish War, 3.5. Arguably the Anglo-Saxon philosophical tradition’s interest in securing testimony’s validity on purely epistemological grounds – starting with book 4 of John Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) – is an effort to purge the long history of torture and ordeals that follow bearing witness since antiquity.

7.For many hints on vigil practices from Second Temple Judaism to Christian monasticism, see Penner 2012, chapter 5.

8.These verses were of the greatest interest for Luftschiffer Martin Heidegger in 1919–1920, fresh from his duties as a military meteorologist (=watchman) on the Western front. See Peters 2015, 241–243.

9.Borges 1964a.

10.Thucydides, Julius Caesar and Josephus all report on this tactic and seizing control of communications, which remains crucial in modern and postmodern warfare.

11.Warren 1961, 254. The dolphin researcher John C. Lilly famously conducted tape-loop experiments with the word ‘cogitate’ around 1970.

12.For a richer discussion of television, trauma and drone warfare, see Pinchevski 2016, 51–75.

13.Thucydides 1998, 4, 135. Quis custodet custodies?

14.www.weather.gov/os/eas_codes.shtml, accessed 11 July 2006.

15.For a deeper genealogy of the tie between terror and the atmosphere, see Sloterdijk, Schäume 2004, 89–192.

16.I am grateful to José Brunner, Paul Frosh, Alexander Lamprakis, Benjamin Peters and Amit Pinchevski for helpful comments.
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Chapter 12

Remembrance of Things Past

Testimony and Imagination

Peter Geimer

According to Jacques Derrida we have to distinguish testimony from proof, from piece of evidence and from indication.1 Testimony, as Derrida puts it, is based on trust and belief, it assumes an act of oathing (‘I swear’). Proof, on the contrary, aims at evidence and tends to negate the necessity of testimony. Thus, Derrida concludes: ‘Là où il y a preuve, il n’y a pas témoignage’. The following remarks concern the specific role that photographic pictures played in this relationship of proof and testimony. On the one hand, photography, more than any other visual medium, has often been described as evidence and proof, on the other hand it is obvious that pictures assume additional acts of testimony in order to be accepted as representations of truth. In his famous The Pencil of Nature (1844–1846) William Henry Fox Talbot gave a vivid description of the new medium, a programmatic report on its documentary power as well as a first direction of use. Talbot insisted on the natural origin of the pictures which ‘have been formed or depicted by optical and chemical means alone, and without the aid of any one acquainted with the art’; he emphasizes their revelatory power since they preserve details that the operator himself did not realize when the photograph was taken; he imagines portrait galleries of ‘ancestors who lived a century ago’; he praises ‘the testimony of the imprinted paper’ and its potential to be ‘evidence of a novel kind’ in court (William Henry Fox Talbot 1968). More than hundred years later Susan Sontag wrote that a photograph is ‘not only an image (as a painting is an image), an interpretation of the real; it is also a trace, something directly stencilled off the real, like a footprint or a death mask’ (Sontag 1990, 154). Like Talbot, Sontag considers how the photographic image differs and deviates from other traditional forms of visual art, in order to determine what is unique about it. Its special status seems to derive less from the photographic end product than from the process of its production: photography is ‘a material vestige of its subject in a way that no painting can be’ (Sontag 1990, 154).

Authors as different as Charles Sanders Peirce, André Bazin, Roland Barthes, Rosalind Krauss and Georges Didi-Huberman have sought, each in his own way, to identify the unique material link between object and image as the essence of photography. Those who object to such a description of the photograph as trace have argued that it is incorrect, that it is no longer correct, or that its lessons are of no importance for actual encounters with photographic images. From this perspective, emphasizing the photograph’s material conditions of production seems like a suspect ontologization of an object that is in truth constructed and artificial. The apparent realism of this product, it has been argued, is not based on the inscription of a trace, but is rather the result of a series of codes, conventions and varying ascriptions.

So has the paradigm of the trace become useless? Have semiotics, ideology critique and social constructivism completely displaced the idea that something real can become part of a photographic picture? What speaks against this is the fact that there are still many and diverse uses of photography today. The concept of the special reality inherent to photography did not yet lose its power of impact. In many cases, a photograph is treated something more and other than a subsequent representation: the camera is like a mute witness at the site of the historical event, and it preserves right into the present something of the historical substance of what has passed. Photography seems still to belong to an entirely different order than the symbolically coined representation of art. It has certainly become a ‘medium of technical manipulability. […] At the same time, something remains to be said for the automaticity of this practice that by no means does away with the well-rehearsed system of production, distribution and reception’ (Stiegler 2004, 31). The following remarks address this topic under the specific aspect of colour. Since it remains an astonishing fact that for almost hundred years’ photography – according to Talbot: a self-representation of Nature herself – did well without reproducing colour. If a photograph is supposed to ‘testify’ it comes as a puzzling fact that the world is coloured whereas its early photographic depictions came in monochrome.

WHERE HAVE ALL THE COLOURS GONE?

When one imagines the German Emperor Wilhelm II with his large moustache, in his highly decorated uniform and wearing his spiked helmet, presumably, the inner eye will present the Emperor in black and white, wearing a black-and-white uniform and posing in a world without vivid colours. For this is how we know Wilhelm II. as well as all his contemporaries, from historic photographs – a black-and-white civilization in a black-and-white century. But when Wilhelm entered the studio of the Neue Photographische Gesellschaft (New Photographic Society) in Berlin in 1908, he was a colourful personality: He wore a green jacket with black collars, golden buttons, an orange sash and a pink flower. A photograph that shows him in this manner was taken in order to present a new patent of colour photography to the public. A few minutes later a second photograph was taken, this time presenting the emperor in a red jacket.

In comparison with the usual black-and-white pictures the two colour photographs from 1908 have a surprising air of artificiality. Instead of bringing discredit on their black-and-white companions the early colour photographs seem ambivalent and unnatural themselves. They seem ‘too early’, somehow ‘false’, surreal, even anachronistic as if colour did not really belong to the familiar subject in the picture and was a later ingredient or a foreign matter. The earlier we encounter colour in historic photographs the more obvious this strangeness becomes. Of course, nobody would have denied that people in the nineteenth and early twentieth century actually lived their lives in colour. But our imagination of these past centuries is based on a visual archive in black and white: Abraham Lincoln and General John A. McClernand posing before a tent after the Civil War’s first battle on northern soil in Antietam, Maryland in October 1862; the executed Parisian communards in their cramped coffins as André Rodolphe Disdéri captured them in 1871; the bleakly trenches of the First World War or the exploding airship ‘Hindenburg’ in Lakehurst, New Jersey in 1937. The visual evidence of these historic persons and events we have is based on black-and-white photography.

In 2004 the American journalist Paul Hendrickson described the same experience with regard to the famous Farm Security Administration that took up its activity in 1935 as part of the Resettlement Administration and the ‘New Deal’ policy of President Roosevelt. The idea of this large photo campaign was to record American life and the ravages of the Depression on the rural population. Photographers such as Dorothea Lange, Walker Evans, Ben Shahn or Russel Lee were invited to document the condition of the land, the daily life of tenant farmers and migratory workers, their houses and belongings, their schools, churches and stores. Hendrickson noted:


There is a powerful inclination for many Americans of a certain age, myself included, to believe that the Great Depression somehow existed in monochrome. […] Those old gelatin-silver prints, made by a corpse of sublimely gifted government photographers working for the New Deal, have become part of our national identity. It’s as if they’re stored, burned there, behind our collective retina. (Hendrickson 2002, 7)




Hendrickon’s inclination to believe ‘that the Great Depression somehow existed in monochrome’ obviously has to do with the testimonial character of photography: American life during the thirties is supposed to have happened in black and white because photo cameras fixed it in that way. Without presupposing that, as Roland Barthes put it, a photograph ‘always carries its referent with itself’ and that both are ‘glued together’ (Barthes 1991), this belief would make no sense. If photographs somehow ‘adhere’ to the world they document and if they present this world in monochrome then it follows that in former times reality must have been in black and white. Even though this conclusion contradicts any reasonable thinking or experience it has an imaginative power on its own. Historic black-and-white photographs seem to ‘stain’ our mental image of the past.

When Hendrickson referred to the photographs of the Farm Security Administration in 2004, colour photography had become the dominating and undisputed standard of photographic representation. So he studied these monochrome depictions of American history in contrast to the coloured representations that dominated visual culture. Before I dwell on these different regimes of colour in photographic and filmic documentation I will take a look back at the nineteenth century when colour photography did not exist – apart from some marginal exceptions that had no influence on the common understanding of photography. How is it possible that throughout the nineteenth-century photographs were treated as document, visual evidence and trace of the real even though such a fundamental dimension of reality – colour – was missing?

According to widespread teleological scheme photography has been an enterprise of permanent success. It went from long exposure times in early days to shutter speeds of times below 1/1,000 sec., from the clumsy camera obscura to a whole bunch of specialized cameras; in short: it went from deficiency to perfection, from limitation to exploration. The persistent absence of colour does not fit into this picture of permanent progress. Some authors tended to excuse this deplorable lack – as if colour photography has always been the final aim of nineteenth-century photographers, as if they worked very hard to get coloured pictures but tragically failed. According to Brian Coe, curator of the Kodak Museum, nineteenth-century photography is driven by a ‘search for colour’. ‘From the introduction of the first photographic processes in 1839, the sense of wonder of many of those who saw the new “light drawings” was tempered with disappointment that the colours of Nature, as well as its forms, were not recorded. In an attempt to remedy this deficiency, it soon became the practice to add colour to the monochrome photographs’ (Coe 1978, 8). Coe rightly reminds us that colouring of photographs was a common practice since the early days of photography. But this specific use should not be generalized and adapted to photography ›as such‹, to all different uses and functions of nineteenth-century photography. This teleological perspective reduces nineteenth century and early twentieth- century photography to an imperfect enterprise, a space of mere deficiency. The same tendency is obvious in Pamela Roberts’s monograph on the first hundred years of colour photography. The author observes ‘a desire to photograph in color’ throughout the nineteenth century and the first hundred years of photography are presented as an international ‘race’ for colour (Roberts 2007, 12).

It is a puzzling that the absence of colour did not discredit photography right from the beginning. Some authors complained about the loss of colour in photography but their objections did not dominate the field. On the contrary, it is quite remarkable how seldom these complaints were made and to what extent the first commentators tended to ignore the loss of colour. Talbot’s emphasis on ‘the truth and reality of representation’ is not at all diminished by the obvious elimination of colour. One reason for this astonishing circumstance is the fact that photographs do not necessarily have to resemble their models in order to function as documents. Photography, more than any other visual medium, has often been described as a trace, impression or index of the real. Its special status seems to derive less from the photographic end product – the isolated, fixed picture – than from the technical process of its production. Indeed, if we look at the end product photography might be similar to painting (the same iconographic topics, similar composition etc.). But if we look at the procedures and technics that constitute them they differ fundamentally. Authors such as Talbot or Sontag have sought, each in his own way, to identify the unique material link between object and image as the essence of photography. This understanding could do without colour. Colour photography never has been a necessary condition for the concept of the photographic trace nor did its absence in the nineteenth and early twentieth century discredit this concept.

The patron for this argument is Roland Barthes. In his Camera lucida Barthes insists on the testimonial character of photography and, at the same time, expresses his dislike for colour photography:


Perhaps it is because I am delighted (or depressed) to know that the thing of the past, by its immediate radiations (its luminances), has really touched the surface which in its turn my gaze will touch, that I am not very fond of Color. […] I always feel (unimportant what actually occurs) that in the same way, color is a coating applied later on the original truth of the black-and-white-photograph. For me color is an artifice, a cosmetic (like the kind used to paint corpses). What matters to me is not the photographs ‘life’ (a purely ideological notion) but the certainty that the photographed body touches me with its own rays and not with a superadded light. (Barthes, Camara Lucida, 81)



There is no contradiction between his insistence on the testimonial character of photography and the lack of colour.

Against this background Hendrickson’s inclination ‘to believe that the Great Depression somehow existed in monochrome’ and became ‘stored, burned there, behind our collective retina’ is nothing unusual. Hendrickson took the photographs of the FSA as historical documents and stressed their testimonial function. The documenting, he writes, ‘turned into a pictorial encyclopaedia of America herself – a portrait not just of rural life, where so much erosion of land and spirit had taken place, but a portrait of millions of Americans going about their day-to-day living – sometimes joyfully, sometimes desperately – in mill towns and missing towns and mountain towns and huge urban centers’ (Hendrickson 2002, 7).

But when Hendrickson looked at this ‘pictorial encyclopedia’, things had become much more complicated. Not only had colour photography replaced the former black-and-white standard, but as it turned out colour had entered the FSA photographs on their own territory and right from the beginning. In 1978 art historian Sally Stein discovered over 1,600 pictures of the Farm Security Administration that were taken in Kodachrome. In 1935, Kodak introduced the first continuous-tone colour transparency film for motion picture cameras, following it one year later with slide film for still cameras. According to Hendrickson these early colour photographs remained hidden because they were lost for years in the bureaucratic labyrinths of the Library of Congress and nobody seemed to have missed them. They did not turn up in the various publications of the FSA photographs in newspapers and magazines in the 1930s. Interestingly enough, after Stein’s discovery, they disappeared for a second time since no great public attention was paid to their resurrection, so that Hendrickson presents his book (and the corresponding exhibition) in 2004 as ‘a hopeful corrective’ (Hendrickson 2002, 14). But what kind of corrective could the unexpected occurrence of colour offer when the collective memory worked in monochrome?

According to Hendrickson colour photography allows for a deeper and much more detailed access to the past. He picks out one of the photographs (figure 12.1).


It was taken in September 1941, by an FSA photographer named Jack Delano. The color is a little washed and faded with time, but because it exists in color, I think it can be argued that we are permitted to enter the image more fully, participate more immediately in its emotions and proffered pleasures. I am not trying to make any kind of blanket aesthetic statement here about the efficacy of color vs. black-and-white-work. (If I had to choose, I’d probably still always go with black and white.) I am just talking about this photograph, one particular moment, some sixty-three-years ago, when time got stopped in a box, when we were given, in perpetuity, so to speak, five slightly dazed and charming and nameless children on their gay New England midway. (Hendrickson 2002, 10)




Hendrickson once more expresses an old fascination for photography and its capacity to ‘stop time in a box’, the ‘art of fixing a shadow’, as Talbot put it (William Henry Fox Talbot 1839, 5). In this respect colour photography seems to mark an increase of immediacy and emotive participation in the past. ‘Because the image is in color, I think I am able to feel something in a deeper way about the very cotton of her dress, of all the dresses here, which I take to be homemade, sewn, each of them, by the same hand. […] Color, too, in this instance, permits me – or so I believe – to get back in touch with the carnival freak-show glories of those state-fair midways’ (Hendrickson 2002, 10).

Hendrickson’s ‘conversion’ from black-and-white to colour photography makes clear that perceiving these photographs is also a question of habit. For years Hendrickson was familiar with black-and-white photographs of the Depression, but as soon as he became accustomed to the existence of the colour photographs he accepted them as historical documents as well. Moreover, Hendrickson’s case makes clear that the perception of black and white also depends on biographical coordinates. The inclination ‘to believe that the Great Depression somehow existed in monochrome’ concerns, as he says, ‘many Americans of a certain age’. Looking at black-and-white photographs might be another experience for people who actually lived at that time and kept a personal memory of it. In the end Hendrickson’s statement remains quite undecided. ‘If I had to choose’, he concludes, ‘I’d probably still always go with black and white’. He figures, however, that in colour photographs the past comes alive, allowing a greater proximity to the people and things represented in the photographs in a way that it does not in black and white. Colour, says Hendrickson, allows us ‘to enter the image more fully, participate more immediately in its emotions and proffered pleasures’. Even if Hendrickson himself fails to justify his notion of the different effect/affect and function of black-and-white and colour photography systematically, there appear to be several underlying differences. Black and white stands for the testimonial character of photography, its relevance as a historical document and as a medium of collective memory. Colour, in contrast, stands for the possibility of empathy with things past, and their emphatic ability to be rekindled. Thus black-and-white photography preserves the historical distance of the past, while colour enables its appropriation and reanimation.

While Hendrickson attributes to colour photography a greater approachability to past events, Barthes sees in it only the desperate attempt to bridge this irrevocable distance of the past. This is why in the previously quoted passage from Camera Lucida, colour in photography is described as a ‘coating applied later on the original truth of the black-and-white-photograph’, an ‘artifice, a cosmetic (like the kind used to paint corpses)’ (Barthes 1991, 81). For Barthes every photograph is a witness to death, because whatever it expresses is, in the isolated moment of exposure, stilled and archived. It is therefore a misunderstanding to assume, as is often done, that Barthes implies a cult of photographic immediacy and presence. For Barthes, photography is an emanation of reality, but an ‘emanation of past reality’ (Barthes 1991, 88). ‘The important thing is that the photograph possesses an evidential force, and that its testimony bears not on the object but on time’ (Barthes 1991, 88–89). It follows that a photograph sets no presence before our eyes, it neither preserves nor recalls. ‘What I see is not a memory, an imagination, a reconstitution, a piece of Maya, such as art lavishes upon us, but reality in a past state: at once the past and the real’ (Barthes 1991, 82). Barthes’s insistence on the photographic characteristic of validation is then provided with a critical amendment, that the validation does not concern the presence of the depicted, but rather its qualities of being in the past. A photograph therefore does not keep the objects of its depiction alive for all time, but instead confirms its isolation and its death: it is an ‘image which produces death while trying to preserve life’. In Barthes’s view, this relationship would be mendaciously and synthetically painted over by the colour of photography. While black-and-white photography reduces the depicted to the pure fact of its having been, colour attempts to give a false sense of life to the deceased. ‘What matters to me is not the photographs’ “life” (a purely ideological notion) but the certainty that the photographed body touches me with its own rays and not with a superadded light’.

Remarkably, Barthes, in his reflections on photography, not only does he wish assign photography an ontological purpose, but his book also begins with an acknowledgment of his own emotional involvement: ‘I have determined to be guided by the consciousness of my feelings’ (Barthes 1991, 10). It is well known that shortly after the death of his mother, it was a photograph of her as a five-year-old child that first compelled Barthes to write a treatise on photography. Thus is the dual meaning of ‘touch’ that his text affirmed present – the bodily touch that in the moment of exposure leaves behind a photochemical ‘emanation’ in the photochemical emulsion, and the emotion of the viewer, whose gaze at a later moment meets this emanation. Despite the different meanings of these two forms of touch – in one case physical contact and in the other a form of empathy – Barthes runs these together in his text. As previously quoted, he writes, ‘I am delighted (or depressed) to know that the thing of the past, by its immediate radiations (its luminances), has really touched the surface which in its turn my gaze will touch’. Like Hendrickson, Barthes also emphasizes particular details like the clothing of those pictured in the description of his consternation. ‘I think I am able to feel something in a deeper way about the very cotton of her dress’, wrote Hendrickson about the girl in the colour photograph by Jack Delano. In Barthes’s description of the photograph of his mother as a five-year-old, he similarly mentions ‘her hair, her skin, her dress, her gaze, on that day’ (Barthes 1991, 3). While Hendrickson links his empathy to the presence of the colour, for Barthes the emotional impact of photography relies precisely on the ‘truth of black and white’. Clearly this is not about which of the two authors is correct. The affect of photography will not be determined by argument, and each viewer has to decide whether he finds an empathetic entrance to photography easier in colour or in black and white. What can be secured is that here two different regimes of representation are at work. One is reanimation, which colour, based on its ability to approach the past, favours. The other is a historical witnessing of the truth that insists on the photographic confirmation of having been, and this confirmation relies on the ‘unadorned’ tonality of the black-and-white image.

‘SOLDIERS BLED RED’ – RHETORICS OF IMMEDIACY

In the history of film a similar antagonism between colour and black and white can be observed, which until now I have described only for the genealogy of photography. With the release of the first colour film it was suddenly apparent how little colour had been missed in the viewing of black-and-white films. In film as Art Rudolf Arnheim notes:


It is particularly remarkable that the absence of colors, which one would suppose to be a fundamental divergence from nature, should have been noticed so little before the color film called attention to it. The reduction of all colors to black and white, which does not leave even their brightness values untouched (the reds, for instance, may come too dark or too light, depending on the emulsion), very considerably modifies the picture of the actual world. (Arnheim 1957, 14–15)



Like Barthes had done for photography, in 1937 Siegfried Kracauer also described the entrance of colour as an addition that did not bring film closer to reality, but quite the opposite, only gave rise to a disconcerting impression of artifice: ‘The blue of the distant mountain range that appears on the screen arouses the fatal notion that nature is a brushed-on/painted-on blue, and the Sahara with the red sun over it is an oil print, it might be an imitation of Africa a hundred times poorer. Nothing but a play of colours, bearing the character of the villainous addition’ (Kracauer 1974, 48). According to Kracauer black-and-white film is already enough, the later ‘play of colors’ do not add any substance to its capacity. ‘Why? Not from the testimony, that the black and white film – known via the many years of trusted acquaintance with it – without the benefit of colour. It [black and white] had more tenderly conjured up the blue distance than is now possible through the interjection of Blue’. So the colour of things is not missing at all in black-and-white film. Rather, instead of being observably optical these colours ‘testified’, which presumably means that the filmic black-and-white was already inserted in the audience’s imagination. At the moment it appeared on screen, the sudden ‘interference of Blue’ could only appear to be a disturbing and unnecessary supplement.

During the period that Kracauer noted these thoughts down, Stanley Cavell reached back to a memory from his youth, one that he recounted in The World Viewed:


In my early adolescence, about 1940, I was told by a man whose responses I cared about that he did not like movies to be in color because that made them unrealistic. Already a philosopher, I denied what I felt to be the validity of this remark and refuted it by pointing out that the real world is not in black and white, explaining further that this idea was only the result of having grown accustomed to the look of black and white films; I went on to prophesy that all films would eventually be made in color. (Cavell 1979, 90–91)



The young Cavell claims that the degree of a film’s realism can be assessed according to its visual similarity with the ‘real world’. Now, because this world is undeniably collared, black-and-white film does not equal the verisimilitude of colour film. The fact that it is nonetheless realistic is the mere effect of a long-term habituation that with the introduction of colour film will gradually dissipate. But Cavell goes on:


I now have an explanation of the truth of his idea, of my sense then of its truth. It is not merely that film colors were not accurate transcriptions of natural colors, nor that the stories shot in color were explicitly unrealistic. It was that film color masked the black and white axis of brilliance, and the drama of characters and contexts supported by it, along with our comprehensibility of personality and event were secured. Movies in color seemed unrealistic because they were undramatic. (Cavell 1979, 91)



In this revision of his youthful essay, Cavell removes the emphasis of the argument. The realism of film in this essay relies then not only on the most perfect visual correspondence with the ‘real world’. Dramatic composition belongs just as much to realistic representation.

Cavell reflects first on feature films that require a dramatic distribution of light and dark contrast in order to be effective; according to him, these apparently worked less well. It goes without saying that the question of the relationship of colour and the ‘real world’ changes when film (aside from its artificial and formal design) avows a documentary function. The question of whether a film shows events that have actually taken place arises in the case of the documentary and that of the movie with a very different urgencies. Recent film studies point out that every film issued as a documentary had moments of fictionalizing, in active editing and montage. But many fictionalized history films have moments of documentary, as noted by the French historian Marc Ferro: ‘The image of reality can be just as true as in a document’ (Ferro 1993, 75). Ferro has in mind here Soviet feature films of the 1930s, which had historical information slipped in (e.g. about the way shoes were manufactured in the Soviet Union in the 1930s), for the most part against the will of the filmmakers. ‘Documentary and fictional film’, as Gertrud Koch described this polysemy of documentation and fiction, ‘are not in binary opposition, but lie on a scale that runs from the recording character of the camera to a complex montage of settings’ (Koch 2003, 229). In conclusion I would like to discuss this relationship in an example of film documentation about the Second World War that shows how present the question of colour is in precisely this context.

Since the beginning of the 1990s, aided by the dissolution of the Eastern Bloc countries, more and more colour films from the First and Second World Wars have appeared in archives and private estates. Through the publication of these films, colour entered the imaginary of the historical, which had until this point been primarily black and white. Apocalypse – La 2eme Guerre Mondiale, a six-part television documentary by Daniel Costelle and Isabelle Clarke, perhaps set a new standard. It was aired in France in September 2009, and since then has received worldwide distribution. One first notices how the authors of the film explicitly avoid certain telegenic methods of animating the historical: They eschew reenactments, in which actors reconstruct historical incidents, as is now common in comparable documentaries. Nothing is shown that was not from the time of the Second World War. Secondly, they decline to use interviews with witnesses – first and foremost the pictures should speak for themselves. Thirdly, they forgo interviews with experts that are supposed to lend scientific credence to the material shown – the truth should come above all from the pictures. This directorial intervention, for which the series became known, was achieved through the dramatic staging of colour. Nearly a quarter of the footage of the series is historical colour footage; that is film images that were shot in the 1940s in Agfacolor or Technicolor. The vast majority of the footage is historical black-and-white material, which was digitally collared for the purpose of montage. French film specialist François Montpellier was entrusted with this task. ‘I give’, said Montpellier, ‘the images their color back as realistically as possible. People didn’t live in black and white’.2 David Royle, Smithsonian Channel’s executive vice president for programming and production, shares this point of view. ‘World war was experienced in colour. It wasn’t fought in black and white. Soldiers bled red’.3 This view is based on a peculiar logic. Montpellier’s formulation, that he ‘gives the pictures their color back’, suggests a false origin. Colour is allegedly not added to the black-and-white images, it was simply given back, so the claim goes, in a discrete act of restoration to the images’ normal state. ‘During the Battle of Dunkirk in June 1940, the sky was an overwhelming Spring blue’, claimed Montpellier, implying that the colour of the world sixty years ago and the recoloured black-and-white film of that world achieve perfect congruence. The two authors themselves argue similarly. ‘The decision to use color’, says Isabelle Clarke,


opens up an additional historical dimension. But that also means that the colors must be accurate, so historians have helped. The uniforms of the Armed Forces are not the same in winter as in summer. They have changed over the course of the war. You have to show the wear and tear. For days we looked for green tint of the color Fieldgray. The color allows nuances, you discover new details. The color brought the war from the past into the present. (Clarke and Costelle 2010, 6)



This logic of historical reconstruction is obvious. Like the young Cavell, the filmmakers assume that the world of the past was a world in colour, and that a recoloured version therefore re-creates the events more realistically than austere and more incomplete black-and-white film despite its historical transmission. And like Adamson in his consideration of the colour photographs of the FSA, they assume that the colour is able to reproduce the authentic original experience of the sitter. They opted for recolouring, ‘in order to show better how people experienced the war’ (Clarke and Costelle 2010, 5). The questionable nature of this rhetoric of immediacy becomes clear. In contrast to the self-representation of the filmmakers, the collared sequences were aligned not to the original colours of the past (how would such an approximation with colours long since lost in the depths of history be possible?) but to the gamut of traditional colour film stock. What is reconstituted in Apocolypse is not the colour of events past, but the pale and restricted colour palette of historical film. The problem with Apocalypse is not the intervention and manipulation. Without montage there would be no entry into the past. The problem is much more that this intervention is concealed insofar as the digital recolouring of the blue on the screen masquerades as the authentic blue of an April day in June 1943.

This example shows how much the function and practice of documentarians have changed since the days of the Farm Security Administration. The photographers of the Great Depression used colour and black and white as two different possibilities of visual documentation. This also applies to the photography and film of the Second World War, which are handed down to us partly in colour, partly in black and white. The authors of Apocalypse, on the other hand, set a new standard. Next to the possibilities of digital manufacture, the black and white of the historical documents appears deficient and obsolete. The documents need to be ‘improved’. Their black/white no longer counts as a signature of history, but as a technical failure that denies immediate access to past reality but that, thanks to today’s technology, can be successfully corrected. What is also erased with the colouring of history is the realization that photography and film are not a restoration of the past, but evidence of its historicity. Documenting the past – in the Apocalypse sense – means configuring history in a new way, and claiming that only via this technical postproduction can history become what it actually once was.


[image: Figure 12.1.]
Figure 12.1. At the state fair, Rutland, Vermont. Source: Courtesy of the Library of Congress, LC-USF35-54. Photo by Delano, Jack. 1941. At the state fair, Rutland, Vermont. In Bound for Glory, edited by Deborah Aaronson.



NOTES

1.‘Il faut distinguer entre témoignage et preuve, témoignage et pièce à conviction, témoignage et indice’ (Derrida and Stiegler 1996, 106–107).

2.See http://www.lexpress.fr/culture/tele/comment-apocalypse-a-redonne-des-couleurs-a-la-guerre_784414.html.

3.As quoted in Blumenthal 2009, p. C1; see http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/10/arts/television/10war.html?_r=0.
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Chapter 13

The 1,001 Reflections of an Ongoing Catastrophe

From Visual to Cinematic Testimony

Aurélia Kalisky

The history of modern political violence in the ‘age of the archive’ (Derrida 1995) has always been linked to a politics of secrecy, lie and denial (Coquio 2004). One of the most extreme forms of violence, namely genocide, even implies an attempt to destroy reality as such (Nichanian 2009) through a systematic assault on testimony and on the very act of seeing (Felman 1999). Against this background, social networks and new media, such as the video-sharing sites Vimeo and YouTube, have had a tremendous impact on the ways victims and, more generally, all kind of witnesses are able to counter this destructive attempt by revealing the true face of state-sponsored violence. Global visual cultures have at least in part enabled new forms of a ‘distribution of the sensible’ (Rancière 2004), and the historical constellation that characterizes global visual cultures since the 2000s has profoundly changed the ways ‘public truth’ is shaped.

Among the various forms of expression that have emerged, what might be called ‘visual witnessing’ or ‘visual testimony’ seems to have rapidly gained significance over the last decade. It entails filming something (or oneself) live at an event as an eyewitness and then posting the images on social networks. During spring 2011 in Syria, when the population massively rose up against the dictatorial regime of Bashar al-Assad and saw its aspirations for freedom violently repressed, many ordinary citizens made use of it to document the events and to reveal to the world the injustice they were exposed to. For the first time in history to this extend, heinous war crimes and crimes against humanity have been (and still are) committed in front of our very eyes, so to speak. Images captured by citizens trapped in besieged cities make the regime crimes visible in a way that combines the ‘this is what happened’ aspect of journalistic reporting (relying on photographic media as indexical evidence) with the ‘I was there, I saw it and lived it’ aspect of the involved citizen bearing witness to a collective experience of grave injustice.

At first glance, the digital camera and the Internet lend the image an unprecedented power in that it allows the witness to go public with something that was supposed to remain invisible. The too often ‘missing image’ of a state-sponsored crime1 has transformed into a flood of images. Yet, this proliferation of images distributed in real time showing scenes of war, crimes, and catastrophes creates a saturation effect that neutralizes the power the images might have otherwise had. Images have undeniably come to a point of banalization (Sontag 2003; Mirzoeff 2005). Today, we might even claim that we ‘know’ everything because we ‘see’ everything about the extermination war conducted by the Syrian regime against its own population: thanks to victims’ visual testimonies, executioners’ images, drone images, images taken by journalists, written testimonies and reports by international bodies2 and photographs taken by the regime’s agents.3 But what does this ‘knowing’ means when it is followed by inaction? When it produces compassion fatigue or even anaesthesia (Moeller 1999)? What are we the witnesses of when we see these images? What is the value of testifying of and bearing witness to an ongoing catastrophe?

These are the questions at the heart of the film Silvered Water, Syria Self-Portrait by Ossama Mohammed and Wiam Simav Bedirxan. Released in 2014, this film is entirely constructed on the combination of different kinds of testimonial modes of expression: numerous amateur videos circulated on social media and captured by both victims and perpetrators of the repression in Syria, rushes and texts shot and written by the Kurdish Poet Simav Bedirxan in the besieged city of Homs, scenes and texts from Ossama Mohammed in his Parisian exile. The intertwining of these three kinds of images, voices and perspectives in a film conceived as a whole produces a multiplication of the witness, leading to an aesthetic transfiguration from ‘visual testimony’ to a form of ‘multidimensional testimony’ that functions within a chain of witnessing. By bringing together different aspects, positions and forms of testimony and bearing witness to the event, the cinematic gesture therefore gains significance as a kind of testimonial gesture that is capable of transcending the oppositions that have crystallized around the concept of ‘testimony’. In the second part of this chapter, I will discuss the aesthetic practices in respect of the film as resulting of a complex cinematic apparatus resting on a kind of heuristic editing, producing a film that is both the story of a failed revolution and the (collective and individual) birth of cinema as a form of testimony in its own right.

INTERVENTION BY CINEMATOGRAPHIC EDITING – THE MULTIPLYING OF THE WITNESS

One of the two directors of Silvered Water, the Syrian filmmaker Ossama Mohammed, directly witnessed the first weeks of the revolution in Syria in March 2011. He participated in and filmed protests, and watched other people’s footage of the events on the Internet. A month after the start of the uprising, he travelled to Cannes to screen a film he found on YouTube that shows a young adolescent from Deraa being tortured by soldiers. He paired the images with a reading of a poem entitled ‘The Adolescent and the Boot’. As he says in Silvered Water, he did not want to show his own images at Cannes: he saw himself rather as a messenger, a repository for other people’s testimonies, charged with distributing and showing them to the world: ‘I carry the images to tell the story’ (00:29’:00’’). While in France, the director learned it was impossible for him to return to Syria. Resigned to his life in exile, he became an unrelenting observer of the horrific images being uploaded online every day. Tormented by a sense of helplessness and shame, the only way that Mohammed could ‘save his humanity’ was to imagine a film based on this material, structured around the footage of the tortured adolescent.4 That is how Silvered Water started.

Editing plays an essential role in this choral film, which weaves together several different types of images. The first third of the film includes numerous sequences shot with mobile phones or digital cameras, depicting the first rallies in March 2011 and their violent repression. The footage shows people dying right in front of the camera; sometimes even the person holding the camera is killed. The dead bodies being carried by the crowd as martyrs are often scrutinized, the cameras taking note of each wound. Scenes of mourning show the devastated faces of those left behind, accompanied by the sounds of heart-wrenching screams, prayers and protest cries. The videos also show the bodies of the wounded or deceased being pulled to safety with ropes and cables after having been abandoned in the street after a skirmish. Other scenes draw from political tracts but are staged humorously and subversively. All this footage simultaneously represents visual testimonies that accuse and provide condemning evidence, and bear witness to a gaze, a standpoint, and a form of resistance. In a contrapuntal fashion, it alternates with images of torture and humiliation filmed by the ordinary executioners of the state apparatus, based on scenarios of absolute domination. A third type of image of a more discreet presence also appears interlaced with the images of victims and executioners, namely, Mohammed’s images from his exile in Paris: the view from his window, his stairwell, the rainy city. The director’s voice-over provides a running commentary throughout the film.

In the second third of the film, however, a new voice and a new type of image are introduced, both belonging to Wiam Simav Bedirxan. The young woman living in Homs contacts the director on Facebook, explaining that she has a camera and wants advice about filming the Siege of Homs. From this point on, the film incorporates the correspondence, both written and filmed (reassembled for the film), between Mohammed and Bedirxan. The film’s editing fosters a sort of dialogue: the young woman’s footage shot in Homs and her texts, reminiscent of a diary, engage in a dialogue with the director’s commentary. This forms an individualized counterpoint, or even a countershot, in which the direct witnessing on site (Simav Bedirxan in Homs) answers the indirect or secondary witnessing in exile (Ossama Mohammed in Paris). The film gradually gives more space to Bedirxan’s gaze and voice, which are capable of relating and reflecting on the daily life of war, showing not only the horror it produces but also the strange beauty of ruins where children and animals struggle to survive. The film’s soundtrack, which turns the entire work into a complete sensory experience, also deserves special comment. It combines diegetic ambient noise, strange sound effects – including studio-recorded stringed instruments, the recurring sound of human breath rhythmically punctuating the ‘breaths’ of the editing – and, finally, the songs of Noma Omran, who set Simav Bedirxan’s poems to music. In this music, the two women’s voices interweave bit by bit in a sort of fugue, mixed with ambient noises and a song by Edith Piaf, reminding the viewer of Mohammed’s exiled position in Paris.


[image: Figure 13.1.]
Figure 13.1. The tortured adolescent of Deraa. Source: Ossama Mohammed/Pro Action Film/Les Films d’Ici



By creating his own mosaic of meaning, Ossama Mohammed gives shape to the perception of an event that he was not able to witness directly, while also incorporating the other ‘1,001’ aspects of war as seen through the eyes of those immediately impacted in Syria. The images – which the director reappropriated, arranged and compiled – are then submitted to our gaze and accompanied by text, namely, intertitles and subtitles that introduce and punctuate the sequences. We read at the beginning of the film, set against a black backdrop: ‘This is a film of one thousand and one images/taken by one thousand and one Syrians/And me’. Added to this, as the title of the film fades from the screen, we then hear the director’s voice-over say the first words: ‘I saw it’. The phrase echoes the heady leitmotif of the dialogue from Hiroshima mon amour (1959) by Duras/Resnais: ‘You saw nothing in Hiroshima./I saw everything’. The act of seeing clearly inscribes the director as a witness, but his position is immediately rendered dialectical: between the status of an eyewitness and that of a survivor living in exile. Now a secondary witness, he only ever sees images of reality, its reflections. Consequently, the ambivalence of his own testimonial gesture can only be made explicit through a form of avowal: the confession of having abandoned his motherland and failing his mission as a direct witness.

The amateur footage of the Syrian revolution that constitutes the raw material of Silvered Water echoes the ‘writing fever’ described by the historian Emmanuel Ringelblum in 1943 in the journal he kept in the Warsaw ghetto, just before his death (Ringelblum 1985, 82) The ‘testimonial fever’ of the assieged Syrian citizens and the Jews in the Nazi Ghettos is similarly rooted in an urge to reveal the crimes committed and in a desire to inscribe one’s humanity in the recording of a collective experience whose meaning has to be transmitted. The radical innovation of the images from Syria is owed to their multidimensional character as ‘image-events’, ‘simultaneously document, word, and action’ (Boëx 2012). As documents the images bypass the media embargo orchestrated by the regime, participating in a strategy of re-establishing the truth inherent to testimony. With the body of the filming witness as its index, the image extends his/her subjective view of the event, a view that the camera enables in the first place.5 Revealing to the world the ‘true face of repression’ goes hand in hand with attempts to transmit facts and evidence regarding a regime’s criminal nature. Yet, the ‘visual testimonies’ of Syrian citizens express something other than just a faithful representation of events and a transmission of the actual facts. If the images’ impact is limited in its capacity to muster a political movement (Boëx 2013a), their circulation undeniably has a performative dimension in which acts of protest are coproduced in filmic representations. That explains why videos showing wounded bodies of children tortured during the very first weeks of the uprisings in Deraa were interpreted as the ‘sparks of a revolution’ (Barthe 2016)6: the grief of the parents for their children, becoming both metonymically and allegorically the nation’s collective mourning for its condemned future, unveils the revolutionary potential of a ‘politics of mourning’ (see Loraux 1990; Eng and Kazandjian 2003; Butler 2004; Athanasiou 2005).

When regular citizens film demonstrations, which often coincide with victim’s funerals, the political culture of the martyr is at stake as the images produced here reveal its typical iconography (Weigel 2007). Criminal evidence, displays of the body, manifestations of mourning and faith, as well as protests against injustice are all interrelated. The display of bodily traces intend to testify the truth, in this way evoking religious testimonial gestures that exhibit the wounded body and blood. For its part, the secondary witness holding the camera is inscribing himself into a chain of witnesses.7 The ‘image-document’ thus transforms into an ‘image-tomb’. On an epistemological level, shots taken by eyewitnesses of the repression take on an even more unique quality when they capture the moment of the witness’s death: when the camera falls to the ground, still filming postmortem, it leaves behind ‘testament-images’.8 But the images produced by the victims are also ‘resistance-images’. By filming everyday life in times of war, the birth of their children, moments of joy, scenes from the ordinary lives of people trying to survive and preserve their humanity under extraordinary circumstances, citizens resist oppression by the very act of filming. Many videos portray truly artistic performances that make use of film as a tool to formulate a personal standpoint, some with humour, and even with fictional means.9

According to Ossama Mohammed, the incredibly diverse collection of visual testimonies shot by countless anonymous witnesses – images riveted to the bodies of the observing and filming subjects – constitutes a ‘new cinema’.10 And indeed, these images are both consequence and instrument of a collective experience that ties together testimony, political action and cinema in unprecedented ways. The camera becomes an extension of the body and the eye, lending new meaning to Marshall McLuhan’s media theories (McLuhan 1964, see also Bégin 2015). In this vein, Simav Bedirxan explained to the audience after the film’s screening at the 2015 Arab Film Festival in Berlin that she cannot separate herself from her camera: ‘I can’t breathe without it’.11

That’s why this ‘new cinema’ is a cinema of subjects who inscribe themselves in their images with unprecedented intensity and implications. As Ossama Mohammed puts it: ‘People were filming their desires, their dreams and dying at the same moment’.12 A film made by a Syrian protester produces the most subjective image possible, yet his/her intention is not to establish himself/herself as an author but rather as a witness to the event through an ‘image-act’ (Bredekamp 2010) inherent to an ‘act of visual witnessing’.13 The authority of this kind of ‘acts’ therefore depends on a special kind of authorship, another auctoritas than the author’s. Through the image-act of visual testimony, the subject unites testifying – that is, validating the facts through the indexical value of the act of filming – with bearing witness – that is, conveying and addressing a subjective truth and meaning of an event for the collective and, more widely, for humanity.

So, what appears to be at the heart of the cinematic apparatus of Silvered Water, especially in terms of editing, is the unique truth content found in the images taken by witnesses. The director is not so interested in their documentary or evidential value as he is in both their subjective and collective truth-telling value: the very aspect that performatively links the individual subject to the production of his/her images. The film’s goal is neither to authenticate visual testimonies by identifying the images’ creators nor to explain the event’s complexity by showing all the actors involved in the conflict and naming the guilty parties. Rather, the film aims to show the Syrian people as a collective subject of testimony that starts a revolution and films it, rendering revolutionary action inseparable from the act of testifying/witnessing. The truth that the film wishes to convey relies on a new form of representing and transmitting eyewitness accounts, a form that is both individual and collective, in which reality finds itself diffracted through multiple viewpoints only to then be reassembled through a communal transmission. This gesture attempts to multiply the witness and make the author disappear based on editing of ‘rushes from an author who had 1,000 eyes, and ears and hands’.14 The author exists only as a collective, which is how we ought to understand the second part of the film’s title, ‘Syria Self-Portrait’. As the voice-over says it at the end of the film, ‘Syrians have directed the longest film in history’ (01:31’:50’).

The film could not be a ‘self-portrait’ without the images of the regime agents practicing acts of torture and humiliation. If we wished to clearly distinguish between the victim’s visual testimony and the executioner’s images of abjection, we could say, on the one hand, that the men and women of Syria want to tell the story of their lived reality and show the true nature of a criminal regime. On the other hand, the perpetrators – agents of the regime holding sovereign power – put themselves on display and record their crimes as if they were glorious deeds. If the images produced by the perpetrators fall within the general category of ‘eyewitnessing’, they cannot be described as ‘acts’ of visual witnessing, simply because they do not share the same intention. Neither do they intend to reveal a hidden event or fact to the world, nor do they try to produce a signification intended for an addressee. They don’t bear witness to anything. The only intention they reveal is the executioners’ joy in dominating and humiliating their victims and of a regime that has elevated systematic torture to the level of policy. These images are not addressed to a spectator as part of a dialogue or to a moral community but are shared among killers, like trophies, or inflicted upon victims or future victims. Still, they undeniably maintain the status of ‘visual documents’ and even ‘testimonies’ in a historical and juridical sense, as proofs that validate the facts. As such, they are evidence and can be used in future legal proceedings for crimes against humanity. As social networks and mass media bring these images together, the victims’ visual testimonies and the regime agents’ use of images thus become both the means and the issue of a confrontation referred to as a ‘war’ or ‘battle of images’.15

The binary opposition between a tyrannical sovereign power and the Syrian people fighting for freedom structures the film Silvered Water entirely. The ‘battle’ that opposes the images of the executioners and those of their victims is re-staged and re-performed through their confrontation by means of editing. The cinematic gesture editing together images shot by perpetrators and by their victims is supposed to remedy the ‘splitting of eyewitnessing’, to return to the expression Shoshana Felman has used to describe genocidal violence as a ‘historical assault on the act of seeing’ (1999, 219, emphasis in original), since this phenomenon also applies to other forms of state-sponsored violence. The cinematic gesture has to put itself to the test by showing the epistemological and ethical opposition between the positions of the victim and of the perpetrator, confronting the gaze and image of the executioner. The multiplication of the witness as a response to the splitting of eyewitness testimony is not, however, limited to collectivizing the gaze by bringing together the different testimonial situations through editing. It also seeks to reintroduce the witness’s gaze into the realm of the executioners’ images in order to appropriate them for other ends. But I’ll come back to that later.

The confession of the exiled filmmaker who fled his country doesn’t alleviate the problematic nature of the testimonial gesture implicated by editing the images of anonymous others. The secondary witness represents the experience of the witnesses and speaks in their name, showing their faces, their bodies, their tears and their sorrow.16 Through the arrival of Simav Bedirxan, the anonymity of the collective visual witnessing gives way to an individualized witness. Simav Bedirxan’s images complete the collective cinematic gesture as complements to both the victims’ and executioners’ images, making the film a truly multidimensional testimony. First and foremost, they allow the director to see the war in real time. Their value undeniably lies in their epistemic nature. Indexically linked to her person, her body and her voice, Bedirxan’s images present a form of supplementary subjectification that emphasizes the portrait’s unique plurality of voices and perspectives. They condensate the portrait into one person and one particular gaze from inside of the besieged city of Homs, which in turn echoes the statements and images of the director in exile. The ‘I’ of the indirect witness thus enters into a dialogue with a ‘you’ who is in the middle of the catastrophe, and vice versa. As such, the testimony takes on a dimension of address structured around a chain of witnesses, in which Bedirxan’s images (relayed through the director) are exposed to a gaze from the outside, the gaze of the secondary witness.

Simav – a first name meaning ‘silvered water’ in Kurdish – is simultaneously the subject of a thinking mind, a gaze, a unique voice through which the 1,001 anonymous Syrians get a face and a name, and personifies Syria’s resistance forces and bears witness not in the sense of terstis, a third party who testifies, but rather of superstes (Agamben 1998), someone who has survived an ordeal and passed through danger. During the film, Simav Bedirxan is even wounded and films herself during the surgery to remove a bullet from her leg (01:00’:00’’). Mohammed is able to assuage his shame of being merely a distant spectator thanks to the link she forges between the exiled director and the anonymous filmmakers. It is her participation in the film that allows him to show their images and to release their potential as image-testimonies from his position in exile. She has all the mythical depth and complexity of a Virgil, a Beatrice, or an Orpheus, and therefore occupies a position similar to the cultural figure of the angelus interpres (Däumer 2015). She speaks from the hell that is the Siege of Homs as if she were addressing the world of the living from the great beyond. Her arrival in the narrative brings the viewer back to the long take at the beginning of the film that shows corpses in the street after a protest (00:08’:25’’ – 09’:32’’). During the take, the voice-over speaks:


This morning, someone took my camera

and there was cinema.

I followed him to try to get it back

I realized that I was directing him

‘Don’t move the camera!’

‘Still shot!’

Still shots are beautiful.

The new filmmaker is dead (we see a still shot of a corpse).



The ‘new filmmaker’ and camera thief comes to haunt the exiled filmmaker, who is ashamed of having failed in his mission as a witness and experienced filmmaker: the voice-over tells of having heard the dead man later in a dream, asking him, ‘Why aren’t you filming?’ With Bedirxan it is another ‘new filmmaker’ who returns. This time without reproach, she asks the exiled director for his expert advice as a filmmaker: ‘If your camera was here, in Homs, what would you capture?’ Even if she speaks from the realm of the dead, she survives in hell in order to bear witness to it. Ossama Mohammed replies to her: ‘Everything’ (00:40’:00’’). But in order to show ‘everything’ going on during the war, Bedirxan’s ‘new cinema’ does not suffice. To capture and restore the ‘1,001 reflections’ of reality, the exiled director’s filmmaking will have to support the ‘new cinema’ imagined by the witness. He will have to add himself as a secondary witness to the end of a long chain of witnesses entrenched in the heart of the catastrophe. Therefore, it is only the structure of the film as an act of double witnessing that renders the chain of testimony possible. Bedirxan and Mohammed are each other’s ‘witness-helper’. For Mohammed, Bedirxan is a smuggler, an interpreter and a guide from within the catastrophe. And for the spectator from the outside world, Mohammed becomes the smuggler, interpreter and guide to accede to the direct testimony of Bedirxan.

WHEN IMAGES TAKE A STAND, THE CINEMA BEARS WITNESS

The reality of war first appears refracted through multiple perspectives and images. Then, its status shifts from an abstract entity to an almost organic unity created by the film’s editing: it becomes the narrative backbone in a tale of mythic and epic dimensions, an odyssey, a story of revolution whose very failure transforms the narrative into a lamenting elegy, a song of mourning. The intertitles and subtitles contribute significantly to this aspect, which is further accentuated by still shots or slow motion, creating poetic moments and elevating reality to the dimension of a myth. The titles take up different themes regarding cultural, religious or mythic figures. The title ‘Spartacus’, for example, introduces a sequence in which a soldier explains why he deserted the regular army. Others punctuate the time of the revolution’s panoramic unfolding, adding a mythical layer to the events and images: ‘The first martyr’, ‘The first night’, ‘The first note’ (which corresponds to Noma Omran’s music as it starts playing on the sound track), ‘The first shot’ (which corresponds to the moment when we see Simav’s images for the first time) or yet again, at the very end of the film ‘The thousandth night’ which both refers to one of the first sentences of the voice-over (‘This is a film of one thousand and one images/taken by one thousand and one Syrians/And me’.) and one of the first sequences of the film (‘The first night’), but also to the night before the one-thousand-and-first night in The Tales of One Thousand and One Nights, told by a princess on probation every day to defer her death.

But the chapter titles also invite the viewer to reflect on the cinematographic act itself as they cite rather ironic, sometimes humorous, terms related to auteur cinema, bordering on the absurd.17 ‘What is cinema? What is aesthetics?’ (01:23’:30’’) At the very end the film returns to these questions, which measure cinema’s legitimacy based on its actualization of the here and now of war and its achievement of a ‘new cinema’ of witnesses.18 They call into question the limits of arthouse cinema and call for a redefinition of cinema in which the auteur has disappeared, by multiplying the witness and becoming instead a smuggler or ferryman for ‘new filmmakers’. The film recounts the birth of a cinema of witnesses through a story which, by incorporating this new cinema through its editing, bears witness itself.

Aesthetic categories from film history thus appear obsolete in the face of two opposing yet complementary notions mentioned frequently throughout the film: the ‘cinema of the murderer’ and the ‘cinema of the victim’. The conflict between the regime (that manipulates, that lies, that erases, that is destroying humanity and that shows it as already destroyed) and civil society (that puts up resistance, that weeps for the dead, that prays, that protests by showing the faces and the wounds of the dead) determines the entire shape of the cinematographic apparatus. The confrontation between these two cinemas – that of the executioner and that of the victim – is driving us toward a cinema capable of showing the human truth the film explores, and editing proves to be the means of this unveiling. One of the intertitles in the film summarizes the conflict as ‘image against image’, like a toe-to-toe battle. This opposition is precisely what is at stake from the very start of Silvered Water, as two sequences in the ‘battle of images’ are juxtaposed. The first scene shows a newborn baby being washed in a plastic tub. The second shows the torture scene with the adolescent from Deraa, the same images Mohammed screened at Cannes, which he called ‘The Adolescent and the Boot’. Then, the intertitle that follows the two scenes states: ‘And there was cinema’.

When cinema bears witness, it does not do so solely through the visual testimonies of victims. Driven to engage with all of reality, it must also engage with the images of the executioners. This is the reason why the cinema of the murderers is included in the ‘self-portrait’, and why the torture scene of the adolescent from Deraa serves as a structural matrix for Silvered Water, as the film returns frequently to this scene. Recurring shots of the newborn also provide a counterpoint to the images of destruction. The former have the signification of an allegorical talisman that reminds us of the fact that humanity continues to give birth to itself in spite of it all, both in and through a cinematic gesture that bears witness to it. But the shots showing the adolescent from Deraa are the ones that the director always comes back to. They are the epitome of the cinema of the murderers.

Just as the cinema of the victims employs its own (visual, gestural, iconographic) vocabulary with the accumulation and juxtaposition of shots, producing a sort of inventory of pathos formulas (Pathosformeln), the cinema of the murderers also has a unique vocabulary, which is explored throughout the film. The adolescent torture scene brings together all its elements, while the other scenes appear mere variations on the same theme, interspersed with fleeting shots of the adolescent. The paucity of the murderers’ camera work is made apparent through the repetition of their images. They consistently show an executioner overcome with a desire to dominate, who derives pleasure from others’ suffering and from being put on display as all powerful. Meanwhile, the person filming is driven by a visual pleasure associated with scopophilia and voyeurism yet it is a more complex pleasure: the pleasure of controlling and even directing what he sees. It is the pleasure of ‘mise en scène’19 that makes him direct his death drive, which in turn provokes the crime. Exploring the vocabulary used in the cinema of the executioners means displaying in order to demonstrate the inhumanity of the executioners (deriving from Latin monstrare, which means ‘to point out, to show’, itself deriving from monstrum, ‘repulsive character, object of dread, awful deed, abomination’). Review the executioners’ vocabulary also involves tracking down ‘the camera’s secret’, a term used by the voice-over in reference to a scene showing a torture officer being both encouraged and directed by his subordinate with the camera. In other words, this ‘secret’ designates the exact opposite of the witnessing subject’s inscription on his/her image.

The paradox and the danger of the executioners’ images derive from the intention of showing the victim as an abject object, devoid of all humanity. In fact, the executioners’ images present a double danger: by recording the moment of committing the murder, they eternalize the crime. On the one hand, they are dangerous because they propagate the victim’s shame and humiliation; on the other, they increase the risk of finding an echo in the spectator’s scopic desire. The camera’s secret is therefore also caught up in the image’s epidemic power, which is as vital for the cinema of the victim as it is deadly for the cinema of the executioner. The camera’s secret rules upon an ethical space where the borders between pity, compassion, empathy and pleasure (the latter of which can be linked the other emotions, especially the aesthetic pleasure of producing or watching a film like Silvered Water) are fundamentally porous. Thus, its field of influence extends to all the spectators of these violent images, starting with the director – as a YouTube viewer who becomes a secondary witness through his editing work – and to us, the spectators of his film, situated at the very end of the chain of witnesses.

Therefore, the camera’s secret must be unveiled in order to neutralize and purify it. The fine-toothed comb of critical editing that goes over the images of the executioners makes it possible to do so. Aesthetic pleasure has to favour the creation of a form capable of restoring a subjective space to the humiliated and tortured subject. And this leads back to showing the humanity of the person who was deprived of it, while also demonstrating the inhumanity of the murderer by disassembling/reassembling his images and deconstructing their staging. Ossama Mohammed does this in his description of the pixelated image of the tortured adolescent in his poem ‘The Adolescent and the Boot’, which was read in Cannes in 2011. The voice-over also recites some lines from the poem in Silvered Water:


In this episode, two heroes: the adolescent and the boot. The adolescent quite obviously on the verge of destitution. He is, he is … I don’t know his name. The second hero, the boot. That’s how he presents himself in his film.20



The framing of the image and the text succeed in dehumanizing the torturer by thwarting him with his own images and thus reducing him to his boot. In this blurred ethical space created by the executioner’s image, one line appears clearly: ‘The adolescent is very distinct, to the point of being nude/He is himself,’ the voice-over says in the film (00:29’:00’’). In his complete innocence, he is ‘himself ’, in other words: he is human. The director’s editing and language are not strong enough to cover up his nudity or to turn back the time of the murder. But they do show him in the beauty of his existence. The film tries to give him back his thoughts and dreams by inviting the spectator to imagine his last moments. As Mohammed writes in his poem:


[image: Figure 13.2.]
Figure 13.2. The adolescent and the boot. Source: Ossama Mohammed/Pro Action Film/Les Films d’Ici




We didn’t have the chance to learn from the adolescent what he dreamed of the first time he fell in love? What did he dream last night? When he was trying to go to sleep the last time? Before entering this hell?



Did he see himself in the arms of his sweetheart as we have all done?

We can’t ask him, and he will never be able to answer. Who was meant to receive this kiss?21

The image slows down to show the moment when the young man lifts his eyes to his executioner, adjusts his body, isolates it by cropping, protects it for a moment from the kicks of the boot. The camera thus constructs ‘acts of legibility’ through its dialectic editing, the interplay of shot reverse shots, framing and focusing, slow motion and repetition: ‘The cinematic gesture […] at the moment consists of producing a new slit in the visible, an […] act of legibility in how something is shaped that is meant to invert the perspective from the very inside of an image’ produced from the perspective of the executioner (Didi-Huberman 2010, 139). The film sets the images of the victims against those of the executioners and interpolates the gaze of the secondary witness between the murderer’s morbid desire and his victim. By (re)mixing the different takes, the film transforms the images of the executioners that would otherwise destroy their victims’ humanity into images of a collective of victims and witnesses that demonstrate the inhumanity of the executioners.

By means of editing and commentary, the visual testimony and the executioners’ images take on a new meaning: ‘the images take a stand’.22 This task implies a quite singular work on temporality. As the voice-over says at the very end of the film, Ossama Mohammed is ‘searching for time within time’ (01:23’:00’’): his arrangement of sequences, scenes and shots (repeating them, slowing them down) helps open up a fresh perspective on the world, ‘to re-edit endured time’ (to quote Didi-Huberman’s notion of ‘remonter le temps subi’). By editing the victims’ images, the cinematic act reopens the possible future of the failed revolution, showing images that have already become historical images in the present of the ongoing catastrophe. In the executioners’ images, in which time is by definition irremediable and irreversible, it re-exposes the passage of time to our gaze and thinking, opening it up by ‘creating a slit in time again’ (Didi-Huberman 2010, 143). This is precisely how cinema itself bears witness, by saving the victims inside the executioners’ images and delivering them to our understanding and empathetic gaze.

On the one hand, cinema rescues the images from their fate as mere epistemic traces intended as proof or instrumentalized as ideological tools; on the other, it withdraws their deadly power of contamination. Through this double movement, cinema offers the images of the victim and the witness to a spectator whose gaze needs to be equipped with sensitivity in order to be emancipated. The film’s editing traps the murderer, reduced to his boot, and reveals the victim’s humanity, wherein the spectators might see themselves: ‘Did he see himself in the arms of his sweetheart as we have all done?’ But to see oneself in someone or something does not mean the same thing as to identify with him or it. Referring to the tortured adolescent, the voice-over comments, ‘When I saw what I saw, I saw myself in him. […] And with him, I kissed the boot’ (00:31’:50’’; emphasis added). This is a description of ‘empathic spectatorship’ as theorized by Jill Bennett in an attempt to remedy the effects of the media’s ‘politics of pity’ (Bennett 2005, see also Boltanski 1999; Chouliaraki 2006). But the film goes beyond building a bastion around the victim and the witness to better protect them from the killer’s demeaning gaze: by converging with Bedirxan’s visual testimony, it takes on a whole other dimension. Having witnessed and survived the Siege of Homs, Bedirxan guides Mohammed’s gaze through the ruins while simultaneously being guided by him. Their relationship is based on mutual initiation. Here, the act of directing (‘If your camera was here, in Homs, What would you capture?/Everything’.) is what allows the visual testimony to become cinematic testimony, a transformation whose story is told by Silvered Water. ‘Silvered water’ is not just a reference to Bedirxan who ‘represents’ the tortured motherland. Various shots of running water attest to a broader signification, namely to an allegorical meaning23: Bedirxan’s status as an interpreter is also to be understood on a very concrete level: in French, the silver emulsion (or developing bath) in which a silver picture (photo argentique) indexically reveals the traces of reality it carries is called a ‘révélateur’ (revealer).

Bedirxan’s gaze is the ‘révélateur’ of all possible images from the situation in Syria; her words are the ‘silvered water’ that will purify and magnify the flood of horrific images, revealing their meaning. A meaning that also paradoxically implies softness and beauty.

These images and words highlight the other side of the ‘camera’s secret’, namely the capacity to reveal the value of humanity, a treasure that must be saved by smuggling it to the outside world. As Bedirxan says in one of the first lines, addressing Ossama as ‘Havalo’ (‘my friend’ in Kurdish), ‘I am looking for the meaning of the image that has taken refuge in my little camera’ (00:39’:27’). Thus, humanity finds refuge in Bedirxan’s camera, bearing witness to its own destruction and survival. At least that is how we have to read the shots that intervene at the end of the film, showing children at play among the ruins. We see them drawing, playing in a fountain, laughing at a Charlie Chaplin film, laying flowers on their parents’ graves, speaking with the deceased – the same children who know which paths to take to avoid snipers.
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Figure 13.3. Running water. Source: Ossama Mohammed/Pro Action Film/Les Films d’Ici
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Figure 13.4. Silvered drop. Source: Ossama Mohammed/Pro Action Film/Les Films d’Ici



Their boisterous laughter and joy are the same ‘flickering flame of humanity’ Georg Eisen spoke about with regard to children playing in the Warsaw ghetto (Eisen 1988, 99, see also Coquio and Kalisky 2007). If Bedirxan’s images bear witness to a surviving humanity in children’s play, they also show a world destroyed and deserted by men: a world of ruins, silent objects, corpses and wounded animals. They, too, bear mute witness through her images. Sometimes, the language of despair is uniting men and animals: Bedirxan tells how her father, after she explains him she is staying in Homs instead of trying to escape, is crying out ‘like a cat’, but she also lets the maimed cats of Homs speak in a sequence with the sober title ‘Meow’ as they meow among the ruins expressing their incomprehension of man-made violence. As surviving creatures they bear witness to the bare life (Benjamin 1977, 201).

The chain of witnesses linked together by the film is therefore a rescue chain of meaning that relies just as much on testimony in an epistemological sense as in an ethical and aesthetic sense: a cinematic rescue chain able to unite empathic vision with ‘ethical spectatorship’.24 The inseparable nature of these two forms of testimony can ultimately be seen in how testimony is transmitted, such that ethics, technology and aesthetics fit together like links in a single chain, preserving and transmitting something of reality almost on an ontological level. At the very end of the film, the voice-over announces the progress (the per cent completed) of the upload of Bedirxan’s footage as it is being sent from Homs via the Internet. Bedirxan asks Mohammed about one of the sequences in which she walks through the ruins with a young orphan named Omar: ‘Did Omar arrive safely?’ (01:22’:43’). The reality seen by an eyewitness and interpreted through his gaze becomes a digital image captured by the camera. Loaded onto a hard drive, sent to a secondary witness and projected onto a screen, this reality is received and reinterpreted again, only to be rearranged, projected, rebroadcast and redirected, and then to be seen by a new audience and scatter its indifference.


[image: Figure 13.5.]
Figure 13.5. Omar. Source: Ossama Mohammed/Pro Action Film/Les Films d’Ici



Yet rescuing the images as traces of the real should not awaken any hope for redemption or miracles. Omar isn’t safe and, in fact, as I write, he might have already been killed by a sniper or cluster bomb. If film as an art form bears witness, it does so (almost) in vain. The existence of art and the transmission of victim testimony have yet to save the life of a child in Homs. Mere ‘knowledge’ of violence taking place is no substitute for action. The audience in Cannes watches and we watch: a catastrophe is still unfolding over there, now. But the collective gaze on the ongoing catastrophe enabled by the film and the combination of different forms of witnessing, must ultimately be read as a call to collective action. It is perhaps at this point, in order to avoid succumbing to despair, that we must recall that Silvered Water is not simply a testimony to the horrors of war but, above all, a call from the strange space and time conjugated in the future perfect of a failed revolution. The collective action that the film calls us to cannot, of course, reverse the past. But it might be capable of reversing the course of history.

NOTES

1.The Missing Picture is the name of a film by Rithy Panh (2013), referring to both the destruction of all his family photos when he and his family were deported to a forced labour camp in 1979 and the lack of pictures of the Cambodian Killing Fields. To make up for this loss of images, Panh reconstructs scenes from his life before and during the deportation using clay figurines made by a Cambodian artist.

2.See the impressive books of Samar Yazbek (2012, 2015).

3.See especially the recent book of the former war correspondent Garance Le Caisne about the torture photos taken by ‘Caesar’, a military photographer of the regime (Le Caisne 2015).

4.These comments come from the conversation ‘Témoigner de la barbarie: le cas Eau argentée, Syrie autoportrait – Festival des Étoiles 2015’ https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4-QPyi16akw&feature=share (00:02’:15’’).

5.A video that pays homage to the activists who filmed the revolution and were then killed by the military is aptly entitled L’œil de la vérité (The Eye of Truth), see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p2jhRIRF7Ro&feature=youtu.be (accessed on 20 March 2016).

6.One might refer to the video showing the tortured body of the young Hamza al-Khatib, circulated by his own family: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J4JN1hx-hSc (accessed on 15 April 2016). The regime immediately tried to counter the power of those images: Assad pretended to order an investigation and the pro-government TV channel broadcast an interview with a forensic doctor saying he had found no traces of cruel treatment. Hamza’s face became an icon for the insurgents.

7.Cécile Boëx speaks of the ‘elections of martyrs’, when the inhabitants of Deraa would come and put a drop of blood on the posters depicting the victims. The way the iconography of martyrdom is used often transcends the Islamic cultural framework and aims at showing a multidenominational protest as a response to Assad’s divisional politics (Boëx 2013b, 2013c).

8.These images of victims filming their own death are at the heart of artist Rabih Mroué’s work using images from the 2011 revolution, ‘The Pixelated Revolution’, see: https://vimeo.com/119433287. Mroué refers to the ‘double shooting’ in a video in which a civilian is filming a sniper who has the civilian in his sights and finally shoots him.

9.Here Syrian protests recall the recent Russian tradition of ‘monstrations’, see Anna Liesowska 2013.

10.O. Mohammed in an interview at the Forum des images, see note 4.

11.Personal notes of Aurélia Kalisky after the screening. One might also think of the extraordinary film of Ziad Khaltoum, The Immortal Sergeant (2014), entirely shot with a hand-held camera, rendering the most subjective view possible.

12.Interview with the director, 15 March 2016: http://creative.arte.tv/fr/article/eau-argentee-syrie-autoportrait.

13.Here I refer to Wendy Kozol’s definition of ‘acts of visual witnessing’ as ‘a complex set of practices and interactions between eyewitnesses (such as survivor-witnesses, photojournalists, and both military and non-military observers), technologies that transform experience into representation (including institutional practices of production and circulation), and viewers’ (Kozol 2014, 6). I adopt this definition, delimiting it to ‘direct witnesses’ (but not solely ‘survivor-witnesses’), whether they are victims or ‘moral witnesses’ of political violence in the sense of Avishai Margalit’s Ethics of Memory (2002), namely direct witnesses, empirically speaking, to the suffering inflicted upon someone or a group by a cruel political regime, and who wish to expose this inequity to a ‘moral community.’ A moral witness is often, but not necessarily, a victim him/herself.

14.Ibid.

15.Pierre Benetti uses this term in his article on the Mosireen artist collective, consisting of Egyptian activists who publish witness accounts online (Benetti 2013). His use of the term differs markedly from W. J. T. Mitchell’s notion of a ‘War of Images’ as it relates to the use of images in the War on Terror since 9/11 (Mitchell 2011), but must of course be situated within this global context, especially since the current civil war includes the terrorist group ISIS.

16.It has in fact been one of the major critiques addressed to Ossama Mohammed, sometimes from the Syrian community itself, among others by the ‘Abounaddara collective’ (https://www.abounaddara.com/). Created in 2011, this collective of anonymous amateur filmmakers produces and broadcasts documentary films that rely on aesthetics of distanciation from the images of horror and create a ‘language’ that can protest and bear witness by other means than attesting the perpetrated crimes. In the same vein, Cécile Boëx (2013c) distinguishes between visual testimonies of ordinary citizens filming the events – a gesture that could be interpreted as a prolongation of their protest – and artists/filmmakers or journalists as in the Abounaddara collective, who record reality but render it from their particular (and inherently reflexive) standpoint. However, rather than pointing the differences, I would argue that there are strong lines of continuity between these acts of witnessing.

17.‘Musical’, ‘realist cinema’, ‘cinema of the real’, ‘Cinéma vérité’, ‘Take one’ ‘Take two’ ‘Take three’. This final list of ‘takes’ coincides with the ironic rhythm of several still shots showing corpses, culminating in the tragic statement ‘take […] my heart’ as we see a father hugging the body of his little girl no more than two years old.

18.This is the case with the sequence ‘Douma mon amour’ (‘Duma my love’), in which the voice-over tells the story of one of Ossama Mohammed’s university students who organizes a film club and plans a screening of Hiroshima mon amour shortly before getting shot during a protest.

19.The aesthetic vocabulary term ‘mise en scène’ can be heard in the voice-over. Its use underscores the term’s incongruity (as intellectual jargon in film criticism) as well as the potential complicity of any aesthetic intention as soon as it abandons an ethics of the gaze.

20.Poem by Ossama Mohammed, read in Cannes, May 2011: http://www.slate.fr/tribune/38661/syrie-massacre-mobilisation-cinema

21.Emphasis added.

22.This phrasing cites the title of Georges Didi-Huberman’s book on editing techniques developed by artists living in exile – by Brecht, in particular – which he interprets as a possible ‘politics of imagination’ (Didi-Huberman 2009).

23.The very first image in the film shows a dripping faucet amid the ruins in Homs. The sound of the faucet carries over into the scene with the baby in the tub. But there are many other scenes that show water and its silvery reflections: water droplets on the window, a running river, children playing in a fountain and so forth.

24.For Wendy Kozol, this term helps to describe ‘visual projects that trouble the self/other construct by foregrounding the inseparability of spectatorship and the ethical imperative to “see” in order to know about acts of violence and injustice’. Wendy Kozol, Distant Wars Visible, 16.
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Part V

EPISTEMOLOGY OF TESTIMONY


Chapter 14

Epistemic Dependence and Trust

On Witnessing in the Third-, Second- and First-Person Perspectives

Sybille Krämer

WHAT IS AT ISSUE?

The rough division between the ethics/politics of witnessing and the epistemology of testimony is obvious: the first focused on the figure of the victim’s testimony and the second focused on the mundane figure of a good informant telling something to somebody else. And it seems natural diagnosis to connect the ethical/political perspective primarily with philosophizing in a poststructuralist manner (Agamben 2003; Derrida 2000), while the knowledge perspective mostly is explored by analytical philosophy.

Yet a striking phenomenon is that the division between ethics and epistemics repeats itself once again within the purely epistemological camp. In the most recent analytical debate positions have emerged, that no longer link testimonial knowledge to assertion, inference and evidence, but to belief, trust, assurance, authority and above all responsibility (Hinchman 2005; McMyler 2011; Moran 2006; Ross 1986). Concepts associated with social and interpersonal relations in the ethical-political-legal sphere, normally situated within practical philosophy, have thus become basic terms for the epistemological explanation of testimony. This approach can be called the ‘second-person model’. The aim of the chapter is to explain the contribution of this second-person model to a social epistemology of knowledge. Its central argument is that epistemic dependence is a constituent element of the human epistemological situation. We rely on being informed through others in order to be able to know anything at all; and this is true not only in the early years of our childhood, but even in the elaborated forms of scholarly work. Thinking and knowing are terms for fundamentally cooperative actions. The contemporary epistemological debate over testimony thus radically calls into question the ideas of epistemic individualism and epistemic autonomy. But the critique of epistemic individualism is not exciting new and the question raises: has the recent debate on testimony reinvented the ‘wheel of social epistemology’?1

We want to show that the second-person-oriented testimony debate reveals an aspect of social epistemology, which is innovative because knowledge is detached from proof and evidence and is associated instead with trust, belief and authority, without – and this is the point at issue here – losing its status as knowledge. Testimony relinquishes the need for evidence without thereby losing its epistemic distinction as a form of knowledge that is justified with good reasons. Testimonial knowledge is not ‘beyond rationality’, but rather it is considered a specific yet fundamental and widely used form of rationality.

But what does ‘rationality’ mean within a non-evidential context? At its most basic level testimonial knowledge is an operation that connects – at the minimum – two people with one another. Bearing witness is a cooperation between the testifier and the addressee or auditorium, who both assume different yet complementary roles. ‘Testifying’ emerges from the interplay of ‘telling’ and ‘believing’, which is allocated to different people at different moments: the auditorium acquires new knowledge, but is unable to verify this knowledge ‘first-hand’, because it is the testifier who assumes the epistemic guarantee and responsibility for what is said through his or her speech act of testimony. Testimonial knowledge is only possible through the interplay of both of these roles, which includes the authority of the testifier as well as the addressee’s trust in this authority.

But how can these roles to be characterized more precisely? And how does the so-called second-person model provide an answer that is able to represent a creative contribution to the social theory of epistemology? In order to clarify this, it makes sense to briefly reconstruct the contours of the ‘traditional’ epistemic discussion of testimony.

EVIDENCE THROUGH THE ‘BACK DOOR’: ON REDUCTIONISM AND ANTI-REDUCTIONISM IN THE TESTIMONY DEBATE

The ideal of the enlightenment is to employ one’s own intellect and thus to think for oneself. ‘First-hand knowledge’ is the genuine way of being emancipated from political and religious authorities. When considered against this background, testimonial knowledge constitutes an epistemic ‘dilemma’: how can something that we do not perceive ourselves or deduce through our own mental facilities, be considered something that we know and not only believe? (Krämer, Schmidt and Schülein 2017, 9). Isn’t it comprehensible that enlightenment thinkers reflecting on testimony, such as John Locke (1975, I, 4, §23)2 und David Hume (2007, I, 3.9, 12)3, attempted to secure testimonial knowledge by approximating it to first-hand knowledge? Their assumption is that this kind of justification would be realizable in so far as testimonial knowledge is attributed to capabilities that are at our command as individuals and ‘independent minds’: memory, experience and deductive reasoning. This position is widely known – and often criticized – as testimony reductionism (Gelfert 2014, 95–124).

It was not until Coady’s study Testimony: A Philosophical Study (1992) that anti-reductionism became a developed and widely discussed option in analytical philosophy, which no longer disqualified testimony as an inferior form of knowledge but rather ennobled it as an epistemic source sui generis. In so far as we are social beings who – as Kant (1966, 242–250) already knew4 – are not able to experience everything ourselves, we have good reasons to believe and accept the testimony of others as a source of knowledge. However, this only applies – analogue to the charity principle of interpretation – so long as there is no doubt with regard to a person or the content of his or her testimony. If there are reasons to doubt the witnessing, the addressee can evaluate this suspicion through careful observation and interpretation of the testifier’s linguistic and non-linguistic behaviour. Yet this behaviour introduces an evidence principle – albeit only a weak one – through the ‘back door’, so to speak. Anti-reductionism surely rehabilitates and legitimates testimonial knowledge as a form of knowledge; but in so far as this legitimacy is – in case of doubts – nevertheless guaranteed through the addressee’s observation, symptomatic interpretation and evaluation, an attempt to verify, to have evidence and to infer also comes into operation.

As a result of this diagnosis we discover reductionism’s and anti- reductionism’s neighbourhood and affinity: reductionism and anti- reductionism, the ‘big opponents’, whose difference dominated the most recent parts of the testimony debate, can be interpreted as strong and weak versions of evidentialism. What is characteristic of both of these positions is just to eliminate the addressee’s epistemic dependence on the testifier. This is exactly what marks a turning point in the recent testimony debate. It consists not in abolishing but rather in acknowledging epistemic dependence on other people as an inextricable fact that is fundamental to our human cognitive and epistemic situation. Testimony becomes a theoretical practice, in so far as we have to respect our fundamental dependency to others.

We want to explain this aspect with the help of three authors, two of them represented in this volume5: Martin Kusch, Richard Moran and Benjamin McMyler.


FROM THE SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY OF TESTIMONY TO THE SECOND-PERSON MODEL

Martin Kusch

As part of his communitarian epistemology, Martin Kusch (2002) already laid important foundations for this turning point, although he does not share the approach of the second-person model. For Kusch, knowledge is a social attribute, and therefore communities rather than individuals are subjects of knowledge. Knowing ‘is an action that is primarily performed by a WE’ (Kusch 2002, 66). New knowledge emerges through ‘communal performatives’ or speech acts, which – in John Langshaw Austin’s genuine sense – are originally performative because these assertions at the same time constitute and realize what is verbalized (Kusch 2002, 63–70).

For Kusch testimony is an act of communal knowledge generation. Its performative foundation means, that the social status of testimonial knowledge depends on the explicit or implicit consent of the recipients – as with every form of performative social institutions – consider, for example, institutions like money or marriage. An inspiring implication of this approach is that Kusch not only reveals a family resemblance between social institutions and testimony acts, but also suggests that social institutions themselves are rooted in testimony acts. What remains unclear, however, is what distinguishes the epistemic acceptance of testimony from all the other performatively constituted forms of social acceptance.

Intermediate step: On trust

Before we move along let us realize an intermediate step concerning the meaning of ‘trust’. Almost all technical and social practices are based on trust in things and people with which we come into contact: we trust the functioning of brakes and the carrying capacity of bridges; we trust the professional competence of doctors, teachers, engineers and pilots. Trusting in professionals is a common social behaviour. An especially more fragile situation emerges when we depend on trust in the good will of others. It seems so banal: the doctor, the teacher, the engineer, the pilot – even an academic – they all have a professional interest in being trusted, and thus self-interests to conduct themselves in a responsible and trustworthy manner. However, ‘being dependent on good will’ means being dependent on people who – in principle – might just as well conduct themselves in an uncooperative and unreliable manner or even deceive us. And this ‘being dependent on good will’ is precisely the case in the everyday event of telling or providing information. We trust that we will not be maliciously sent in the wrong direction when we ask for orientation in an unfamiliar city or that we will not intentionally receive false information when we ask what time it is. With ordinary forms of testimony, like being informed by the words of others, a contingent relationship emerges that is not based on professional dependence or personal acquaintanceship or even friendship, but is solely due to the fact that there is an asymmetry in information, as someone else possesses knowledge that we ourselves do not possess. Because we do not have direct access to facts which others tell us – and this is precisely the fundamental situation of testimony – we are particularly dependent on the good will of others and their voluntary willingness to cooperate. Epistemic dependence creates an interpersonal and at the same time exceedingly fragile relationship: epistemic trust is therefore the trust of a person who is indissolubly dependent not only on the knowledge yet although the good will of another. This is the paradigmatic situation that constitutes the starting point for the authors of the second-person model.6

Richard Moran

Like Martin Kusch, Richard Moran treats testimony as a basic social relationship that emerges through the speech act of telling and connects the speaker and the listener. What matters for Moran is that telling is understood not as an ‘assertion’, but rather as an ‘assurance’ (Moran 2006, 278). This difference constitutes the fulcrum of his analysis. If a speaker makes an assertion, then she can give reasons for the truth of this statement, which can in principle be understood by the listener. The listener will believe and trust the speaker to the extent that these reasons appear sound to him. The listener’s trust is thus based on a self-performed inferential act and refers to the statement, not to the person. For Moran, therefore, interpreting testimony according to the ‘assertion model’ still means to take an evidential perspective. To assume such a certifying or verifying attitude means adopting a third-person perspective usually determining and underlining our objective structure of knowledge.

Moran’s alternative is to conceive of testimony not as an assertion but rather as an ‘assurance’, which creates a special interpersonal relationship between the witness and the listener. The speaker provides no evidence, but rather gives a guarantee (2006, 295). He does not present a statement but rather presents himself as a person whom the listener can trust. A testifier assures through and with his person that what is said is indeed the case. The listener’s trust thus depends on the witness offering himself as a guarantor; the witness invites the listener to trust by accepting this guarantee. By accepting this invitation, the audience abstains from scepticism and trusts the speaker – almost blindly, as their own observations or reasoning no longer play any role in this situation. Yet there remains a decisive point: this personal dependence is only possible – as Richard Moran emphasizes – when a fundamental condition is fulfilled: there must be a certain equality or real-life consensus between the speaker and the listener, as their perceptions of what constitutes good reasons generally agree. Miranda Fricker (2011) notes that the need for consensus between the witness and the addressee regarding normative criteria necessarily gives rise to epistemic imbalances, as the trustworthy testifier is only the one who is socially and culturally as close as possible to the members of the audience, and is thus similar.

This essay began with the diagnosis of a division between the ethics and the epistemics of witnessing. Moran’s ‘assurance view’ seems to repeat this division in turning epistemology into ethics. Jennifer Lackey criticizes the assurance view as epistemologically impotent: epistemology is replaced with ‘interpersonal feature’s or social theory, and testimony is thus removed from the ‘epistemological map’ (Lackey 2011, 80–81). However, Lackey overlooks the fact that the ability to guarantee what one says is understood by Moran as a form of giving reasons: epistemic evidence is not replaced with ethical assurance, but rather the epistemological function that evidence fulfils is replaced with an epistemological function that assurance fulfils. The reciprocal relationship between the witness and the listener is not only a social constellation, but it also generates a specific form of epistemic rationality. How can this form of rationality be further described? At this point we have to turn to Benjamin McMyler’s position.

Benjamin McMyler

For McMyler7, more clearly than for Moran, the relationship between authority and trust constitutes the foundation of testimonial knowledge, as it plays an epistemically justifying role. This theory is based on Thomas Reid’s idea of the ‘social operation of mind’ (Reid 1983, 93/94) or the notion that there is no epistemic autonomy in thought: mind and knowledge can only be performed as cooperative, social activities (McMyler 2011, 41). What does this mean with regard to the practice of telling, which is fundamental to the analytical epistemology of testimony? As Moran already emphasized, telling is not argumentation, as it does not provide any reasons for what it tells. The audience is thus in the epistemically deficient situation of precisely not being able to consider and evaluate the truth content of what is told.

Nevertheless – and this is what matters to McMyler – the justification for what has been said is not simply invalidated, but rather merely ‘deferred’: would it be the case that problems and doubts are articulated, the audience is authorized to pass these epistemic challenges back to the original speaker. What the speaker says thus generates testimonial knowledge for the audience if and only if the audience is able to pass the justification back to the speaker and thus to postpone epistemic challenges back to the original testifier (2011, 7). As with every guarantee, which consists precisely in compensating for all possible and thus future negative costs and claims, the relationship between the speaker and the listener produced through testimony implies an elementary reference to the future. In McMyler’s view: the speaker, not the listener and addressee, is responsible for the epistemic consequences of the statement. Knowledge can be transmitted by telling only if the recipient is authorized to restore future justification claims to the informant. The witness assumes the burden of justification.

Nevertheless, this necessarily presupposes – as McMyler emphasizes (2011, 66) – that the speaker’s communication is actually addressed to the audience. The witness does not simply make a speech but rather gives an address. It is only through this act of purposefully referring to another that the witness enters into a social relation with other people, which enables the ‘deferral of justification’ as a collaborative, cooperative operation. The speaker assumes responsibility for the beliefs that the audience forms through what he or she says. And the audience trusts the witness and recognizes his or her authority in so far as it delegates the possibility of justification. The relationship between the testifier and the listener is therefore epistemic and not only ethical because the social processes of delegating and deferring justification are fundamental to telling and believing. Testimonial knowledge thus truly remains second-hand knowledge.

Let us sum up: Adopting the perspective of the third person is the decisive feature of the evidential or verificational understanding of testimony. The second-person model shows that it is possible to develop a form of knowledge, rationality and justification, grounded in the speech act of telling, that does not associate epistemic intersubjectivity exclusively with a third-person model. By repelling the evidential position, the second-person model implies a fundamental revision of the traditional epistemological approach. Ethical relations embody epistemic conditions: the contours of a social epistemology are thus redrawn.

In a last step of this essay I would like to draw attention to a further point and future direction of the epistemology of testimony. Proponents of the second-person model mostly understand their approach as an alternative to the third-person perspective. For example, McMyler emphasizes that a legal witness does not provide any testimonial knowledge at all, as his personal credibility and propositional coherence are exhaustively verified by the court and therefore a legal witness is not trusted ‘blindly’ (2011, 54). However, denying that this is a case of testimony contradicts our everyday understanding of testimony and witnessing. Doesn’t it seem reasonable to interpret the second- and third-person perspectives as complementary rather than competitive approaches to understanding testimony?


THE FIRST-PERSON MODEL OF EXPRESSION

The ground is laid to offer a last idea. Those authors discussing the historical, moral and especially political aspects of witnessing will wonder if any insights into the process of ‘bearing witness’ can be gained from this kind of analytical epistemology of mundane testimony. We therefore would like to offer a suggestion: The discussed epistemology of witnessing draws on the distinction between the assertion model in the third-person perspective and the assurance model in the second-person perspective. Would it also be productive to look for a first-person perspective, playing an important role in the epistemology of witnessing? Can – what had been classified in the beginning under the heading of the ethics and politics of witnessing – perhaps be reconstructed as preparatory work on the relevance of the first-person perspective for all of those forms of testimony that can be conceived as ‘bearing witness’?8

We perceive and experience the world from a subjective perspective. What is important, from this perspective, is ‘how it is’ to perceive or experience something. With respect to the eyewitness: the subject is involved in a situation whose perception or experience is articulated linguistically from the first-person perspective. The objective is to provide information not about the self’s internal physical or mental condition, but rather about how an external event was perceived and experienced from the internal perspective of the participating witness who was there. The subject has been somatically or causally part of a situation: he or she is an embodied trace of the event and not its observer. The participant perspective which is in the first person will be completely different from the third-person observer perspective: those who watched the collapse of the World Trade Center on television undoubtedly acquired more knowledge about what happened at this moment than the survivors themselves, who actually escaped this catastrophe with their last ounce of strength and incredible luck. However, no one can report on what it was like to be physically subjected to this attack or what it felt like to survive when many others died – except those who experienced the situation as participants in the first-person perspective. The speech of the eyewitness or the victim witness thus has an indexical character. It is not simply a representation, but rather the presentation of something that can be interpreted as an expression of a personal and private experience; this kind of telling is an original expression, not a report or information.

For the audience, this involves recognizing the witness as the embodied trace9 of a past event. By considering, understanding and accepting the indexical character of the testimony, the audience itself must be able to distinguish between the first-person perspective of the witness and the third-person perspective as a generalizable and objectifiable description of the situation that was witnessed. The audience must be able to correlate both of these perspectives without identifying them with one another. The subjective experience never coincides with an objectifiable description, but it also does not replace such a description. What is more: when testimony is understood according to the modality of being an expression, it is possible for the listener – depending on the degree of the situation endured by the witness – to assume not only an epistemic, but also a therapeutic position with regard to the witness. In contrast to the ‘assertion’ and ‘assurance model’, we will call this first-person perspective the ‘expression model’ of testimony.

However important it may be to differentiate these three modalities in the conceptual description of witnessing according to the grammatical distinctions of the first, second and third person – assertion, assurance, expression – it is also important not to draw false conclusions. These three ways of describing testimony are not in competition with one another; they are not disjointed but rather complementary. The role of the victim witness cannot be conceived without the expression model, yet it also cannot be reduced to this model. In war crimes tribunals, genocide trials and ‘truth commissions’ it is fundamental that victim witnesses also want their testimony to be understood and interpreted according to the model of assertion and assurance.

What matters here is that every empirical act of witnessing at all times and in all places is a phenomenon that can only be adequately understood in its singular and very specific mixture of the dimensions of assertion, assurance and expression. That is the hypothesis I would like to propose as the outcome of this short chapter.

NOTES

1.For the contemporary debate on social epistemology see Goldman and Whitcomb 2011.

2.For further reading: Shieber 2009, Gelfert 2014, 19.

3.For further reading: Gelfert 2010.

4.For further reading: Scholz 2000.

5.We not refer to Kusch’s and McMyler’s actual position within this volume.

6.Terminus created by Darwall 2006: ‘second person standpoint’.

7.We do not refer to McMyler’s essay within this volume, but to his monographic study Testimony, Trust, and Authority, 2011.

8.See Weigel’s (2000, 127–131) differentiation between ‘Klage’ and ‘Anklage’.

9.With regard to the concept of trace, see Krämer 2015, 174–187.
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Chapter 15

The Philosophy of Testimony

Between Epistemology and Ethics

Sibylle Schmidt

The contemporary philosophy of testimony is divided into two separate discourses, which are mostly focused either on testimony as a source of knowledge or on its ethical and political value. While epistemologists refer to the everyday phenomenon of conveying information by testimony, poststructuralist theories on bearing witness concentrate on the case of survivors’ testimony after war and genocide, emphasizing its ethical and political dimensions. Naturally, the philosophical problems connected to these phenomena are very different. But are they really unconnected? In this chapter, I will juxtapose some theories of these two philosophical discourses, and I will argue that a synthesis of epistemological and ethical perspectives on testimony is possible and useful to understand the phenomenon. My thesis is that testimony is essentially a two-sided phenomenon: It has both an epistemic and an ethical aspect. It is precisely this interplay of epistemic and ethical aspects which characterizes testimony as a social and epistemic practice.1

The argumentation proceeds in three steps. First, I will give a rough outline of what I would like to call the ‘two philosophies of testimony’, and contrast the way in which the term testimony is defined in each case. I will argue that neither the purely epistemological nor the exclusively ethical approach to testimony is satisfying since, ultimately, they both lead to a dissolution of the concept of testimony.

Second, I would like to show how testimony as an epistemic practice necessarily involves ethical aspects, and how the mainly ‘analytical’ epistemology of testimony could profit by integrating some insights from the ‘continental’ philosophical discourse. As some authors within the Testimony Debate have argued, testimony is not a form of evidence like any other, since testimonial knowledge is not based on observation but on assurance.2 As I would like to show, the Assurance View opens up interesting connecting points to the theories of testimony by Jacques Derrida, Giorgio Agamben and Paul Ricoeur, since these authors have all emphasized that giving and receiving testimony is based, first, on an ethical appeal on the side of the speaker, and, second, on an act of belief or, to be more precise, ‘accreditation’ (Ricoeur) on the side of the hearer. Thus, learning from testimony is not possible without an ethical commitment on both sides.

Third, I would like to argue that Agamben’s and Derrida’s theories of testimony, which set the focus on the singular ethical significance of testimony, take too drastic measures in deconstructing the epistemic value of testimony altogether. Denying the evidential value of testimony in general and especially survivors’ testimony is problematic since it does not only ignore the important role that testimony plays in our lives, but it also has a morally dubious implication: To deny that survivors’ testimonies have a potential epistemic value is to deny the witnesses a kind of social acknowledgment. As I will show, the deconstruction of testimony as suggested by Derrida and Agamben is based on a very narrow and sceptical view about the possibility to communicate knowledge. At this point, the analytical debate on the epistemic value of testimony and the approach of social epistemology can be helpful to escape the dilemma: Testimony can be a useful source of knowledge, even though it involves trust.

I will conclude that dealing with victims’ testimonies in an ethical way requires to respect the witnesses and to consider them as epistemic sources, too. An ethical response to testimony consists in an attempt to acknowledge and to know, or, more precisely, an attempt to understand.

TESTIMONY AND EPISTEMIC DEPENDENCE

While the philosophical tradition has more or less neglected the role of testimonial knowledge, the epistemology of testimony is a rapidly developing field of research in the contemporary analytic philosophy. There is a wide discussion among analytical epistemologists today on the nature and value of ‘second-hand’ knowledge, that is knowledge from others’ words. Within the Testimony Debate, ‘testimony’ is quite differently used than in ordinary contexts. Usually, we associate the term with bearing witness in legal, religious and otherwise more formal contexts. Yet, in the epistemological discourse, testimony is conceived in a much wider sense. The phenomenon in question is, for example, described by Robert Audi simply as ‘people’s telling us things’ (Audi 1997, 405). As Axel Gelfert puts it, ‘ “Testimony” is a philosophical term of art, intended to capture a diverse array of sources and forms of communication: oral and written, individual and institutional, anonymous and attributable, and so forth’ (Gelfert 2014, 13). Examples for testimony in this wide sense can be various: think of a person asking somebody the way, reading the newspaper, learning historical facts from a teacher, checking the departure times at the bus station or even using a manual. Thus, there is a great difference between the philosophical usage of the term and its meaning in ordinary language: Testimony in this wide sense is not restricted to formal contexts, but includes all kinds of information, documents and informal acts of letting somebody know something. And second, giving testimony is not restricted to expressing a first-hand experience, as it is usually in legal or other formal settings. A speaker can attest something he or she knows from hearsay (e.g. when I tell a friend that the public transport will be on strike today because I read it in the newspaper). ‘Testimony’ in the analytical discourse is largely synonymous with ‘communication’ or ‘epistemic interdependence’.3

In the epistemological discourse, formal cases of testimony are not regarded as basic cases of ‘testimony’, as this quote by Robert Audi exemplarily shows: ‘The word “testimony” commonly evokes images of the courtroom, where someone sworn in testifies, offering information supposed to represent knowledge or belief. […] Formal testimony, however, is not the basic kind (if indeed there is a basic kind)’ (Audi 1997, 405). Audi suggests that the legal model of testimony presupposes informal settings of learning from others’ words – and it is the latter which epistemology should focus on. Some philosophers have even warned against taking the legal model as a starting point for understanding how testimonial knowledge is transferred, since it can be misleading.4 Martin Kusch has emphasized the difference between the rather sceptical assessment of testimonies in court and our sharing knowledge in an everyday context: ‘Your assessing the trustworthiness of a witness in the courtroom is (hopefully!) very far from your estimating my honesty and competence when I tell you that I have blue eyes’ (Kusch 2002, 14–15). Kusch argues that the legal model of testimony serves as ‘a false intuition pump’5 in philosophy, since it supports an individualistic view on knowledge and testimony – after all, the witness in court should attest his or her perceptual knowledge, not knowledge by hearsay.6

Obviously, the inflation of the term testimony in epistemology is problematic, since it becomes very difficult to distinguish it from the concept of information. Eventually, Kusch has opted for a reform of vocabulary in the philosophical discourse and to substitute ‘testimony’ in the epistemological debate with ‘epistemic interdependence’, respectively, ‘communication’.7 However, by giving up the term ‘testimony’ and its conceptual implications altogether, the philosophical discourse risks to lose out of sight some important aspects of the social side of knowledge, which are especially concise formal cases of testimony (though not restricted to them). With Axel Gelfert, one could propose a different view: ‘it would be hasty to think of this mismatch between philosophical and “ordinary” usage as merely an unfortunate mismatch; […] there is a lot to be learned from the formal origins of testimony as an epistemological problem’ (Gelfert 2014, 13). If the epistemological discourse insists on the usage of the term ‘testimony’, then it might be a good idea to take into account the phenomena which we actually address and denote as testimony in our culture and everyday life. Formal testimony is not bound to the witness stand in law: Formal, though not exactly legal models of testimony play a role in many situations of knowledge-transfer, for example hearings in political debates, in historiography or in the public discourse.8 These formal and “semi-formal” (Gelfert) phenomena are an important part of the social side of knowledge. They can bring substantial insights into the epistemological and ethical problems of learning from others’ words.

SURVIVOR WITNESSING AND THE DECONSTRUCTION OF TESTIMONY

In contrast to the Testimony Debate, philosophers like Jacques Derrida, Giorgio Agamben and Paul Ricoeur have focused on a very specific case of testimony, namely the case of survivors’ bearing witness to the Holocaust. They take the difficulties of survivor testimony as a starting point to consider more generally on the hermeneutical, ethical and even political demands of bearing witness. Especially Derrida’s and Agamben’s reflections can be seen as part of a discourse on trauma and testimony, which has developed since the 1980s, when survivor testimonies from the Holocaust have been increasingly collected, archived and politically and scientifically discussed. Within this discourse, survivor testimony is less considered as a source of evidence, as testimonies traditionally are in historiography and the law, but bearing witness is considered as an act of moral value. The figure of the survivor witness is invested with a special moral responsibility (Margalit 2002). This thinking is based on the insight that bearing witness to extreme political violence is itself an act of self-assertion. As Dori Laub has pointed out, the Holocaust was an event which did not only aim to kill its victims, but also to erase all traces of them and the crime. Therefore Laub calls the Holocaust an ‘event without witnesses’, since ‘the event itself precluded its own witnessing’ (Laub 1995, 65). According to Laub, this psychological structure of mass violence made it so difficult for many survivors to communicate about their experiences after the war.

In contrast to the analytical discourse, where ‘testimony’ is used as a key term for the communication of knowledge, the term refers to a crisis of communication here: With regard to the accounts of survivors of extreme political violence, the universal human faculty of sharing knowledge and experiences is radically put to question.

In their writings on testimony, Jacques Derrida and Giorgio Agamben point out the difficulties, even aporias of survivor testimony. In his writing Demeure: Fiction and Testimony, in which he gives an interpretation of Maurice Blanchot’s The Instant of My Death, Derrida questions the notion of testimony as a source of evidence altogether, claiming that every testimony is deeply entangled with the possibility of fiction (Blanchot and Derrida 2008). He states that


there is no testimony that does not at least structurally imply in itself the possibility of fiction, simulacra, dissimulation, lie, and perjury – that is to say, the possibility of literature […] If this possibility that it seems to prohibit were effectively excluded, if testimony thereby became proof, information, certainty, or archive, it would lose its function as testimony. In order to remain testimony, it must therefore allow itself to be haunted. (Blanchot and Derrida 2008, 29–30.)



Derrida states that the testimonial discourse is inextricably linked to the first-person perspective: ‘I can only testify, in the strict sense of the word, from the instant when no one can, in my place, testify to what I do’ (Blanchot and Derrida 2008, 30). He maintains that ‘in essence a testimony is always autobiographical: it tells, in first person, the sharable and unsharable secret of what happened to me, to me, to me alone, the absolute secret of what I was in a position to live, see, hear, touch, sense, feel’ (Blanchot and Derrida 2008, 43). Because testimony is rooted in a personal experience which cannot be shared, it is likewise true that the witness can never yield evidence to the audience: He or she can never show the audience what he or she has seen. Derrida thus strongly rejects the notion of the witness as an informant – and of a testimony as a piece of evidence. On the contrary, he accentuates the isolatedness of the victim witness, who can never fully share his or her experiences to an audience and whose account can always be doubted. In the case of testimony – every testimony, not just Holocaust testimony – the problem of the communicability of singular experiences is crucial, leading ultimately to the deconstruction of testimony as a source of evidence.9

In his reading of Augustine’s Confessions, Derrida suggests that the only testimony which is exempt from this deconstruction is the fully performative testimony: The testimony of the martyr. ‘In memory of its Christian-Roman meaning, “passion” always implies martyrdom, that is – as its name indicates – testimony. A passion always testifies. But if the testimony always claims to testify in truth to the truth for the truth, it does not consist, for the most part, in sharing a knowledge, in making known, in informing, in speaking true’ (Blanchot and Derrida 2008, 27).

Derrida interprets Augustine’s concept of confession as a form of testimony whose point is not to transfer knowledge: To confess one’s love to God means to bear witness of it, and, by way of performative, to prove it true at the same time.10 The self-fulfilling testimony of the martyr does not refer to anything in the past, but is a fully present and performative act of passion. In this case alone undivided and absolute testimony is possible.11 Testimony as a source of knowledge or information, however, is ‘haunted’ by doubt and deconstruction.

Giorgio Agamben also highlights the precarious evidential status of survivor testimony. He draws a conceptual distinction between the figure of the witness in the legal setting, where testimony is given from the perspective of an observer who is not personally involved (in Latin testis), and the survivor witness, in which the authority of the speaker is rooted in an extreme personal experience (in Latin superstes). As Agamben argues with reference to Primo Levis writings, the testimony of the latter is characteristically marked by a lacuna between the lived experience and the words being said: Every account from the survivors’ perspective entails the silence of those, who have died in the concentration camps and cannot bear witness themselves anymore. Thus, taking up a phrase by Levi, Agamben states that the survivor witnesses cannot be considered as witnesses in the complete, traditional meaning of the concept: They cannot live up to the historical and legal paradigm of the witness, whose account has to be firmly rooted in first-hand experiences, and at the same time hold the emotionally detached position of an observer towards the witnessed event. Yet this incapacity is the very effect of the destruction they have witnessed. Testimony to the camps is only possible in lieu of the people who have died there. Every survivor testimony entails a lacuna, signifying the absence of the voices of those who did not survive, and at the same time indicating the impossibility to speak on their behalf.

While Levi sees the survivor witness commissioned with a special task and a specific authority to bear witness for the ‘drowned’, Agamben intensifies the dilemma of the survivor witness, sketching a paradox: In the case of survivor testimony, he argues, ‘the validity of the testimony is based on something which is essentially missing; in its centre it entails something which cannot be testified, something inattestable, which deprives the survivors of their authority.’12

As a provocative outcome of his account, survivors are denied the authority of being the true witnesses of the camps. This thought is based on more general considerations regarding the philosophy of language: Agamben points out that every testimony is marked by an ontological difference between experience and language. Holocaust testimony is conceived as a paradox: It cannot yield evidence, but is rather just expressing to the incapability to bear witness and the speechlessness of those who have fully witnessed the catastrophe.

EPISTEMOLOGY AND ETHICS OF TESTIMONY: CONVERGENCE POINTS

These two philosophical discourses, which I have shortly sketched so far, largely ignore each other, since they start from very different understandings of the term ‘testimony’ and they connect very different philosophical questions to it. As I hope to have shown, both approaches have their blind spots and problematic implications. The epistemological discourse, on the one hand, runs the risk of inflating and diluting the term ‘testimony’, using it as an umbrella term for all kinds of phenomena of epistemic interdependence. The rather narrow understanding of testimony represented in the accounts of Derrida and Agamben, on the other hand, leads to a deconstruction of testimony as an epistemic source, which is not only philosophically, but also morally problematic. My thesis is that, despite their conceptual differences, both approaches can gain significant new insights by taking into account the respective other side.

ETHICAL IMPLICATIONS OF LEARNING FROM TESTIMONY

First, let us reconsider the testimony debate in epistemology: Is there something which could be added, even corrected from the view of continental philosophical theories on testimony and survivor witnessing? As explained above, the term testimony in epistemology is understood as a term of art, signifying all kinds of phenomena of epistemic dependence. This stands in contrast to our usual understanding of the term, where testimony usually means an autobiographical report which is asserted under (more or less) formal conditions.

Should we indeed count all kinds of knowledge through communication as some form of ‘testimony’, including what we learn from books and manuals? What about technical devices such as thermometers and computer: should we regard them as givers of testimony?13 The inflation of the term ‘testimony’ has already been criticized by some authors within the debate. They have mostly suggested to replace the term by more general concepts such as ‘telling’ or simply ‘communication’. If we take this step, however, we are confronted with a nearly infinite and very heterogeneous field of research: Our epistemic dependence on other persons and on artefacts is variegated in such a way, that it seems almost impossible to form any substantial thesis which applies to all types of it. One could even ask if there actually is any epistemic work which can be done fully autonomously and independently. Does not every epistemic operation involve relying on other persons or on instruments in some way? So giving up the concept ‘testimony’ does not solve the problem of definition, but makes it worse. Instead, I would propose that epistemologists reconsider the concept ‘testimony’ in the narrower sense of bearing witness, and analyse more precisely how learning from testimony differs from other ways of learning from words (e.g. from maps, signs, pictures, diagrams). A lot of cases of epistemic dependence would immediately get out of focus. At the same time, however, the focus on testimony as a social epistemic practice would grow sharper.

Indeed, recent works on the philosophy of testimony have made attempts to describe the characteristic structure of testimony in contrast to mere evidence, and to explore its specific nature as a speech act. The ‘Assurance View’, as put forward by Angus Ross and Richard Moran, emphasizes that knowledge through testimony is different from evidence-based knowledge in that it is essentially based on a social commitment: In giving testimony, a speaker guarantees for the truth of what is being said – and he or she accepts to take responsibility for it. In receiving a testimony, a hearer accepts this guarantee, thus acknowledging the speakers sincerity and competence and his or her intention to speak the truth.14 Richard Moran sets the focus on the specific relationship between a testifier and his or her addressee, thus taking into account the interpersonal dynamics involved in testimony.15

As Moran emphasizes, testimony differs from evidence in that it is an intentional speech act. Its evidential value is dependent on the speaker’s intention to convey some relevant information with his or her utterance. The speaker has a special, even exclusive relation and responsibility towards his or her testimony: ‘the speaker’s relation to the epistemic status of his own assertion is different from anyone else’s’ (Moran 2005, 20). Thus, if I attest something, it is not enough to simply utter the sentences and then wait for the audience to see for themselves, as I would do, if, for example, I should give a demonstrative proof of something. In the case of testimony, the speaker has to make a personal commitment for his statement: ‘Telling someone something is not simply giving expression to what’s on your mind, but is making a statement with the understanding that here it is your word that is to be relied on’ (Moran 2005, 8). By making himself or herself accountable for the truth of what is being said, the speaker gives the audience a reason to believe, ‘conferring a right of complaint on his audience should his claim be false’.16

Against this background, receiving testimony is very different from gathering evidence: ‘Like other speech-acts, testimonial speech-acts look for an appropriate response from their hearers. […] To understand the speech-act for what it is – an act of telling, informing or whatever – is to understand that this is the response which the speaker looks for’ (Welbourne 2002, 416).

The ‘appropriate response’ to an act of testifying is to believe the speaker.17 Testimony in the theoretical framework of the assurance view is essentially conceived as a dialogue, differing fundamentally from the observation of facts. Also, one could state that the epistemological questions concerning the reliability of testimonial knowledge are more in the background, since the description is more interested in an appropriate description of what it means to testify and to receive testimony: ‘This way of looking at testimony makes much of the fact that in its central instances speech is an action addressed to another person, and that in testimony in particular the kind of reason for belief that is presented is one that functions in part by binding speaker and audience together, and altering the normative relationship between them’ (Moran 2005, 20).

This approach to rethink testimony from the second-person view allows to demarcate an essential difference between testimony and mere information – and thus to refocus on testimony as a concrete phenomenon in our life. In my view, it is meaningful that the specification of testimony in contrast to other forms of evidence proceeds by taking into account the normative and ethical dimensions of giving and receiving testimony. It suggests that what defines testimony as an epistemic practice is that, in testimony, epistemological and ethical issues are interwoven in a particular way.

There are some interesting correspondences between the assurance view and the ‘continental’ philosophies of testimony which I have sketched earlier, and, as I would like to maintain, the latter can even help to continue and clarify some consequences of the assurance view as developed by Moran. First, Derrida and Agamben, too, emphasize the essential difference between testimony and evidence. Moreover, while Moran’s assurance view contents itself with stating the conceptual difference between testimony and evidence, Derrida and Agamben spot an ethical and political explosiveness here: If testimony is not evidence, then the witness is always in a precarious position. His testimony can never amount to proof; it can always be doubted and denied. This can be a painful experience for the witness, precisely because he has made a commitment to communicate a lived experience. While the assurance view as represented in Moran’s paper ‘Getting Told and Being Believed’ stops at the depiction of the ‘ideal case’ of testimonial dialogue, Derrida and Agamben concentrate on the mismatches and possible failures of testimony, and on its consequences for the subjectivity of the witness.

Second, Derrida and Agamben point out the speaker’s exclusive relation and responsibility towards the epistemic status of his utterance. Agamben even starts his reflections on testimony with the remark that for a deported person, the will to testify can be a reason to survive in the camp.18 Derrida likewise underlines that testimony, though it is a discourse, is particularly linked to the person who is testifying, to her first-person perspective. I quote again: ‘testimony […] tells, in first person, the sharable and unsharable secret of what happened to me, to me, to me alone, the absolute secret of what I was in a position to live, see, hear, touch, sense, feel’ (Blanchot and Derrida 2008, 43).

Moran argues that, when giving testimony, the speaker makes himself accountable for the truth of his utterance. However, he does not explain nor explore why such a declaration of accountability is necessary at all. Derrida’s reflection helps to illuminate this point: The witness has to ‘stand for’ his testimony because he has an exclusive access to the truth of his utterance: ‘[I]n essence’, Derrida declares, ‘testimony is always autobiographical’ (Blanchot and Derrida 2008, 43). If testimony was not autobiographical, then the audience could verify its truth without having to rely on the speaker’s word. Then, testimony would not be anything but a piece of evidence, ready to be assessed critically. However, as both Moran and Derrida emphasize, testimony requires a special commitment of the speaker. The reason for this is that the speaker has lived the experience, while the others have not – and possibly never will have. That is why ‘the speaker’s relation to the epistemic status of his own assertion is different from anyone else’s’ (Moran 2005, 20). In the case of testimony, the assertion of empirical facts is inseparable from an act of ‘autodesignation’ by the speaker, his implicit or explicit statement ‘I was there’.19 It is precisely the autobiographical dimension which makes the difference between testimony and evidence. It appears that, if we accept the assurance view on testimony, being autobiographical is an important criterion of testimony.

Third, Moran underlines that testimonial belief is different from the assessment of empirical facts, since it is an interpersonal act altering the normative relationship between speaker and hearer. Thus, he opens up a perspective on the normative and moral aspects of giving and receiving testimony. Here, obviously, there is some correspondence to Derrida’s and Agamben’s investigations into the ethical and political dimensions of testimony, but even more so to Paul Ricoeur’s theory of testimony. Ricoeur states that the self-designation of the witness takes place in a dialogical framework, since every testimony is addressed to an audience: ‘The autodesignation inscribes itself into an exchange which constitutes a dialogical situation. It is always in front of somebody that the witness attests to a scene in reality which he was present at […]’.20 In this dialogical situation, the ‘fiduciary dimension’ of testimony appears, since the witness ‘asks to be believed’.21 This resonates directly with Moran’s statement that ‘in telling his audience something, the speaker aims at being believed, an aim which is manifest to both parties and which binds the speaker and audience together with respect to a norm of correspondence between the reason offered and the reason accepted’ (Moran 2005, 25). Yet Ricoeur goes beyond that in arguing that the attestation is not complete unless the audience believes the testifier.22 Ricoeur uses the notion of accreditation here (French accréditation) instead of mere acceptance. This is instructive, since it shows that to accept a testimony means much more than to accept a given reason. It means to authorize and to give credit to the witness. To give credit is not only a form of assent: it is an act of empowerment, allowing the speaker to exercise some form of rational agency.23 While both Moran and Ricoeur emphasize the normative dimension which is in play in testimony as a social practice, Ricoeur’s notion of accreditation holds a key to describe the far-reaching ethical implications and potentials of accepting testimony.

KNOWLEDGE AND ACKNOWLEDGING

I hope to have shown how the analytical philosophical debate on testimony can profit from taking into account aspects from theories of continental philosophers who focus on the ethical and political dimensions of testimony. In the last section of the chapter, I want to propose that also the latter approach can gain something by integrating insights from the epistemology of testimony.

As stated above, both Jacques Derrida and Giorgio Agamben underline the paradoxical structure of testimony: Testimony is located in an area of tension between life and discourse. At the same time, the witness is never able to bridge these two fields: the divide between ‘to know (from experience)’ and ‘to say’ is irreconcilable. Thus, testimony is, in Derrida’s and Agamben’s view, always doomed to fail. Especially survivor testimonies are not able to transmit any knowledge of what happened in the camps.

Both authors conceive testimony in a way that ultimately leads to its deconstruction. This deconstruction, however, is both epistemologically wrong and ethically problematic. This can be explained with reference to the Testimony Debate, as I will finally show in the following.

First, to deny that the survivors’ testimonies can convey positive knowledge is epistemologically not plausible. What is underlying Derrida’s and Agamben’s reflections is in fact a strong epistemic individualism and scepticism against testimony as an epistemic source. Their theories are based on two important assumptions: first, the assumption that ‘knowledge’ has to be based on first-hand experiences, that is on perception; and, second, the assumption that personal experiences cannot be communicated. The conclusion is that experiential knowledge cannot be transmitted: The witness is an isolated individual, tragically incapable to communicate his or her experiences.

It is one of the main points of the contemporary testimony debate to claim that both assumptions are epistemologically not defensible, considering that the roots of our epistemic dependence on others run deep. Most of what we ‘know’ in the everyday meaning of the word is based on the words of others: Think of what you ‘know’ about history or geography. Perceptual knowledge is per se not more ‘basic’ or more reliable than testimonial knowledge – both perception and testimony are fallible epistemic sources. Last but not least, our diverse epistemic sources, be it perception, memory, our capacity to reason and the testimony of others, cannot even be cleanly separated: When we learn about the world, what we experience and what we have learned through communication is often deeply interwoven. ‘The word is accessible only through perception; but perception, our perception, is powered and driven by the word’ (Strawson 1994, 26).

Thus, the strong devaluation of testimony as an epistemic source is – despite its fallibility – philosophically not justifiable. This does not mean to deny the difficulties of bearing witness to catastrophic events. However, one goes too far in denying the epistemic value of survivor testimony just because it is testimony. Testimony is fallible, but so is our perception and reasoning.

Second, to deny that survivors can convey some positive knowledge is also problematic from an ethical point of view, since it means to deprive the witnesses from a specific kind of social acknowledgment. In giving testimony, the witnesses intend to state a truth, to pass on some kind of knowledge – and they address the audience with the intention to be believed. By reducing survivor testimonies to mere expressions of speechlessness, the witnesses are not being acknowledged as subjects of knowledge and potential informants. They are being transformed into monuments of the past. To pick a phrase by Richard Moran: their utterance is not received in the same spirit that it was given.

To experience that one’s own capacity to give knowledge is denied, however, ‘can cut deep’, as Miranda Fricker has pointed out in her work on ‘Testimonial Injustice’.24 According to Fricker, the capacity to give knowledge – to be a good informant for others – is part of our capacity for reasoning, and thus a significant part of what it means to be human. The witness’ appeal to be believed can thus also be understood as an appeal to be acknowledged as a giver of knowledge. An ethical response to this appeal should be reflecting this: To acknowledge the survivor witnesses does not mean to regard them as living traces and monuments of the catastrophe, but implicates to listen to them as potential informants, too.

The testimony debate can gain something by taking into account ‘continental’ theories on testimony in order to re-limit the category of testimony and thus to escape the further inflation of the term. The key to this deflation of testimony, in my view, is to consider the ethical and political dimensions of testimony, as can already be recognized to some extent in the approach of the Assurance view. Here, Jacques Derrida’s, Giorgio Agamben’s and Paul Ricoeur’s thinking provide interesting interventions.

Derrida and Agamben accentuate that survivor testimony is opposed to the juridical paradigm of evidence. However, they go too far when they preclude that testimony can have any epistemic value: Testimony is a potential source of knowledge. Its special character lies in the fact, that it is not based on observation and evidence, but on an ethical commitment between persons: testimonial knowledge is built on trust, but it is nevertheless some form of knowledge. Thus, the testimony debate can save testimony from its being haunted by deconstruction.

NOTES

1.Some of the following arguments are partly developed in Schmidt 2015.

2.Assurance views and views which highlight the interpersonal character of testimony are elaborated in Ross 1986, Hinchman 2005, Moran 2005, Faulkner 2011, McMyler 2011, Zagzebski 2012. An approach to synthesize an interpersonal view on testimony with the problems of survivor testimony is developed in Benjamin McMyler’s article in this book.

3.Martin Kusch maintains that ‘ “epistemic interdependence” is well suited to take charge of the currently broadest meaning of testimony; and perhaps “communication” could act as the term for the transmission and creation of knowledge in linguistic contexts’ (Kusch 2002, 18).

4.C. A. J. Coady takes the legal model of testifying as a starting point for his broader definition of testimony as an epistemic source, see Coady 1992. Yet many authors have criticized this explicitly. In his review of Coady’s study, Michael Welbourne states: ‘I think Coady makes too much of the name and the verbs with which it seems naturally to associate – testify, witness’. The notion of the witness in court, Welbourne says, is not a suitable basis for understanding the everyday-phenomenon of asserting knowledge in every day circumstances. Coady takes the competence, authority and credibility of the speaker as key conditions for testimony. This holds true for testimony in court, Welbourne writes, but in every day circumstances we usually trust others words even though we know nothing (or almost nothing) about their competence or personal credibility. Thus, Coady’s ‘definition […] seems fitted for utterances much nearer to the witness-box than to the coffee-shop or street’ (Welbourne 1994, 121).

5.‘ “Philosophers” attempts to widen the category “testimony” notwithstanding, the original legal meaning of the term is still dominant. It always lurks in the background as the central “intuition-pump” behind theories of testimony’. Kusch 2002, 16.

6.‘The focus on the legal case is […] one of the pillars that supports the individualistic view of testimony’ (Kusch 2002, 17).

7.‘To avoid further damage, philosophers would probably do well to give up the term “testimony” altogether, or else confine it to its original meaning. “Epistemic interdependence” is well suited to take charge of the currently broadest meaning of testimony; and perhaps “communication” could act as the term for the transmission and creation of knowledge in linguistic contexts’ (Kusch 2002, 18).

8.Gelfert clearly rejects an all too rigid division between formal and non-formal cases of testimony: ‘The courtroom – with its many rules and conventions, and its clear division of social roles – provides a paradigmatic example of formal testimony. But it should be clear that there is a continuum of formal settings, each of which has its own set of explicit or implicit rules and standards for the management of testimony. Think of the continuity that exists between expert testimony in a court of law and in an expert panel advising the government, between decision-making among the 12 jurors in a criminal case and among the members of parliamentary committees, or between negotiations in the UN Security Council and in the local council. Clearly, then, formal testimony is not limited to the courtroom alone’ (Gelfert 2014, 15).

9.For a similar approach which emphasizes the ‘veracity gap’ in any given testimony, see also Peters 2001.

10.‘Car Augustin ne répond pas seulement à la question: pourquoi me confesser à toi, Dieu, qui sais tout d’avance? Il parle de “faire la vérité” (veritatem facere), ce qui ne revient pas à révéler, à dévoiler ni à informer dans l’ordre de la raison cognitive. À témoigner peut-être’ (Derrida 2006, 23).

11.‘Ethical’ is meant here in contrast to testimony as an epistemic source. However it must be said that Augustine’s concept of love, ‘caritas’, is not a purely ethical concept, but has a specific role for our understanding and knowledge.

12.‘Il testimonie testimonia di solito per la verità e la guistizia e da queste la sua parola trae consistenza e pienezza. Ma qui la testimonianza vale essenzialmente per ciò che in essa manca; contiene, al suo centro, un intestimoniabile, che destituisce l’autorità dei superstiti. I “veri” testimoni, i “testimoni integrali” sono coloro che non hanno testimoniato nè avrebbero potuto farlo’ (Agamben 1998, 31).

13.An attempt to compare instrumental and testimonial knowledge is developed by Sosa 2006.

14.‘The speaker, in taking responsibility for the truth of what he is saying, is offering his hearer not evidence but a guarantee that it is true, and in believing what he is told the hearer accepts this guarantee’ (Ross 1986, 79–80).

15.‘Somewhat lost in much recent discussion, however, is attention to the basic relationship between people when one person tells a second person something and the second person believes him. […] when the hearer believes the speaker, he not only believes what is said but does so on the basis of taking the speaker’s word for it’ (Moran 2005, 2). ‘[I]t is the special relations of telling someone, being told, and accepting or refusing another’s word that are the home of the network of beliefs we acquire through human testimony. And these relations […] provide a kind of reason for belief that is categorically different from that provided by evidence’ (Ibid., 4).

16.‘When all goes well in testimony, a speaker gives his audience a reason to believe something, but unlike other ways of influencing the beliefs of others, in this case the reason the audience is provided is seen by both parties as dependent on the speaker’s making himself accountable, conferring a right of complaint on his audience should his claim be false’ (Moran 2005, 21). For a further development of this thought see McMyler 2011, who argues that, by accepting testimony, a hearer entitled to ‘pass the justificatory buck’ back to the authority.

17.‘It is of the essence of the practice that the default response to an act of telling, informing, reporting or whatever would be that the hearer accept what she is told, that she believe the teller, just as the default response to a command is that it should be obeyed’ (Welbourne 2002, 416).

18.‘Nel campo, una delle ragioni che possono spingere un deportato a sopravivere, è diventare un testimone’ (Agamben 1998, 18). However, it needs to be stated that, throughout his book, Agamben underlines that responsibility is a judicial and not an ethical norm: ‘ “Il gesto dell” assumere responsabilità è, dunque, genuinamente guiridico e non etico. Esso non esprime nulla die nobile e luminoso, ma semplicemente l’ob-ligarsi, il consegnarsi in prigionia per garantire un debito’ (Ibid., 20).

19.Paul Ricoeur’s thoughts on testimony are illuminative here: ‘La spécificité du témoignage consiste en ceci que l’assertion de réalité est inséparable de son couplace avec l’autodésignation du sujet témoignant. De ce couplage procède la formule type du témoignage: j’y étais’ (Ricoeur 2000, 204).

20.‘L’autodésignation s’inscrit dans un échange instaurant une situation dialogale. C’est devant quelqu’un que le témoin atteste de la réalité d’une scène à laquelle il dit avoir assisté’ (Ricoeur 2000, 205).

21.‘Cette structure dialogale du témoignage en fait immédiatement ressortir la dimension fiduciaire: le témoin demande à être cru’ (Ricoeur 2000, 205).

22.‘La certification du témoignage n’est alors complète que par la réponse en écho de celui qui reçoit le témoignage et l’accepte; le témoignage dès lors n’est pas seulement certifié, il est accrédité’ (Ricoeur 2000, 205).

23.For a detailed analysis of epistemic authority, see McMyler 2012 and especially McMyler’s chapter (chapter 7) in this book. The ethical and political meaning of epistemic authorization is extensively explored in Medina 2013.

24.‘The capacity to give knowledge to others is one side of that many-sided capacity so significant in human beings: namely, the capacity for reason. […] No wonder, then, that being insulted, undermined, or otherwise wronged in one’s capacity as a giver of knowledge is something that can cut deep’ (Fricker 2007, 44). Elizabeth Anscombe already pointed out that ‘it is an insult and it may be an injury not to be believed. At least it is an insult if one is oneself made aware of the refusal, and it may be an injury if others are’ (Anscombe 1979, 150).
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Chapter 16

Is Testimony an Epistemically Distinguished Source of Knowledge?

Dirk Koppelberg

HOW TO LEARN FROM TESTIMONY

It’s a truism: we all learn from testimony. But it is far from trivial to answer the questions of how we learn from testimony and how what we learn from testimony has to be judged from an epistemic point of view. One of the main tasks of the epistemology of testimony is to answer these two questions which are closely connected. The way we answer the question of how we learn from testimony will have considerable influence on our way of answering the question of how testimony has to be judged from an epistemic point of view. Nowadays testimony is widely regarded as a source of knowledge, even if there are important dissenters in the history of philosophy, perhaps the most famous of them being John Locke.1 Here I will not go into the details of the arguments against testimony as a source of knowledge because most of them are based on highly demanding conceptions of knowledge which we no longer share and have good reasons to reject. Together with most current epistemologists I grant that testimony is a source of knowledge and I will try to find out what kind of source it is and how it is adequately characterized. Especially I will discuss the challenging proposal that testimony ought to be regarded as an epistemically distinguished source, namely as a non-evidential source of knowledge which is based on a testifier’s assurance and on an addressee’s trust.2

Before tackling this task, let’s nevertheless take a brief look at the question of why testimony has been regarded with suspicion as an epistemically acceptable source of knowledge in the history of philosophy. Such a look may also help to understand why some current philosophers are so eager to defend testimony as a special and epistemically distinguished source of knowledge. Especially significant in the context of this discussion is the Early Enlightenment’s conception of epistemic independence and a closely related distinction between first-hand knowledge and second-hand knowledge.3 Epistemic independence consists in the idea that ‘fully rational cognitive agents are always solely epistemically responsible for the justification of their own beliefs’ (McMyler 2011, 6). But how is this idea to be maintained if the epistemic justification of many of our beliefs turns out to be dependent on the testimony of others? In the classical debates about testimony, reductionists and anti-reductionists have made out different, but traditionally well-respected sources of epistemic justification to which they try to assimilate the troublesome case of testimony. Well-respected sources of epistemic justification are, of course, those sources which stick to the Enlightenment’s ideal of epistemic independence. Thus, on the one hand, reductionists about testimony try to defend it as a source of knowledge by explicating it as a special form of inductive inference. On the other hand, anti-reductionists try to achieve the same aim by modelling testimony on the case of prima facie reasons for belief provided by perception.

In both strategies, testimony’s second-hand knowledge which is mediated by the words of an informant is supposed to be explained either rather directly by reference to an individual source (inductive inference) or rather indirectly by an analogy to an individual source (perception). According to such procedures, in both cases testimonial knowledge has been acquired on the basis of one’s own cognitive capacities or at least on the basis of such abilities which seem to be rather similar to one’s well-respected capacities and thus the idea of epistemic independence seems to be preserved. Their deep differences about the relevant source of testimony’s epistemic respectability notwithstanding, reductionists and anti-reductionists agree at least insofar that the Enlightenment’s ideal of epistemic independence ought to be maintained in any acceptable account.

Despite these widely discussed strategies to explain and defend testimonial- based justification, nowadays many epistemologists share the conviction that in contrast to the traditional individual sources of inference and perception, testimony is a genuine social source of knowledge. And if it turns out that testimony cannot be successfully justified via individual epistemic sources but has to be understood as a genuine social source of knowledge, then an important question seems to be the following one: Is testimony an epistemically distinguished source of knowledge because it is a social source of knowledge? Or, to put it slightly different: Does testimony’s status as a genuine social source of knowledge render it also an epistemically distinguished source which has to be accounted for quite differently than the well-known individual sources which have played such a dominant role in the history of epistemology?

To answer these basic questions, it seems worthwhile looking closer at the bearer of this source. In many epistemological discussions the bearer of testimony is seen as a single speaker who conveys information to a single hearer. Thus the hearer is confronted with individual testimony and an adequate epistemology of testimony ought to answer the question of how such individual testimony, the testimony of a single testifier, is to be analysed and understood in order to play the role of an epistemically reliable source of knowledge. To put this task in a somewhat broader perspective, it is useful to look at different approaches to an adequate epistemology of testimony. These approaches will provide us with important background assumptions about the right way to answer our title question. The main part of the chapter will then be devoted to discuss and evaluate the amazing answer of the approach which regards the ethics of testifying as the key to the epistemology of testimony.

ON DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO AN ADEQUATE EPISTEMOLOGY OF TESTIMONY

Among the proponents of different approaches to an adequate epistemology of testimony, there is a lot of disagreement about what to place at the centre of the acquisition of testimonial knowledge. What kind of facts with regard to the relation between speaker and hearer are necessary and taken together perhaps even sufficient for generating testimonial knowledge?4

In the current literature we find at least the following three different proposals, each of them accentuating a different start point to answer the question. Some epistemologists hold that the hearer gains testimonial knowledge from the speaker’s beliefs. This is the belief view of testimony.5 Against this view, Jennifer Lackey has argued that the hearer does not learn from the speaker’s beliefs, but from his words. Accordingly she calls this second approach the statement view of testimony. And finally the proponents of the third approach, the second-personal view of testimony claim that the hearer gains knowledge from what I’d like to call the speaker’s ethical commitments, that is from the speaker’s assurance or his invitation to the addressee to trust him. I’ll take a quick look at the first two views before I look somewhat closer at the third one, the second-personal view of testimony because this view has not only been the dominant one at the conference where I first presented this chapter6 but it is without any doubt a particularly interesting and challenging view which deserves closer examination. I will especially discuss Miranda Fricker’s version of a trust-based assurance view and her defence of it against Jennifer Lackey’s criticism.

Of course, the three aforementioned views are spelt out in many different ways. With regard to the first two ones, I just want to make clear their respective basic assumptions and commitments. The core of the belief view of testimony consists in the following three components. ‘First, while statements are necessary for the process of communication [via testimony; D.K.], they are merely vehicles for expressing beliefs’ (Lackey 2008, 37). Thus, the speaker’s belief is the central item in a testimonial exchange. ‘Second, the process of communicating via testimony involves a speaker transmitting her belief to a hearer, along with the epistemic properties it possesses’ (Lackey 2008, 38). The intent of this second point is nicely put by David Owens: ‘a sincere assertion reflects the rationality (good or bad) of the belief it expresses and it transmits a belief with those epistemic credentials to an audience who are convinced by it’ (Owens 2006, 123). Third, and following from the first and second point, ‘statements themselves are not the bearers of epistemic significance – beliefs are’ (Lackey 2008, 39).

Lackey has argued that the belief view of testimony is misguided and mistaken. She has replaced it by what she has called the statement view of testimony which she characterizes, at a minimum, by the following three conditions: ‘For every speaker, A, and hearer, B, B knows […] that p on the basis of A’s testimony that p only if (1) A’s statement that p is reliable or otherwise truth-conducive, (2) B comes to believe that p on the basis of the content of A’s statement that p, and (3) B has no undefeated defeaters for believing that p’ (Lackey 2008, 75). In contrast to the belief view of testimony, the statement view holds that for achieving testimonial knowledge first, the truth-conducivity of the speaker’s statement – not his belief – is necessary; second, the hearer’s belief is epistemically based on the content of the speaker’s statement – not on his belief; and, third, the hearer has no epistemic reasons for doubting that p – a condition which might also be added to the belief view and which is of fundamental importance.

The interesting point about the second-personal view of testimony is that it opposes both the belief view and the statement view, and I think it is worthwhile trying to find out in some detail in which way the second-personal view differs from both of them. An important and sometimes neglected start point of the second-personal view of testimony can be traced back to Edward Craig’s famous distinction between somebody’s functioning as a ‘source of information’ and their functioning as a ‘good informant’. For Miranda Fricker this difference has a crucial ethical aspect which according to her shows up in the following quote of Craig: ‘What I have in mind is the special flavour of situations in which human beings treat each other as subjects with a common purpose, rather than as objects from which services, in this case true belief, can be extracted’ (Craig 1990, 36). Fricker comments:


The special flavor seems to come from the positive ethical relationship involved when we relate to another person as a fellow epistemic agent. There is no such positive ethical relationship to my reaping informational value from a state of affairs in which noses are red or words are heard said, but there is, by contrast, an ethical special flavor to my learning from someone’s telling me that it was very sunny at the match today. (Fricker 2012, 4–5)



Fricker emphasizes the speech act of telling both as the basis for a convincing view of testimony and as the ground for the indispensable ethical character of testimony. If I understand her correctly, according to Fricker, it is by virtue of this indispensable ethical character that testimony is an epistemically distinguished source of knowledge. In the following my main interest concerns the question whether and how we may gain an epistemic advantage out of this presumed ethical character of the speech act of telling.

SCEPTICISM ABOUT THE SECOND-PERSONAL VIEW OF TESTIMONY

So what’s special and important about putting the relation of telling at the centre of an epistemology of testimony? Fricker brings up two crucial points. The first point ‘is to acknowledge that the relation of telling between an informant and an inquirer is paradigmatically a matter of the informant responding to an inquirer’s epistemic need, and so their relation is interpersonal – indeed it is a specifically second-personal (I-you) relation’ (Fricker 2012, 5). The second point ‘is to see that this interpersonal structure of good informing and testimony in general is connected with the fact that testifying is an illocutionary speech act […] [and] the mark of an illocutionary speech act […] to be fully successful […] the person in the role of inquirer […] must recognize the informant’s intention to perform that very speech act’ (Fricker 2012, 5–6).

These two points are closely related since the specific second-personal relation is manifested in the informant’s recognition of an inquirer’s epistemic need and the inquirer’s recognition of the informant’s intention to respond to his need via a suitable speech act. The mutual responsiveness of speaker and hearer manifested in the relevant telling relation is supposed to be of special significance for the second-personal view of testimony. It remains to be seen how this special significance is to be spelt out in order to get epistemic benefit from it.

Of course, Fricker is well aware that there is space for a considerable range of different accounts of testimony (cf. Fricker 2012, 6–7). On the one hand, there is Coady’s attempt to construe testimony as the narrower class of competent tellings, which tries to harmonize this conception with his understanding of testimony’s illocutionary point as presenting one’s words as evidence. On the other hand, there is Lackey’s theory which proceeds without attributing any special epistemic significance to the speech act of telling and construes testimony as a much broader class. Lackey’s point of departure are two components of epistemic justification, the objective component, reliability, and the subjective component, rationality, which in her view have both to be taken into account in an adequate explication of testimony. Accordingly, Lackey proposes her disjunctive view of the nature of testimony thus ‘S testifies that p by making an act of communication a if and only if (in part) in virtue of a’s communicable content, (1) S reasonably intends to convey the information that p or (2) a is reasonably taken as conveying the information that p’ (Lackey 2008, 37–38).

In comparison with these two rival proposals by Coady and Lackey, the second-personal view of testimony in general and Fricker’s specific variant thereof both try to defend two central theses. First and in contrast to Coady’s view, the second-personal view claims that the epistemic justification or the epistemic reason within a testimonial exchange is non-evidential in nature. So here we have to find out why the relevant epistemic reason within a testimonial exchange is supposed to be non-evidential. Second and in contrast to Lackey’s view, the second-personal view holds that it is the special second-personal relationship in a testimonial exchange, namely the speaker offering his assurance and inviting the hearer to trust him, which is responsible for conferring epistemic value on testimonial knowledge (cf. Lackey 2008, 221). Here we have to find out why the special second-personal relationship with its emphasis on the speaker’s assurance and his invitation to the hearer to trust him are supposed to confer epistemic value on testimonial knowledge.

So let’s look somewhat closer at these two crucial theses because they seem to contain the main reasons for the second-personal view that testimony is an epistemically distinguished source of knowledge. I begin with the second one. What is so special and epistemically significant with regard to the interpersonal relationship in a testimonial exchange? We have already seen that Fricker emphasizes the speech act of telling. Why? In the case of testimony, the speech act of telling is not just a speaker’s invitation to trust her, but, as Axel Gelfert puts it, ‘the act of telling may itself be a reason to trust since it amounts to an assumption of responsibility on the part of the speaker’ (Gelfert 2014, 169). I think it is important to understand the kind of reasoning that leads to this claim. How can it be developed and understood? To answer this question, it seems helpful to concentrate on Edward Hinchman’s reasoning and Axel Gelfert’s discussion of it.

The start point for getting clearer about the presumed special interpersonal relationship in testimony relates to the aforementioned first central thesis of the second-personal view, namely the claim that testimonial exchange is non-evidential in nature. According to this thesis, in performing the speech act of telling, the speaker does not make any evidence available to the hearer to weigh and assess, instead of which she deliberately invites the hearer to trust her and with this invitation she presents herself as a genuine source of epistemic justification. Hinchman puts it this way: ‘When a speaker tells her hearer that p […] she acts on an intention to give him an entitlement to believe that p that derives not from evidence of the truth of “p” but from his mere understanding of the act she thereby performs’ (Hinchman 2005, 564). What does this assertion mean and how might it be justified?

If I understand Hinchman correctly, he wants to distinguish between two sorts of entitlement. Even if he does not explicitly speak of epistemic entitlement, it is this kind of entitlement which is at issue here. His claim then seems to be that when the speaker performs the speech act of testimonial telling, her hearer gains a sort of epistemic entitlement that is quite different and wholly independent from the evidence for the truth of p. But how might this be possible? How might the hearer’s mere understanding of the speaker’s speech act provide him with an epistemic entitlement? Isn’t it obvious that it is not the mere understanding of the speaker’s speech act that provides the addressee with an epistemic reason but the fact that this speech act itself has been based on the proper evidence, the relevant reliability or the truth-conducivity of the statement’s content?

Hinchman’s answer to these questions tries to make essential use of the specific responsibility of the speaker and he seems to argue in a rather indirect way. Gelfert interprets him thus ‘If the hearer refuses to accept the speaker’s testimony in the spirit in which it is given – namely as an invitation to trust – and instead treat it merely as evidence, to be assessed by himself independently, he cannot later hold the speaker accountable for what she said’ (Gelfert 2014, 170). This way to put it may be right, but how do we get from here to the aspired conclusion that the invitation to trust is supposed to turn out as a genuine epistemic reason? To answer this question, Hinchman claims that in recognizing the speaker’s intention to vouch for the truth of her testimony and simultaneously not accepting it as a reason for belief, the hearer is a victim of a serious misunderstanding, since he treats the speaker’s invitation as a telling ‘he merely hears, or overhears, and not as a telling addressed to him’ (Hinchman 2005, 566). So the upshot of Hinchman’s reasoning is supposed to amount to an epistemologically significant distinction between the speaker’s trust-inviting testimonial speech act of telling as opposed to merely hearing or overhearing what the speaker is asserting. It is the first option of a specific trust-inviting speech act of telling which is supposed to render testimony its epistemically distinguished source, a source which has to be distinguished from an evidential one and which has to be evaluated quite differently.

Again it has been Lackey who has argued against such a distinction and has defended the thesis that it is epistemically irrelevant and superfluous. She tries to achieve her aim with the help of her example of an eavesdropper who overhears a common conversation in an office. The case is as follows:


Ben and Kate, thinking there are alone in their office building, are having a discussion about the private lives of their co-workers. During the course of their conversation, Ben tells Kate that their boss is having an affair with the latest intern who has been hired by the company, Irene. Unbeknownst to them, however, Earl has been eavesdropping on their conversation and so he, like Kate, comes to believe solely on the basis of Ben’s testimony – which is in fact both true and epistemically impeccable – that his boss is having an affair with Irene. Moreover, Kate and Earl not only have the same relevant background information about both Ben’s reliability as a testifier and the proffered testimony, they are also properly functioning recipients of testimony who possess no relevant undefeated defeaters. (Lackey 2008, 233)



According to all versions of the second-personal view of testimony and especially on the basis of Hinchman’s kind of reasoning as I have described and interpreted it, Kate’s testimonial belief is supposed to possess a special epistemic value that Earl’s does not have. But is this conclusion really justified? What might distinguish Kate’s and Earl’s testimonial beliefs from an epistemic perspective?

Comparing the respective relationships of Ben’s to Kate and Earl, it is obvious that ‘while Ben offered Kate his assurance that his testimony is true and invited Kate to trust him, neither is true of the relationship between Ben and eavesdropping Earl’ (Lackey 2008, 233). So I think, it can and should be granted that there is an important ethical difference in Ben’s attitude to Kate and Earl – in a certain sense there is no explicit attitude of Ben’s towards Earl at all since Ben does not address him, but what is at issue here concerns the question whether Earl’s testimonial belief has a different or even an inferior epistemic value than Kate’s testimonial belief because there is an ethical difference in Ben’s attitude to Kate and Earl. Remember that perhaps the main theoretical motivation for defending the second-personal view consists in its deep conviction that an epistemic advantage can be gained out of a presumed special ethical dimension of testimony which is manifested in the speech act of telling.

So let’s look again at Ben’s different attitudes to Kate and Earl. Hinchman lays great stress on his observation that if Kate refused to trust Ben’s testimony, he would be entitled to feel slighted whereas he would not have such a reason if Earl did not rely on his saying. Even if that may be true, it doesn’t seem to have any influence on the epistemic value of the information exchange. Lackey puts it this way: ‘Ben’s inviting Kate but not Earl to trust him does not make it more likely that the testimonial belief in question is true for Kate but not for Earl – they are both receiving testimony with the same degree of reliability, the same kind of truth-tracking, the same amount of proper functioning, and so on’ (Lackey 2008, 235). Now Gelfert holds that while this criticism is well taken, it does not show that awareness of (and invitation to) trust are ‘epistemically superfluous’ (Gelfert 2014, 171), as Lackey claims. But what exactly is the epistemic point of the invitation to trust and its awareness?

An answer to this question, this time offered by Philip Nickel tries again to gain a certain epistemic advantage out of an ethical commitment, stressing the mutual responsiveness as a crucial feature of trusting relationships. ‘Earl’s trust makes no difference to Ben’s performance, while Kate’s trust does’ (Nickel 2012, 306). What Nickel means to illustrate here, if I understand him correctly, is that a speaker’s testimonial speech act explicitly acknowledges its dependence on the informational need of the hearer and takes it accordingly into account. Nickel has diagnosed this aspect of a testimonial relationship as dependence-responsiveness and Gelfert has claimed that with regard to this dependence-responsiveness ‘the addressee of [the] testimony enjoys an additional specific reason to believe the speaker’ (Gelfert 2014, 171). Here, of course, it is crucial to spell out the nature of this additional specific reason and to get clear about the role of trust in this reason. And even if it turns out that the addressee in fact enjoys a quite specific reason due to the special role trust plays in it, we have to ask whether it is an additional epistemic reason.

With regard to this challenge, Miranda Fricker has introduced an important distinction between a second-personal stance of trust and a third-personal stance of trust by an example in which she asks a neighbour to look after her cat while she is away on holiday.


given she agrees, I may trust her to do it. Granted our mutual awareness of my trust (an essential feature of the I-thou, second personal stance), the possibility is created of my being betrayed by her, for instance in the event that she let’s the cat go hungry. But we can also trust someone third personally, typically without their awareness. Imagine instead that I know that a friend of mine has fixed his own cat-sitting arrangement with the neighbour. Although I have nothing to do with the arrangement, as it happens I do trust the neighbour to take good care of my friend’s cat – if anyone were to ask me whether I trusted her to do it, I’d say Yes. I however I learn that she has betrayed his (second personal) trust by letting his cat go hungry, then my own (third personal) trust is also let down, but not in the manner of betrayal, for there was no deal of trust struck with me. (Fricker 2012, 10)



For Fricker both kinds of trust are real trust and are to be distinguished from mere reliance, but in the first case she may appropriately feel the interpersonal sting of betrayal whereas in the second case, even if she also feels a kind of ethical let-down, it is not the one that characterizes betrayal. In both cases one or another kind of ethical resentment is properly felt, but only in the first case, in the case of second-personal trust, we will correctly speak of betrayal.

In a second step Fricker applies the introduced distinction of her example to the eavesdropper case of Ben, Earl and Kate. According to her view, both Earl and Kate may be said to trust Ben, but while Earl stays in a merely third-personal stance of trust towards Ben, only Kate has a distinctive second-personal stance of trust towards him. Fricker’s interesting conclusion is as follows:


Thus I can agree with Lackey that, other things equal, Kate and Earl may feel equal quantities of resentment against Ben if it turn out that he culpably misled them, but they are not the same sorts of resentment. They derive from different stances of trust which are associated with relationships that generate subtly different kinds of epistemic reasons to believe: the second personal stance of trust that Kate has towards Ben is her side of a two-sided deal of trust with Ben which can generate a non-evidential epistemic reason for her to believe what he tells her. (Fricker 2012, 21)



One can grant Fricker that there are two sorts of resentment because they are derived from two different stances of trust. But what I have not found is an argument for her thesis that the two different stances of trust ‘are associated with relationships that generate subtly different kinds of epistemic reasons to believe’. My worry is twofold: I do not see how the different stances of trust generate different kinds of epistemic reasons to believe and – even more important – I do not see how the different stances of trust generate different kinds of epistemic reasons at all. Unfortunately, thus I cannot find an argument for the above mentioned claim that the second-personal view provides us with an additional specific reason which is supposed to turn out as an epistemic reason, a reason which bears on the likely truth of the relevant belief.

I suspect that for all second-personal views of testimony it is a constitutive and decisive claim that the ethical commitments implicated in the telling relation between speaker and hearer are supposed to guarantee a certain epistemic surplus value beyond mere reliability or truth-conducive grounding. But, as I have tried to show, the speech act of telling involving the speaker’s ethical commitment to be sincere and competent does not as such increase the truth-conducivity of his statement since the latter is dependent on relations to facts and evidence whose obtaining are not be guaranteed by the speaker’s ethical commitments towards the addressee. What is guaranteed by the speaker’s commitments is his will and intention to be competent and sincere so that the hearer may not only be psychologically inclined but ethically encouraged to trust him for the truth of his statement, but nevertheless it is always possible that the speaker – perhaps for reasons unbeknownst to the hearer or even to the speaker himself – is in fact not reliable with regard to the statement. Even if the addressee might rightly regard the speaker as responsible for being competent and sincere, does this ethical dimension not provide the speaker with a specific epistemic authority. To put it in a nutshell: believing the speaker, to follow his invitation to trust him is simply not the right kind of reason to be justified in one’s belief that what the speaker says is true. So I’m afraid I have to end my discussion with some scepticism about the ambitious project of the second-personal view to gain epistemic profit out of ethical commitments. With regard to this assessment I find myself in basic agreement with Stephen Darwall who claims ‘even if the ways in which we respect epistemic authority are frequently second-personal – giving weight to someone’s epistemic claims in discussions about what to believe – epistemic authority is not second-personal; it is third-personal. It depends fundamentally on a person’s relations to facts and evidence as they are anyway, not on her relations to other rational cognizers’ (Darwall 2006, 12).

CONCLUSION

My guiding question has been whether testimony is an epistemically distinguished source of knowledge because it is a social source. To answer this question, I proposed to look somewhat closer at the bearer of this source. With regard to the presumed bearer I have distinguished three different approaches to the epistemology of testimony. In my discussion I focused on the second-personal approach, especially in the way Fricker and Hinchmann have developed it because both authors explicitly claim to gain epistemic benefit from an ethical commitment. I confronted their versions of the second-personal view and its intended far-reaching epistemological consequences with the case of Lackey’s eavesdropper and tried to show that the proponents of the second-personal view have serious difficulties in defending an allegedly important epistemological distinction between their non-evidential and trust-inviting account on the one hand and a truth-conducive and evidential account on the other hand. Of course, it cannot be denied there are important distinctions between an assurance and trust-inviting account on the one hand and an evidential account on the other hand. But what I have found wanting is the attempt of the second-personal view to deliver special epistemic reasons for testimonial knowledge. Unfortunately, either the second-personal view gives us no epistemic reasons at all, or its alleged special epistemic reasons turn out to be grounded in an evidential or reliable source which no longer is genuinely second-personal. Either way, the second-personal view fails to provide a convincing answer to our title question whether testimony is an epistemically distinguished source of knowledge.7

NOTES

1.Traditionally Locke has been treated as an extreme example of epistemological individualism; for a short discussion see Shieber 2015, 55–62.

2.As far as I know, one of the first proponents of the significance of assurance and trust in testimony and of its non-evidential character has been Richard Moran 2006. In the meantime there exist a lot of different versions of so-called assurance theories of testimony.

3.Cf. McMyler 2011, 6–7. McMyler uses the notion of epistemic autonomy whereas I think that it is important to distinguish between a questionable conception of radical epistemic independence from a reasonable and defensible conception of epistemic autonomy which is supposed to be reconciled with an adequate view of our indispensable dependence on testimony.

4.I’m indebted to Wolfgang Barz to see clearer here.

5.This label and the following one I’ve taken from Jennifer Lackey.

6.It was the international conference ‘Testimony/Bearing Witness – Current Controversies and Historical Perspectives’, organized by Sybille Krämer and Sigrid Weigel at the Freie Universität Berlin, 15–17 January 2015.

7.I’d like to thank Wolfgang Barz for his stimulating and constructive comments on an earlier draft of this chapter which have led to some substantial corrections and – I hope – improvements.
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