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Abstract 

This thesis  examines the intersection of the heroic narrative and the Warsaw 

G hetto . It cons iders both Pol ish and Jewish texts ; Marek Edelman's The Ghetto 

Fights and Hanna Kral l 's To Outwit God both v igorous ly reject the heroic 

narrative because of its rel iance on  the beautifu l death and imp l icit deva luation of 

the 'passive death . '  I n  Courier from Warsaw, Jan  Nowak subsumes the ghetto 

with in  the Pol ish heroic narrative so that the Jewish experience d isappears with in  

a national ised chronicle of  suffer ing . Jan Karsk i 's  Story of  a Secret State 

emphasises the heroism of bear ing witness , b ut fa lters when testimony fa i ls  to 

effect change .  U ltimately, the imposit ion of the heroic narrative on the Warsaw 

Ghetto is an attem pt to order the experience of the Shoah . I n  both Pol ish and 

Jewish accou nts , the heroic narrative tries to reassemble a fragmented ghetto , 

and offers the tanta l is ing promise that suffering  may be redeemed . 
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C h a pter 1 

Introd u ction 

My question is philosophical. What does a ghetto mean, in your opinion ? 

Claude Lanzmann 

"Two Deaths" 

Your death and our death 
Are two different deaths. 
Your death is a strong death, 
the death that tears to pieces. 
Your death is in the fields 
fecund with sweat and blood. 
Your death is death from bullets, 
For something, for Fatherland. 
Our death is stupid death, 
in attics, in the basement. 
Our death gets us like dogs, 
from around the comer. 
Your death is ordinary, 
human and not so hard. 
Our death is garbage death, 
Jewish death and putrid. 

Wtadystaw Szlengel 

"There was no one else l i ke h im a l ive ./  In h is day,  he was the m ightiest man on 

earth" (Beowulf 1 5). I n  the oldest surviv ing Eng l ish ep ic ,  King H rothgar and h is 

people are terrorised by Grende l , a monster who comes at n ight to hunt and feed 

on humans. The demon's strength is  terrify ing , and of the many Danes who 

val iantly try to defeat h im ,  none survive . As h is power g rows , Grendel i nvades 

Heorot, H rothgar's great mead ha l l ,  and every n ight the g rand pub l ic space is 
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occup ied by the sta lk ing monster .  For twelve years the demon hunts H rothgar's 

people unvanqu ished , u nt i l  Beowu lf of the Geats travels from a ne ighbouring 

land to defeat Grendel .  At n ig htfa l l  the Danes retreat to safe shelter whi le 

Beowulf waits i n  the mead hal l  for the demon . After a b loody battle Beowu lf tears 

off Grendel 's  a rm and the monster flees the b right p ub l ic  ha l l  for the cover of 

n ig ht .  The pub l ic space of Heorot is restored , and the commun ity gathers safely 

aga i n ,  the monster's murderous a rm now a d isembod ied trophy d isplayed on the 

wa l l .  

Beowulf is an exemplar  of the  heroic narrative . I t  neatly d isp lays the 

conventions of the genre ,  and indeed , along with a handfu l  of s im i lar texts , is the 

basis of the hero ic ep ic's scholarly defin ition .  However, i n  the modern era not a l l  

narratives fit the heroic gen re 's  conventions q u ite as eas i ly as the battle between 

Beowulf and Grende l .  This thesis  is concerned with one such uneasy match of 

genre and subject matter: the encounter between the heroic narrative and the 

Warsaw Ghetto . The heroic narrative frequently appears in  the l iterature of the 

Ho locaust, and as the genre stra ins  to adequate ly represent the g hetto , troub l ing 

imp l ications emerge.  For the pu rpose of these i ntroductory remarks , Beowulf wi l l  

serve as  an example of the conventiona l  heroic narrative , which is  so  profound ly 

chal lenged by the Holocaust. Beowu lf's ta le is thus a fixed point in a somewhat 

abstract i n it ia l  d iscussion of the heroic narrative's l im itations .  

Beowu lf d oes what a l l  other  men fa i led to do :  he reun ites the body pol it ic 

that was sp l i ntered by Grende l .  I n  his foundat ional work On Heroes, Hero-
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Worship and the Heroic, Thomas Carlyle 1 argues that the hero is pr imari ly 

defi ned by i mpact on the external world: 

They were the leaders of men , these g reat ones; the model lers ,  

patterns , and in  a wide sense creators , o f  whatsoever the genera l  

mass of men contrived to  do or  atta in ;  a l l  th ings that we see 

stand ing accompl ished in the world are p roperly the outer material 

resu lt ,  the pract ica l  rea l isation and embod iment, of Thoughts that 

dwelt in the Great Men sent i nto the world . (Carlyle 1 -2) 

The hero is thus  measured by the successfu l ach ievement of effective action , 

regard less of the context. I n  th is sense the heroic narrative does not 

acknowledge c i rcumstances wh ich forb id effective action .  Joseph Campbel l  

concurs with Carlyle when he observes , " It is not society that is to g u ide and save 

the creative hero ,  but precisely the reverse" (39 1 ) . The hero , l i ke Beowu lf, 

affects the world , and th is positive change p rofound ly a lters society . Leonard 

Lutwack asserts that this effectiveness is essential to the heroic narrative , which 

i s  characterised by "heroic self-sacrifice and the pers istent fa ith in purposefu l 

action" (xi i) .  Th is  "pu rposefu l action" is of a particu lar k ind . I n  the heroic 

narrative , action  not on ly affects the external world , but does so with s ign ificance :  

" [T]he ep ic  is  a lways marked by agg rand isement, or  the imparti ng  of 

1 As a point  of i n te rest, Carlyle's frequent use of incend iary metaphors to describe the hero's 
effect on h is/he r  world has u n i ntended resona nce after the H oloca u st: " B ut I l i ken common 
langu id  T i mes, with  the i r  u n bel ief, d istress,  perplexity . . . . a l l  th is I l i ken to d ry d ead fue l ,  wa it ing for 
the l ighte n i n g  o u t  of H eaven that sha l l  k ind le  it . The g reat man is the l ig hten i n g  . . . .  Al l blazes 
round h i m  now, when he has once struck on it ,  i nto fi re l i ke his own . . . .  In all e pochs of the world ' s  
h istory , w e  s h a l l  fi nd  t h e  G reat M a n  t o  have been the i n d ispensable sav iour  o f  h is epoch; -- the 
l i g hte n i n g ,  with o u t  which the fuel wou l d  never have been bu rnt" (20 ) .  After Auschwitz ,  the fig u re 
of a man who sets a n  age on fi re i n  o rd e r  to save it is more ambig uous than i n  the e n l i g hten ment 
e ra Car ly le was n o  d o u bt i nvokin g .  
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consequence and g ravity to action , character ,  and theme" (Lutwack 1 5) .  Thus 

Beowulf is not a hero s imply because he s lays a monster: the rea l  objective of 

th is heroic narrative is mainta in ing the supremacy of human ity over nature ,  and 

order over chaos . Hero ic action is mean ingfu l  or  it is not heroic.2 Although th is  

mean ing may have un iversa l  s ign ificat ion , such as i n  G reek myth , heroic deeds 

a re normal ly inscribed and s ig n ify with i n  particu la r  national  narratives at a 

particu lar h istorical moment. As Lascel les Abercrombie observes , an  epic i s  " i n  

some sort ,  a summation for its t ime of the va l ues of  l ife" (50) . 

The heroic narrative a n d  the 'beautifu l death ' 

I ronical ly ,  the decis ive expression of a hero's effectiveness is often h is  

death . Many years after vanqu ish ing Grendel , Beowu lf d ies wh i le battl ing a 

powerfu l d ragon that s laughtered many of h is peop le. But notab ly ,  the King of 

the Geats d ies on ly after s laying the monster and naming h is successor. I n  the 

heroic narrative , death is effective ; to d ie is to ach ieve someth ing .  As C . N .  

Bowra notes of heroic poetry ,  " it sees in  heroic death the fitt ing fu lfi lment of a 

heroic l ife" (77) . The hero may exp i re i n  a g lorious charge over the h i l l ,  th us 

2 Althou g h  t h e  heroic narrative deals with m atte rs u rgent t o  its own era ,  t h e  g e n re 's  conti nued 
re levance was i ntensely q u estioned i n  the twentieth ce ntu ry .  M u c h  critica l attent ion has  been 
paid to the heroic na rrative's sh ift ing popu larity i n  the modern era, when many " [c]ritics affi rm that 
heroic poetry is  an  a nomaly in  our u n hero ic  age" (Foerster v i i ) .  See Peter H a g i n ' s  The Epic H e ro 
and the Decl i n e  of Heroic Poetry , especia l l y  p p .  7-1 4 ,  for a n  overv iew of th is s h ift. Briefly ,  the 
heroic narrative 's  decl ine i n  relation  to the twentieth ce ntu ry 's  two World Wars may sketched as 
fol lows : As Lutwack notes of the yea rs between the world wars i n  America , " [m]oved by the n eeds 
of thei r t ime,  Stei nbeck and H e m i n gway restore the epic hero and the com m u na l  sacrifice for a 
cause, no matter how desperate a n d  how sord id the c i rc u mstances may be" (1 42) . After the 
Second World War, the heroic narrative s h ifts again :  " [ M]ost s ig n ificant i n  the odyssey nove l s  of 
the postwar period is the sh ift from a serious to a serio-comic poi nt  of view. Adopti ng th e ser ious 
tone of the trad it ional  epic d id not seem possible to writers after World War I I  . . . copyi ng trad it ional  
heroic patterns must [now] be done a l ittle i ron ically" (Lutwack 1 48 ) .  
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secu r ing victory for the righteous .  Or  s/he may d ie a martyr's death , sacrificed 

for a cause that is strengthened by her demise ,  l ike Joan of Arc in Shaw's Saint 

Joan. I n  th is case,  the commun ity is insp i red and perhaps emboldened by the 

loss of the hero .  Alternate ly ,  the hero may d ie to protect the innocent, such as 

when Beowulf g ives his l ife in battle with the d ragon .  These heroic deaths a lso 

res u lt i n  fame,  and this d istinct ion fu rthers immorta l ity th rough the posthumous 

communa l  memory of the hero 's g reat deeds .  I n  each of these cases , the hero's 

end s ign ifies beyond the moment of death . F rench ph i losopher Jean-Franc;ois 

Lyotard refers to the hero ic death as "the Athenian ' beautifu l death , '  the 

exchange of the fin ite for the infin ite , of the eschaton for the te/os: the Die in 

order not to die" ( 1 00) .  Th is  is  the promise of memoria l ization , i n  wh ich the loss 

of l ife ensures immortal ity . The hero's sacrifice endu res past death i n  the 

communa l  memory ;  the act is remembered through narrative . In the heroic 

chron icle , the end of l ife is not the end of the story .  

The hero ic narrative fou nders when confronted with death that is not 

'beautifu l . '  Such a death cannot confer  immortal ity because it occu rs in  the 

absence of a common accord . The bond of a col lective 'we , '  of a relationsh i p  

between ' I '  and  'you , '  must exist with in  a commun ity i f  death is to be  mean ingfu l .  

The hero ic death s ign ifies on ly when there i s  mutua l  acknowledgement of the 

other's existence .  In Beowulf, the d ragon's death is s ign ificant even though the 

hero and the monster are foes . Desp ite the fact that the poem does not offer the 

d ragon's point of view, its l ife and death are nevertheless narrated . Fancifu l ly ,  

one might suppose that h is fe l low d ragons memorial ise h im i n  the ta le of a hero 
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who d ies in  battle with a cruel enemy. Desp ite the i r  enm ity, the ' I '  of Beowulf 

acknowledges the 'you '  of the monster. I n  th is sense Beowu lf and the d ragon 

exist with in  the same narrative , and neither's existence is negated . 

But th is bond of the col lective 'we' does not a lways exist. When death 

occurs outside of th is framework , its power to s ign ify - and therefore to be 

beautifu l - is suddenly threatened . As Theodor  Adorno notes ,  the beautifu l death 

is  s ituationa l ly determined . I t  is not s imp ly an act of wi l l  or  a d isp lay of noble 

character; the heroic death is not ava i lab le to a l l  those who des i re it. Beowulf's 

death is transcendent not because he k i l l s  the d ragon , but because h is  death 

occu rs with i n  a context where transcendence is poss ib le .  For the beautifu l death 

is whol ly  contingent upon context: "Death . . . .  is not to be extracted from the 

convol ut ions of h istory; for that, the i nd ividua l  is far too much of a h istorica l 

category" (37 1 ) .  Adorno arg ues that for those dy ing in  Nazi death camps there is  

no hope that death can s ign ify beyond itself. I n  the context of  the camps,  it 

seems imposs ib le that any aspect of h uman l ife end u res beyond death : "The 

remnant of confidence in  [the cam p  inmates'] transcendent du ration van ishes 

during  their l ife on earth , so to speak: what shou ld be the part of them that is not 

dying?"  (37 1 ) .  What Adorno describes here is death in the absence of the 

col lective 'we.' I n  the Holocaust, noth ing endu res past the moment of death , for 

the d is integrat ion of the 'we' robs the camp inmate's death of mean ing .  This 

fa i lure of s ign ification clashes with an essentia l  e lement of the heroic narrative : 

"By far the most important i ng red ient of ep ic writ i ng , style , and myth are too ls of 
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aggrand izement creating transcendent tone" (Lutwack 22) . The heroic narrative 

is  thus rel iant on a col lective 'we' for the ach ievement of the hero's immorta l ity. 3 

Lyotard a n d  the H o l ocaust's fracturi ng of the 'we' 

I n  the Holocaust no  'we' exists between Nazi and Jew. The two are so 

d istinct that they do not subsist with in the same sphere ;  they share no common 

law, mora l ity or language .  Lyotard observes how, in  the death camps,  th is 

destruction of the 'we' occurs even at the level of semantics : 

The canon ica l formula of 'Auschwitz' cannot be Die, I decree it, a 

phrase that a l lows the equ ivocation of a possib le substitution of I for 

you to hover .  Rather, the formu la wou ld be,  if we focus on the SS 

as ' leg is lator' : That slhe die, I decree it; or ,  i f  we focus on the 

deportee as the one 'ob l igated ' :  That I die, slhe decrees it. ( 1 00) 

The imperative formu la of "Die, I decree it" req u i res d i rect interaction between SS 

and deportee , and as such constitutes a d ia log ue .  An order spoken  d i rectly from 

one to another wou ld occur face to face ; the SS wou ld necessari ly regard the 

deportee .  In contrast , "That slhe die, I decree it" breaks the d ia logue between 

murderer and vict im . I n  th is formu lation the SS speaks of the deportee in the 

th i rd person , and interaction between the two is den ied by virtue of this 

i ntermed iate , semantic chasm . The th i rd person form further d issolves the 

communa l  'we' by renderi ng a response unnecessary .  The deportees have no 

3 I t  i s  essent ia l  to n ote that the beautifu l death 's  fa i l u re in the Ho locaust does not mean that J ews 
a re i ncapable of hero ic action ,  or  that g reat cou rage was absent in the death cam p s .  It is not 
heroics that fa i l  i n  t h i s  sce n a rio but tra n scendence; the heroic na rrative can not re p resent death 
that lacks mea n i n g ,  and th u s  it i s  g e n re that fa i l s  rather than i n d iv iduals .  
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opportun ity to respond to the SS as they are not the add ressees of any d i rect 

order .  As Lyotard notes , it is  possible to d isobey an imperative . Phrasing the 

death sentence as an order imp l icitly acknowledges the poss ib i l ity of a response , 

even if that response is d isa l lowed . An imperative m ust be either obeyed or 

rejected , wh i le the impersona l  formula den ies the deportee any such agency. 

This curious structure actua l ly prevents the deportee from obeying a d i rect order 

to d ie .  Such is the extent of the d is location of the communa l  'we' : the deportee 

can not obey such an order because s/he lacks the necessary authority to do so. 

Acceptance of a death order is dependent upon the ab i l ity to make such a 

decision . For instance, sold iers may choose to d ie for their country .  Such a 

death is mean ingfu l because of its sacrifice to an ideal larger than the ind ividua l  

l ife . But the deportee's status as human subject has been deg raded so that s/he 

no longer has j u risd iction over even the most fundamental choice: s/he does not 

own her own death. As Lyotard notes , "one cannot g ive a l ife that one doesn't 

have the rig ht to have" ( 1 0 1 ) .  There is no col lective 'we' because there is no 

'you ; '  the SS fa i lure to recogn ise the deportee's existence as an  independent 

subject negates the 'you. ' Thus the 'we' of the SS and deportee is i rretrievably 

sundered and " [t]here are no stakes held i n  common by one and the 

other .  . . . there is not even a common id iom" (Lyotard 1 06) .  Narratively and 

metaphys ica l ly ,  the SS and the deportee exist in  utterly separate spheres . 

Lawrence Wesch ler exp lores one instance of the absent 'we' when he 

notes that the Bosn ian confl ict of the 1 990s "take[s] p lace in a context wherein 

the Other, even one's own neig hbor, is sudden ly being experienced no longer as 

8 
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a s u bject l i ke oneself but as an  instance ,  a type , a v i le exp letive : A Serb , a Croat, 

a Tu rk ,  and , as such , preorda ined for an ages-old , i nevitable fate" (2 1 ) . Lyotard 

suggests that in  the Nazi  death camps even th is m i n ima l  level of 

acknowledgement is destroyed . Recogn it ion of the Other solely as Serb , Croat 

or Turk ,  a lthough h igh ly restricted , sti l l  constitutes acknowledgement of the i r  

existence .  And to d ie because you a re a Serb perm its s ign ification ;  even lacking  

a p roper name ,  the vict im is martyred and thus  transcends death as part of  an  

" immorta l ,  co l lective name" (Lyotard 1 0 1 ) .  But Lyotard argues that '"Auschwitz' is  

the forb iddance of the beautifu l death" precise ly because i t  destroys both the 

i nd iv id ua l  name and the col lective name of 'Jew. ' The ind ivid ua l  is  erased 

through the use of serial numbers instead of names : thus it is not Abrasha B lum 

who is gassed , but an anonymous series of d ig its . F rom the t ime he receives the 

numbered tattoo , 'Abrasha B lum '  as an  ind ivid ua l  name ceases to exist. The 

col lective name is  erased th rough the negation of the Jewish commun ity . Ki l l i ng  

the i nd ivid ua l ,  numbered beings a lso k i l ls the commun ity that wou ld , i n  l ife , 

memoria l ise the dead . There is  no one left to remember, to ass ign mean ing to 

the death of i nd ivid ua l  names . I n  th is sense the co l lective name is k i l led s imp ly 

because there are so few members left a l ive ; death cannot be converted i nto 

immorta l s ign ificance if there is no one left to perform th is task .  

But the col lective name is a lso destroyed th rough the murder  of the death 

itself. Not on ly are ind ivid ual  deportees k i l led , but their deaths are s im i larly 

ann ih i lated throug h the previous negation of the deportees' very existence :  " [T]he 

col lective name (Jew) must a lso be k i l led in  such a way that no we bearing th is 

9 



name might remain wh ich cou ld take on the deportee's death and eterna l ise 

it .  . . .  If death can be exterm inated , it is  because there is noth ing left to k i l l .  Not 

even the name Jew" (Lyotard 1 0 1 ) . Thus death itself cannot s ign ify because the 

dead cease to exist lorig before the moment when l ife actua l ly ends. The SS 

refusal to semantica l ly acknowledge the deportee echoes a metaphysical 

erasu re of the Jew. Abrasha B l um is converted i nto a tattooed entity . For the 

SS, th is being is not a person , and so its death is not rea l ly a death . The name 

'Jew' is  thus obl iterated by the ann ih i lation of its component parts. In the death 

camps,  death cannot immorta l ise or transcend , because noth ing  has actua l ly 

d ied . 

Th is  murder of the death i s  painfu l ly embod ied i n  the fi lm Architecture of 

Doom, wh ich describes the Nazi  "cosmetic adjustment of h istory" in advance of 

the Al l ied troops: "Before the Russian onslaught ,  the mass graves must be 

opened , the corpses bu rned and the skeletons g round to dust in bone m i l ls .  

Weeds wi l l  be sown to h ide the g rave s ites . "  The death itself i s  erased , so that i t  

bears no s ign ificance ;  death cannot occu r i f  noth ing  exists to be k i l led . Thus ,  for 

the Nazis , th is ' undeath ' is not a n  event of any k ind . As th is death has no 

i ntri ns ic mean ing ,  and cannot g ra nt s ign ificance to any externa l  cause or person ,  

it i s  the antithesis of the beautifu l death . It is what the poet Wtadystaw Szlengel 

ca l ls "garbage death , /  Jewish death and putrid . "  
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The heroic  n arrative i n  Pol ish and Jewish accou nts of the Wa rsaw G hetto 

Clearly ,  the hero ic  narrative's dependence on the notion of the beautifu l 

death compromises the genre's ab i l ity to represent the Holocaust .  I ndeed , it 

wou ld seem that g iven th is restriction the genre m ust utterly fa i l  to represent the 

S h oah .  And yet , the heroic narrative frequently recu rs in Jewish chron icles of 

occupation . I t  is especia l ly resi l ient in depict ions of Jews who fought in the 

Warsaw G hetto Upris i ng .  But despite the end u rance of the heroic narrative , 

Jewish accounts of the Holocaust are also haunted by Lyotard 's  'murder of the 

death . '  These narratives are preoccup ied with the question of whether the 

J ewish death s ig n ifies beyond itself, and indeed whether anyone even knows 

they are dying . Marek Edelman ,  survivor of the Warsaw Ghetto U prising , re lates 

th is  fear in an i nterview with Hanna Kra l l : 

[Kra l l ] --Was it possib le to see anyth ing beyond the wal l  on the 

Aryan s ide? 

[Edelman] --Oh yes. The wal l  on ly reached the second floor. And 

a l ready from the th i rd floor one cou ld see the other street. We 

cou ld see a merry-go-round , peop le , we cou ld hear music ,  and we 

were terrib ly afra id that this mus ic would d rown us  out and that 

those people wou ld  never notice a th i ng ,  that nobody in  the world 

wou ld notice a th ing : us, the struggle ,  the dead . . . .  That th is wal l  

was so h uge,  that noth ing ,  no message about us ,  wou ld ever make 

it out .  ( 1 37) 
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Edelman 's anxiety is com pe l l i ng :  can the world outside the ghetto perceive the 

Jewish exterm i nation? Init ia l ly ,  it may appear that the fundamenta l d ivergence of 

the Jewish and Pol ish experiences of occupation bel ies any poss ib i l ity that the 

message "wou ld ever make it out. " Certa in ly the experience of l ife i nside the 

g hetto is  profound ly d istinct from that on the outs ide. As M ichael C. Ste in lauf 

notes , "[German] oppress ion , for most of the war and for most Poles,  damaged 

but d id not destroy the fabr ic of everyday l ife . . .  but the s ituation of the Jews under 

the German occupation bore l ittle resemblance to that of the Poles" (Ste in lauf 27 , 

28) . Jews were clearly s ing led out by the Nazis for exterminat ion in  a way that 

Poles were not. Nevertheless , "[p]ub l icly at least, Pol ish memory of the war 

years has been preoccup ied with issues of Pol ish surviva l ,  martyrdom,  and 

res istance" (Ste in lauf x) . By the end of the war, Poland 's  devastation was 

unequa l led throughout occup ied Europe. Steinlauf identifies both the b reach 

between Pol ish and Jewish experiences and the extent of Polish suffering : 

[A]bout two m i l l ion Poles and th ree mi l l ion Pol ish Jews d ied du ri ng 

the German occupation of Poland ; these figu res represent nearly 

1 0  percent of the ethn ica l ly Pol ish populat ion but a lmost 90 percent 

of the Jewish popu lation of prewar Poland. Nevertheless , nowhere 

e lse in  Europe wou ld such a comparison even beg in  to be 

necessary ;  nowhere else,  that is ,  d id the murder of Jews unfold 

amidst such s laughter of the coterritoria l  people.  (28) 

Although the horror of the Jewish death may impel a sympathetic des i re to 

d isregard coterritoria l  narratives,  such overs ight does not advance understand ing 
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of the Holocaust. As Jan G ross , author of Neighbors observes,  Pol ish and 

Jewish narratives a re inextricably connected : 

[S]tandard h istoriog raphy pos its that there are two separate 

wartime h istories - one perta in ing  to the Jews and the other to a l l  

the other citizen s  of  a g iven European country subjected to Nazi 

ru le .  This is a part icu larly untenable posit ion with respect to 

Poland . . . .  Conventiona l  wisdom mainta ins  that on ly ' socia l ly 

marg ina l '  i nd iv id ua ls i n  Pol ish society . . . .  were involved with the 

Jews . . . .  [But] how can the wiping out of one-third of its urban 

population be anything other than a central issue of Poland's 

modem history? (8, 9) 

I t  is important to note that Grass's  argument is not concerned with 

commensurab i l ity ; he does not assert an equ ivalency of Pol ish and Jewish 

suffering . Rather, his observat ions serve as a rem inder that the Jewish 

experience ,  wh i le un ique ,  d id not occur i n  a vacuum .  The Warsaw Ghetto 

existed in the midst of the city ; the metropol is was not evacuated but continued to 

function around the Jewish q uarter. Notwithstand ing the wal l ,  there was physical 

transaction between the g hetto and the external  world. Goods and even people 

passed both openly and covertly through the wa l l ,  a lthough for Jews such 

attempts were freq uently letha l .  Add itiona l ly ,  a footbridge l inked two sections of 

the Warsaw Ghetto , arch ing over a street that rema ined outside the wal ls .  On 

th is  b lock of Chiod na Street Po l i sh  Genti les cou ld  look up and see Warsaw's 

Jews passing above them.  Th is  transaction also takes narrative form ; both 
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Pol ish and Jewish texts of the German occupation engage passionate ly with the 

hero ic narrative . Thus the ghetto is a remarkable instance of utter s ingularity 

u nfold ing in the m idst of a sea of witnesses . Desp ite Edelman's fears ,  the noise 

of the revolt was heard over the merry-go-round .4 From inside and outside the 

wal l ,  then , what happens when the heroic narrative encounters the Warsaw 

Ghetto? What is revealed when Pol ish and Jewish texts consider the ghetto 

through  the lens of the hero ic genre? Certa in ly the resu lt is an uneasy and at 

t imes pa inful image.  I n  th is  thes is ,  four texts , two Jewish and two Pol ish ones , 

g rapp le with the Warsaw Ghetto and with the question of whether the heroic 

narrative can su rv ive with in  its wa l ls .  

Even when the hero ic narrative and the accompanying beautifu l death are 

passionately invoked , in  these texts they are not necessari ly endorsed . Edelman 

vigorously rejects the imp l ications of the hero ic narrative . I n  both The Ghetto 

Fights (1945), Edelman 's  account of the Ghetto Upris ing and To Outwit God 

(1977), h is  conversation with Hanna Kra l l ,  Edelman refuses the heroic narrative's  

centra l notion of  the beautifu l death . He is unwi l l i ng to  accept the imp l icat ions of 

the heroic narrative for those who d id not partic ipate i n  armed res istance. 

S imu ltaneously ,  however,  Ede lman is deeply committed to the notion that 

res istance is honourable .  H is engagement with the heroic narrative is one of 

aggressive deconstruction ,  but even in th is negative sense, the genre 

preoccupies Edelman . Th is thesis wi l l  pay close attention to the d ifferences 

between Edelman 's view of the heroic narrative in each of these two texts . I n  

4 I ndeed , a s  Jan  monsk i  notes i n  h i s  h i g h ly i nfl uent ia l  essay "A Poor Pole Looks a t  the Ghetto , "  
exa m i n ation o f  Poland ' s  ro le i n  t h e  H o loca u st is  an  eth ical i m perative. To ent ire l y  separate the 
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The Ghetto Fights, Edelman narrates but does not i nterpret heroism , wh i le i n  To 

Outwit God he actively instructs the reader as to the fa i l u re of the heroic narrative 

to rep resent the Warsaw Ghetto .  Kra l l ' s  ro le as med iator of the su rvivor's 

test imony and as reader-substitute wi l l  a lso be considered . 

Jan Nowak is a Pole who served as a cou rier for the extensive Pol ish 

underg round state . I n  Courier from Warsaw ( 1 982) , he  describes these 

experiences and p laces them fi rm ly with i n  the context of the Pol ish heroic 

narrative .  In do ing  so he emphas ises Poland's suffering and va lou r u nder 

German occupation .  Nowak's i nterpretation of the heroic narrative is 

straightforward , but its imp l ications a re s ign ificant, particu larly for Jews . Th is 

section wi l l  cons ider the crit ical i nfluence of the Pol ish heroic narrative on 

Nowak's accou nt ,  as wel l  as the contrad ictions between this chronicle and the 

Jewish narrative of the Holocaust .  Courier from Warsaw exempl ifies the p rocess 

by wh ich a nationa l  narrative that re l ies heavi ly on notions of heroism contends 

with the victim isation of its Jewish citizens .  L ike Jan N owak, Jan Karski was an 

underg round cou rier during the German occupation of  Poland . I n  Story of  a 

Secret State ( 1 944) ,  he recounts h is i l l ic it vis its to the Warsaw Ghetto and h is  

subsequent test imony about these experiences to Al l ied leaders .  U n l ike Nowak's 

text, Karski 's account does not i nvoke a framework of national ism and adventu re ,  

bu t  instead converts the hero ic narrative i nto a heroic witness . I n  doing so  he  

privi leges the act of testimony and endows i t  with g reat s ign ificance. But when 

bearing witness fa i ls to spur Al l ied intervention i n  the destruction of the Jews , 

Karski 's notion of heroic testimony falters . The cou rier 's account ,  that of a 

two experiences is to deny Pol ish i nvolvement i n  the exterm ination . 
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sympathetic but nevertheless external witness , frames a d iscussion of the natu re 

and l im itations of testimony. 

Desp ite the s im ilarities of nationa lity and genre ,  the profound d ifferences 

between ,  and indeed with i n ,  these narratives bel ie faci le comparison. As such , 

th is  thesis is gu ided by Lyotard 's  not ion of the wrong : "A wrong resu lts from the 

fact that the rules of the genre of d iscourse by which one judges are not those of 

the j udged genre or gen res of d iscourse" (xi ) .  As Lyotard notes ,  the imposition of 

one homogeneous d iscourse on various cu ltu res is tota l itarian .  Thus th is thes is  

d oes not seek to export the standards of one occupation narrative onto the other. 

I ndeed , it is possible that the Pol ish and Jewish  narratives are in s ign ificant ways 

incommensurate . I am mindfu l that the gap between the narratives may 

constitute Lyotard 's "d ifferend" ,  "a case of confl ict ,  between (at least) two parties ,  

that cannot be equ itab ly resolved for lack of a rule of  judgement appl icable to 

both arg uments" (xi ) .  

Rather  than  attempting to  impose resolution on such a confl ict ,  this thesis 

examines how Edelman ,  Kra l l ,  N owak and Karski  each use the heroic narrative 

in a strugg le to d iscern the mean ing of mass suffer ing . This narrative is itself a 

genre that imposes order. As G ibson notes , the heroic narrative is "a genre that 

prom ised social as wel l  as poetic coherence , one that promised to implicate itse lf 

i n  - if only by constructing it - some common g round of bel ief' (202) . G iven the 

d ifferences between the four  accounts , it is i nevitable that the process of 

i nterpretation produces vastly d ifferent conclus ions. Edelman uses the hero ic 

narrative as a negative example against which to ins ist upon the equal ity of the 
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pass ive and active deaths . I n  her i nterview with Edelman ,  Kra l l  med iates the 

su rv ivor's testimony and thus heavi ly shapes the rejection of the heroic narrative 

that emerges so powerfu l ly in To Outwit God. For Nowak ,  the heroic narrative 

asserts Poland 's national dest iny and in doing so a l lows the Holocaust to be 

subsumed into the wider chron icle of Pol ish suffering . Karski  uses the genre to 

affirm the importance of bearing witness ,  and in th is way asserts that the 

witness's mean ing does not fa i l  in the face of the g hetto . 

F ina l ly ,  a few words from the g hetto itself are no doubt the best 

i ntroduction for th is thes is .  Adam Czern iakow, the chairman of the Warsaw 

Ghetto Jewish Counci l ,  committed su ic ide on the fi rst day of the mass 

deportations from ghetto to death camp .  H is d iary conta ins a heartrend ing 

fragment that reads s imply ,  "The idea of the ghetto" ( 1 60) . It is "the idea of the 

g hetto" that this paper considers ;  from both Jewish and Pol ish perspectives, what 

d oes heroism mean ins ide such an  " idea"? 
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Chapter � 

Marek �del m a n  a n d  the Heroic Narrative 

I am writing this while this murderous war is st�� going on and the fate of the 

remaining Xuropean aews is st�l unknown. 

X²manuel mingelblum 

Marek Edelman is the last surv iv ing leader of the Warsaw Ghetto Upris ing . He 

was a commander  in  the ÈOB (Jewish ë ight ing Organ isation) ,  an amalgam of 

various pol it ica l g roups that came together in  response to the deportat ions of 

summer 1946 . ëormed i n  the ghetto , its pu rpose was "to prepare armed 

res istance for the t ime when the Germans m ight attempt to repeat the 

exterm inat ion p roced ure in the Warsaw Ghetto" (Edelman 68) Ì Th is  

"exterm inat ion p roced ure" that insp i red the creation of  the ´OB i nvolved 

u n precedented levels of destruction . Between Ju ly and September 1946 , 6 ,000 

to ċ 0 , 000 Jews were taken from the Warsaw Ghetto every day. Sacrifice , luck 

and money cou ld buy time, but rare ly secu red a Jew's surviva l for very long . 

ĳhose who were ab le to escape the �msch lagplatz , the publ ic square from which 

the tra ins departed Warsaw, a lmost a lways retu rned : "Those who were rescued , 

h owever, a com paratively ins ign ificant number, usua l ly showed u p  at the 

umschlag for a second and th i rd t ime, and fina l lâ d isappeared i nto the fata l 

i nterior of a ra i l road car with the rest of the victims" (Edelman 62) .  The tra ins left 

the square and proceeded d i rectlâ to Treb l i nka. As Raul H i lberg reports , "When 
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the Aktion was over, the popu lation of the Warsaw g hetto had been red uced from 

380 ,000 to 70 ,000;  a tota l of 3 1 0 ,322 had been deported" (320) . The narrative 

deta i ls  of what happened after deportation , known i n  part in  the ghetto ,  can now 

be fi l led i n .  F ranz Suchome l ,  an  SS officer at Treb l i n ka ,  reports the impact of the 

G reat Action on the death camp :  " More people kept coming ,  a lways more ,  whom 

we hadn't the faci l ities to k i l l .  The brass was in a rush to clean out the Warsaw 

g hetto . The gas chambers cou ld n't handle the load" (Lanzmann 55) . 

Fol lowing the 1 942 deportations , the ÈOB was formed and organ ised 

a rmed res istance began in the Warsaw Ghetto . Th is  res istance cu lminated in 

the Apri l 1 943 ghetto upris ing . Edelman participated in  the upris ing and , un l i ke 

most of h is  compatriots , outl ived both the Warsaw Ghetto and the Th i rd Reich . 

I n  1 945 he pub l ished The Ghetto Fights, a fi rst-person account of the seven-

week revolt . Th i rty years later, jou rna l ist Hanna Kra l l  interviewed Edelman about 

the upris ing and h is subsequent experiences as a heart surgeon in h is  native 

Poland . Kra l l  pub l ished the proceed ings of her conversations with Edelman ,  and 

her own reflections on their d ia log ue,  in  a 1 977 volume entitled To Outwit God. 5 

Partly d ue to these two texts , Edelman became wel l  known , particu larly 

th roughout Poland and the Jewish Diaspora .  He is ,  by most accou nts that are 

not h istorica l ly revision ist, a hero .  Perhaps more strik ing ly ,  he is a hero who 

su rvived the war. Many chron icles of h is experience emphasise that he is "the 

5 Kra l l  a lso p rod uced a d ramatic vers ion of her interv iew with Edelman,  which was a g reat 
success on stage i n  Poland and Germ a n y .  The text of th is play was publ ished in English as 
S h i e l d i ng the F lame.  
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last su rviv ing leader of the Warsaw Ghetto �pris ing . "6 Th is  emphasis on h is 

u n iqueness is part of the hero ic narrative that su rrounds Edelman .  Many of the 

best known b iograph ica l  accou nts of the Warsaw Ghetto ,  such as those written 

by Adam Czern iakow, Cha im Kap lan , Emmanuel Ringelb lum and Janusz 

Korczak ,  were pub l ished posthumous ly. Their  authors d id  not survive the war. 

Edelman ,  however, is g hetto heroism extant. This status makes his accounts 

especia l ly i nteresting . The Ghetto Fights and To Outwit God struggle with the 

l im its of the hero ic narrative even as their  author is lauded as a heroic survivor. 

Edelman res ists the very narrative in  wh ich he h imself is immersed . Thus these 

texts provide a g l impse of the subject of the heroic narrative cha l leng ing the 

genre that defines h i m .  For Edelman ,  this chal lenge is not an act of fa lse 

modesty; his res istance is not based on the claim that he is unworthy to be 

designated a hero. In this sense Edelman's objections a re not personal . Rather ,  

they a re epistemological  and generic .  He objects to what the heroic narrative 

suggests about the mean ing of heroism , and to the gen re's abi l ity to adequately 

conta in  the experiences of the Warsaw Ghetto . In do ing so, Edelman engages i n  

a comp lex strugg le with the heroic na rrative that has  so  defined h im i n  the pub l ic  

consciousness . Add itiona l ly ,  these texts provide other neat bases for 

comparison . Ede lman 's  views on the heroic narrative are la id out both 

immed iately after the war and th ree decades later. Edelman h imself authors the 

fi rst text , wh i le the second account reaches the reader th rough the med iation of 

6 See M ichael C .  Ste i n lauf's Bondage to the Dead, p. 1 07, the back cover of To Outwit God and 
i n deed th is paper.  
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Hanna Kra l l. Read in  tandem , then , these two volumes offer a remarkable 

commentary on heroism in  the Warsaw Ghetto . 

Both texts engage with heroism and struggle with the l im itations of the 

heroic narrative . However, in The Ghetto Fights Edelman narrates but does not 

interpret heroism . He relates acts of g reat courage,  but does not overtly ascribe 

meaning to these events . In contrast , Kra l l ' s  text takes an  aggressive stand on 

the mean ing of heroism in  the ghetto . By doing so To Outwit God actively 

deconstructs the heroic narrative that The Ghetto Fights deigns to partic ipate i n .  

An  examination of Edelman's i n it ia l  account of the ghetto upris ing wi l l  set the 

stage for the d iscussion of Kra l l ' s  text . Both The Ghetto Fights and To Outwit 

God wil l  be considered with in the context of the heroic narrative a nd its l im itation 

by the wal ls  of the Warsaw Ghetto . 

The Ghetto Fights and the refusal to i nterpret heroism 

Desp ite the heroic status accorded its author,  The Ghetto Fights often 

resists the tropes of the heroic narrative . Un l ike To Outwit God, Edelman's text 

does not overtly speak its rejection  of the heroic genre .  I nstead , it demonstrates 

the narrative's fa i l u re to accurately rep resent heroism in the g hetto , even as it 

describes acts of g reat va lou r. Th is resistance to the hero ic narrative is evident 

in the text's ins istence that factors other than heroism a re determ inative of the 

Up ris ing 's success . Edelman imp l ies that the insurgents su rv ive as long as they 

do th rough a patchwork made of chance,  luck, m i racle , ski l l ,  and heroism .  The 

latter is no more notab le than the former. In one incident ,  two resistance fighters 
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attem pt to prevent a pa ir  of German sold iers from enter ing a bu i l d i ng in the 

brushmakers'  a rea , a reg ion consisting of Franciszkanska ,  Swietojerska and 

Bon ifraterska Streets . They th row hand g renades at the advanc ing enemy, b ut 

fa i l  to stop them : 

After  a whi le the supp ly of g renades becomes exhausted , wh i le two 

Germans are sti l l  moving about the courtyard below. Szlamek 

reaches for an i ncendiary bottle and th rows it at the German so 

accu rately that the latter, h it squarely over his helmet, instantly 

catches fi re and is burned to death . (79) 

The vignette ends here .  Edelman moves on to the next g l impse of the Upris ing 

without comment on Szlamek's actions.  There is no mention of the Jews' 

b ravery ,  or unusua l  sk i l l  in  marksmansh ip .  I ndeed , the scene eschews 

assessment i n  favou r  of description .  A s imi lar  reticence occurs several l ines later 

when Edelman re lates the escape of five battle g roups from the brushmakers '  

a rea . Fleeing fi res set by the Nazis , the insurgents attempt to reach the Centra l 

Ghetto . This jou rney requ i res passage th rough a heavi ly guarded hole in  the 

g hetto wal l .  After th ree groups successfu l ly pass th roug h ,  a fourth attempts 

escape : 

When the fi rst of th is group emerge on the street, a German 

search l ight i l l um inates the enti re wal l  section .  It seems as if not a 

s ing le person more wi l l  be able to save h i s  l ife here .  S udden ly 

Romanowicz's s ing le wel l -a imed round puts out the search lig ht 
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and , before the Germans have time to co l lect their  wits , our  enti re 

group manages to cross over to the other side. (80) 

Here aga in the res istance fighters are saved not by clever p lann i ng ,  but 

seeming ly by chance .  S im i la rly,  Edelman notes that the ghetto fighters who 

s u rvive gassing in the Mi la  Street bunker  "miracu lously escaped death" (84) . 

L ike the fourth battle g roup passing through the Wal l ,  the bunker  escapees' 

endurance is not attr ibuted to heroic action .  Edelman emphasises p ractica l it ies 

in his explanation of why the insurgents succeed . The fourth battle g roup ,  for 

i nstance ,  survives because of "a s ing le wel l-a imed round"  and the ensu ing 

confusion .  But Edelman does not ind icate what these victories mean .  There is 

no suggestion that surviva l means the res istance fighters' cause is righteous ,  or 

their  fighters are endowed with extraord inary zea l ,  or even that the enemy is i l l  

p repared . Such extrapolation is strik ingly absent. Notably, s ign ification in these 

scenes does not extend beyond the immed iate event. The successes of 

Romanowicz and Szlamek do not s ign ify the survival of Pol ish Jewry ,  the ghetto , 

or  the resistance fighters . I nstead , they s ign ify the escape of the fourth battle 

g roup and the death of a German sold ier .  

This terse structu re has s ign ificant impl ications for the mean ing of 

resistance .  Most importantly, it suggests that in the Warsaw Ghetto successfu l 

a rmed resistance has no power to s ign ify mean ing beyond itself; it cannot 

i nd icate u lt imate v ictory.7 And even with in  the Ghetto , the text 's narrative 

7 
This is of cou rse not to suggest that the U pris i n g  is mea n i n g less.  Rather,  it  is to assert that i n  

The Ghetto Fights, the mean i n g  o f  resistance d o e s  not extend beyon d  t h e  act o f  res istance itself. 
I t  does not constitute a p romise of v ictory ,  or a red uction in the u lti m ate n u m ber of dead . I t  d oes 
n ot s ign ify beyond that part icu lar  m oment i n  that particu lar  p lace . 
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structu re suggests that such mean ing is l im ited . The Ghetto Fights both 

endorses and q uest ions the s ign ifying power of a rmed resistance .  Th is  

uneasiness is man ifest as  Ede lman describes the early victories of  the g hetto 

fighters : 

Once aga in  the Germans withd rew from the Ghetto . Once again 

the partisans '  v ictory was complete . I t  was their second victory.  

The Germans tr ied aga in .  They attempted to enter the 

Ghetto at severa l other points , and everywhere they encountered 

determ ined opposition .  Every house was a fortress.  

* * * 

I n  one of the att ics we are suddenly surrounded . (77) 

The narrative sh ift here is  abrupt and reveal ing . The text moves from an 

u nequ ivoca l statement of fact , "Every house was a fortress , "  to an immed iate 

contradiction of that fact , " I n  one of the attics we a re suddenly su rrounded . "  As 

soon as it is estab l ished , the fortress's boundary is breached both narratively and 

physica l ly .  The text's assert ion that v ictory is complete is a l lowed to stand for 

on ly a b reath of t ime.  The space between the two passages thus becomes both 

mysterious and violent .  What happens to the narrative and to s ign ification in th is 

starred pause? In th is l im ina l  space armed res istance col l ides with the heroic 

narrative's l im ited ab i l ity to express that resistance .  This l im itation is  defined by 

the exact confines of the ghetto . The fi rst l i nes of the passage are typ ica l  of a 

heroic narrative ; they speak forcefu l ly and without ambig u ity . Th is  is the 

language of victory. But v ictory itself is both temporal ly and epistemolog ica l ly 
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u nsteady in  the Warsaw Ghetto . " [T]he partisans'  v ictory" does not appear to 

have made any materia l  d ifference .  It is martia l  success of th is k ind , fo l lowed 

q u ickly by defeat, that the hero ic narrative cannot represent. And rather than 

i nterpreting th is narrative l im itation ,  Edelman s imply d isp lays it. The starred 

pause acknowledges the l im itat ion of the heroic narrative , and it is in th is space 

that the genre fa i l s .  Heroic narrative cannot te l l  the enti re story of the Warsaw 

G hetto ; in the space between v ictory and defeat the genre encounters the ghetto 

wa l l .  The narrative form cannot conta in  th is context . Having encountered such 

l im itation ,  The Ghetto Fights d isp lays the genre 's fa i l u re th rough the starred 

pause,  but offers no narrative interpretation .  Here aga in ,  Edelman a l lows the text 

to speak for itself. 

The Si lence of Heroism in The Ghetto Fights 

The most obvious exclus ion of the heroic narrative in  th is text occu rs in  

the rea lm of  the semantic .  The trad it ional vocabu lary of heroism is  noticeably 

absent. Those whose actions must be considered cou rageous are rarely 

described as such . One notab le example of th is  is Edelman's factual  descript ion 

of a self-sacrific ing act by Dawid Hochberg :  

When the Germans approached a bunker where five battle g roups 

and severa l hund red civi l ians were sheltered and the i r  deaths 

seemed inevitab le ,  David rel i nquished h is  weapons and b locked 

the narrow passageway with his own body. I n  th is posit ion he was 

k i l led by the Germans ,  but before h is  wedged- in body could be 
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removed , the enti re civi l ian g roup as wel l  as the partisans had t ime 

to leave the endangered shelter. (87) 

Here Edelman provides no commentary, on ly unadorned reportage.  H ochberg 's  

act ions must speak for themselves . L ike much of  the text , th is  passage excludes 

words such as "hero ic , "  "brave , "  "courageous , "  "va l iant , " "dauntless , "  "sacrifice" 

and "martyr. " The text seems loath to speak heroism , even as it cons istently 

narrates acts of va lour . Edelman 's  work demonstrates rather than declares ; 

events a re reported but not ana lysed . What then is the effect of th is reticence? 

Why might the text be left to 'speak for itself'? 

One exp lanation is of cou rse that mean ing is  assumed to be stable :  

i nterpretation is unnecessary because every reader wi l l  understand the mean ing 

of  Dawid Hochberg 's  act. S im i larly,  no exp lanation is offered for the death of  the 

German sold ier because its mean ing is clear: Szlamek ki l ls a German sold ier. 

ĳhe act occu rs in  a context where its mean ing cannot be contested , so there is 

no need for exp lanation . But as the confl ict conta ined in  the starred pause 

ind icates, the Warsaw Ghetto i s  not such a stable context. A more l ike ly 

exp lanation is that the lack of commentary imp l ies a flaw or weakness in the 

ava i lab le terms of analysis .  Hochberg is clearly a martyr, but how/what does 

martyrdom mean in the context of the Warsaw Ghetto? It is perhaps not the act 

but mean ing itself that fa i l s ,  that cannot encompass the event. It is the enormity 

of the ci rcumstances of destruct ion that fractu re mean ing . Heroism itself is 

inadequate to the act it attempts to describe . It cannot be made to fit the 

c i rcumstances . This is not because the act itself is not noble, but because of the 
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context i n  which it occurs . Dawid Hochberg 's  sacrifice is , after a l l ,  not the end of 

the story . He cou ld  on ly save l ives temporari ly. S imi larly ,  those who were saved 

by Romanowicz and  Szlamek's a im l i kely d id not survive the war. Edelman 

reflects on the fate of the insurgents after the destruction of the Ghetto :  

Two battle g roups remained i n  the Ghetto . We were i n  

contact with them unti l the midd le of J une .  From then on every 

trace of them d isappeared . 

Those who had gone over to the 'Aryan side' continued the 

partisan fig ht in  the woods .  The majority perished eventua l ly .  (85) 

What then is the va lue of hero ism? In the Ghetto Upris ing it is a stop-gap 

meas u re against the su rety of death . Th is may be why Edelman leaves heroism 

to speak for itself. In such circumstances , how loudly dare heroism speak its 

accomp l ishments if it u lt imate ly fa i ls  to impact the death ledger? The enorm ity of 

the destruction is staggering . As H i l berg notes , the Jewish commun ity in Poland 

n u mbered 3 , 350 , 000 in  1939 , b ut by 1945 only 50, 000 Pol ish Jews rema ined 

a l ive (670) . In the face of such destruction , the insurgents' acts stand ,  but a re 

not the fina l  word . The concl us ion of The Ghetto Fights reflects th is trag ic 

u neasiness with the mean ing of heroism . The text does not end with victory.  I ts 

fi na l  pages do  not recount the eventual German defeat, but the destruction of the 

Warsaw Ghetto . As the text was pub l ished in 1945, it could have inc luded a 

report of the Nazi d ownfa l l .  But th is coda is absent. Edelman's story ends on 1 O 

May 1 943 , with an  i njunction to remember the dead : "We , who d id not perish ,  

leave it up to you to keep the memory of them a l ive - forever" (87) . Thus the end 
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of Edelman's narrative is the end of the Warsaw Ghetto . Edelman refuses to 

extend the narrative past the destruct ion of the g hetto and its i nhab itants . Any 

such extension m ight represent redemption of the hundreds of thousands of 

dead . To invoke the eventua l  defeat of the Germans is to mask the wretched 

extent of their  success .  The destruct ion of Poland 's  Jews was accompl ished 

q u ickly ;  the Ghetto was l iqu idated i n  1943.  Much of the g hetto was razed to the 

g round  by the time the Russ ians reached Warsaw and preparations had beg un 

for the area to be converted into a park. The g hetto was by th is point 

u nnecessary ,  as the exterm inat ion of Pol ish Jewry was mostly complete . By 

end ing h is account with an i njunct ion to remember rather than a ce lebration of 

v ictory ,  Edelman foregrounds th is stagger ing destruction . These deaths are the 

end of h is narrative , and the ghetto's  heroism stands humb led by the context i n  

which i t  occu rred . 

Desp ite th is context , Ede lman does acknowledge that heroism of severa l  

ind ividua ls in  the fina l  pages of The Ghetto Fights. Typica l ly ,  however, even th is 

gesture is noticeably lacking i n  hero ic commentary .  Edelman i ntroduces the 

sect ion on ind ivid ua l  insurgents with these words :  "I shou ld l i ke to mention a few 

of our  comrades, a lthough there were many l i ke the m ,  s imp ly because I came in  

contact with those part icu lar ones i n  our  da i ly work" (85) . Th is  passage imp l ies 

that Edelman is loath to violate what may be ca l led an eth ic of egal itarian ism.  

The author fu rther emphasises eq ual ity when he notes of  the d iverse pol it ical 

fact ions that make up the ÈOB ,  "We were al l  fighters for the same j ust cause ,  

equal  in  the face of h istory and death . Every d rop of b lood was of precisely the 
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same value" (85) . Here Edelman asserts the importance of the ind ividual without 

esta b l ish ing h ierarchy.  I n  The Ghetto Fights, ind ividuation is not based on rank .  

Hero ism , however remarkab le ,  is not employed as a yardstick of  worth . But th is 

i nterest in  equa l ity does not render the figures i n  his text faceless or nameless . 

I nd eed , the work is deeply concerned with particularity . The upr is ing is 

p resented not i n  epic but in human terms ,  as ind ividua l res istan ce fighters are 

repeated ly i nvoked . And as i n  the battle i n  the brushmakers' area ,  a s ing le 

weapon launched by a s ing le person often saves multip le l ives . Thus Edelman 

emphasises the centra l ity of the i nd ividua l wh i le resisti ng a h iera rchy of heroism . 

Abrasha Blum , on whom Edelman heaps the most pra ise , and to whom he 

ded icates The Ghetto Fights, is a useful example of th is s imultaneous 

i nd iv iduation and ass im i lation : 

He  was the ideolog ica l father of armed resistance i n  our party . 

P hys ica l ly  very weak ,  but of exceptiona l  force of conviction and 

strength of character, he was a lways the one to decide about our 

most momentous moves . . . .  He d id not perm it the flame of zea l  and 

work to d ie out . (85) 

Here B lum's ach ievements are described with more commentary than those of 

any  other figure in  the text. But even th is p ra ise is careful ly p laced with in an 

ega l itarian context . B lum 's leadersh ip  and Hochberg 's  heroism d o  not ra ise them 

above other res istance fighters . In th is way Edelman posits no h ierarchy, and 

i nstead asserts a roug h leve l l i ng of dead and l iv ing g hetto fig hters . The absence 

of heroic commentary contributes to this equa l ity of valour. 
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Honou r:  Edelman's confl i ct between d i g n ity a nd h e roism 

I t  is important to note that wh i le Edelman resists notions of heroism , he 

freq uently invokes the concept of honour. The importance of d ign ity to Edelman 

is part icu larly evident in h is attitude towards armed res istance :  " [O]ne th ing can 

surely be stated about th is  particu lar batt le :  we d id  not let the Germans carry out 

their  p lans .  They d id not evacuate a s ing le l iv ing person"  (83). S ign ificantly, 

Edelman does not measu re the success of armed resistance by the number of 

l ives such action saves. I nstead , it is the fact that res istance occu rs at a l l  that 

matters . Such a standard is based on d ign ity rather than heroics , as Edelman 

suggests in  h is description of a 1 94 1  meeting to d iscuss reports of mass 

s laughter at Chetmno:  

Al l  of  us ag reed to offer resistance before be ing led to death . We 

were ashamed of the Chetmno Jews' subm issiveness ,  of thei r  

fa i l u re to rise in  the i r  own defence .  We d id not want the Warsaw 

Ghetto ever to act in  a s im i lar way .  'We sha l l  not d ie on our  knees , '  

said Abramek. 'Not they wi l l  be an  example for us . '  (43) 

For Edelman ,  res istance is not about heroism or surviva l .  Abramek does not 

declare ,  "We sha l l  not d ie , "  but "We sha l l  not d ie on our  knees . "  The Chetmno 

Jews' subm iss iveness is shamefu l ,  Edelman says , and conversely ,  to res ist is 

honourable .  In The Ghetto Fights, then ,  armed res istance promises not surviva l 

but honou r. 

The confl ict between Edelman 's rejection of the heroic na rrative and h is  

embrace of d i gn itâ is encapsulated i n  one brief passage. In  these two l i nes 
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Edelman describes the mood i n  the ghetto in November 1 942 , after the summer 

deportations:  "By now the Jews fina l ly began to rea l ise that deportation actual ly 

meant death ; that there was no other a lternative except to d ie honourab ly. But 

as was q u ite natura l for human beings ,  they sti l l  tried to postpone death and 

'honour' for as long a t ime as possib le" (69) . These two sentences reveal  the 

confl ict between notions of heroism and honour. In the fi rst sentence Edelman 

describes the honourab le death soberly; "to d ie honourab ly" is  not treated 

i ron ica l ly  here .  With in  the trag ica l ly restricted ci rcumstances of the ghetto , 

Edelma n  identifies the honou rab le death as a serious and eth ical task .  It is 

essentia l  to note that i t  is context that makes th is so ;  i f  deportation d id  not mean 

death then "to d ie honourab ly" wou ld not be the on ly d ign ified choice avai lab le to 

Jews . I t  is the constrict ion of the ghetto wa l ls that makes honou rab le death the 

only remain ing choice :  " [T]here was no other a lternative except to d ie 

honourab ly" (69) . The real isation that deportat ion means s laughter is closely 

fol lowed by the imperative of the d ign ified death . I n  Polish-aewish melations 

During the Second World War, Emmanuel  Ringe lb lum a lso ind icates that after 

the deportations of summer 1 942 , knowledge q u ickly led to a desire for d ign ity . 

But R inge lb lum's narrative is  expressed remarkab ly d ifferently than is Edelman ' s .  

The Warsaw G hetto d iarist and  founder of the O neg Shabbat arch ives notes , 

As soon as the rou nd-ups stopped i n  September 1 942 and 

numerous reports started arriving from eye witnesses of the mass 

s laughter in Treb l i nka ,  a terrible awaken ing took p lace . . . .  Our fate is 

sea led , people were saying . Every Jew carries a death sentence in  
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h is  pocket , handed h im by the greatest murderer of a l l  t ime. Thus 

we must th ink not so much of saving our  l ives , which seems to be a 

very prob lematic affa i r, b ut rather of dying an  honourab le death , 

dying with weapons in  our  hands .  (Ringelb lum 1 64 ,  1 65)  

Both Ringelb lum and Edelman agree that the pledge to d ie honourab ly qu ickly 

fol lows the rea l isation that death is i nevitable. But semantic d ifferences reveal  

deeper rifts between the two apparently s im i lar accou nts . Wh i le both describe a 

communa l  rather than an  ind ivid ua l  experience ,  Edelman uses the th i rd person 

vo ice here .  He writes of "the Jews" and describes how "they" attempt to sta l l  

death . I n it ia l ly Ringelb lum uses much the same language.  He recou nts 

conversat ion in the street, and the genera l  mood of the g hetto throug h such 

phrases as "people were saying . "  But the author h imself is q u ickly subsumed 

into the population he describes. R ingelb lum's language s l ips i nto the inclusive 

as he writes of " [e]very Jew, " and re lates how "we" and "us" p lan to d ie. 

Syntact ica l ly Ringelb lum partic ipates i n  the communa l  p rocess of rea l isation and 

resolve .  Th is partic ipation is echoed in  the narrative structure of the passage. 

S ign ificantly, it is clear from Polish-aewish melations that l i ke Edelma n ,  

Ringelb lum recogn ised the truth before the majority of the popu lation. Thus he 

d id not actua l ly experience the revelation at the same time as the wider ghetto 

commun ity . But desp ite this tempora l  gap ,  the arch ivist shares narratively in the 

awakening consciousness of the g hetto. As the Jews in the street rea l ise the 

com ing destruction , Ringelb lum's "we" and "us" jo ins h im to the common 

experience. He shares in both the knowledge and the ensuing vow to d ie with 
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d ign ity . Narratively and semantica l ly ,  R ingelb lum identifies h imself with the 

comm unal  experience .  

L ike Ringe lb lum ,  Edelman frequently uses p ronouns and verb tenses that 

a l ly h im  with the g hetto popu lation . He i ncludes h imself particu larly often in  

reports of the ÈOB's  activit ies , such as when he notes, "We en larged our battle 

organ isation , "  and "Of our  comrades we then lost Goldberg (the barber) and h is  

wife" (50 ,  51 ) .  But  th is  communa l  identification is less evident in  Edelman's 

descript ion of the ghetto's  rea l isation of the i r  fate . He does not narrate h is  own 

awaken ing to knowledge ,  but that of h is fe l low Jews . Th is separation is notab le ,  

and stands i n  i nterest ing contrast to Ringelb lum's identification with the masses 

d u ring  this s ign ificant moment. The d ifference between the two men may be that 

of su rviva l. Edelman writes his account after the war; it is  publ ished in 1945 by a 

l iv ing author. R ingelb lum writes in  1943 and 1944 ,  wh i le h id ing in  a bunker in  

Aryan Warsaw. He is d iscovered by the Gestapo and executed i n  March 1944 . 

Polish-aewish melations is pub l ished posthumously .  Thus it may be that 

Edelman 's  separation from h is  fe l low Jews occurs not at the moment of 

rea l isation ,  but at the moment he outl ives virtual ly a l l  of those he describes . 

Edelman's survival may in  th is way account for h is  use here of the voice of an 

omn ipotent narrator rather than a member of the general population .  

The second sentence of Edelman's remarks o n  the honourable death i s  

equal ly reveal ing . I n  th is  l i ne Edelman treats honour more sceptica l ly .  I t  no 

longer stands without qua l ification , as i nd icated by its enclosure in  quotat ion 

marks . Th is enclosure questions the stab i l ity of honour; i ts mean ing is no longer 
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assumed to be stra ightforward . D iepeveen ana lyses the use of quotation marks 

i n  d iscuss ions of modern ism:  

The s ing le-word quotation suggests that the quoting writer is  

apolog izing for the s lopp iness of the term , and that he wou ld use a 

clearer  term but for the term's typ ical user ,  and the genera l  pub l ic ,  

who a re most fami l ia r  with and habitual ly use the messy forms.  

The quotat ions marks suggest that the people who typica l ly use th is 

term , a lthough they are responsib le for its wide circu lation , do  not 

th ink clearly about it . Carefu l thought, by contrast , recogn izes the 

prob lematic natu re of the term . (46) 

Although D iepeveen suggests that the i nstab i l ity suggested by quotation marks is  

p rimari ly contained in  the reader ,  Ede lman's remarks may a lso reveal 

uneas iness on the part of the author. In th is passage Edelman h imself, as both 

an ana lyst and subject of the heroic narrative , may be ind icat ing h is  own anxiety 

over the stab i l ity of honour .  I nteresting ly ,  desp ite th is instab i l ity , Edelman's 

earl ier  unqua l ified assertion is not erased . H is  s incere advocacy of the 

honourable death is not ed ited out of the text . The assertion that "there was no 

other a lternative except to d ie honourab ly" remains part of the narrative , but is 

fol lowed by a qual ification . Th is coup l ing a l lows an un resolved tension to stand . 

Rather than attempting to contain  it , Edelman acknowledges the pa infu l i rony of 

an honour that exists on ly in death . Death offers the only chance ,  with in  the 

impossib ly constricted world of the ghetto , for d ign ity . What is the va lue of such 

d ign ity , the enclosed 'honour' seems to ask. It cannot exist without qua l ification 
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when its occasion is  the organ ised murder of an entire people.  Thus th is pairing 

of honou r and slaughter is  unbearable .  What is the value of a d ign ity that exists 

on ly in d eath? Th is  is the un resolved tension that haunts The Ghetto Fights. I s  

the story of the Warsaw Ghetto one of extermination or one of heroic resistance? 

As Schindler's List famously cla ims on the basis of Ta lmudic authority, does one 

l ife conta in  the world enti re? Wh ich speaks more loud ly, and wh ich is the 

d efin itive narrative : the m i l l ions dead or the smal l  acts of heroism? The heroic 

narrative cannot conta in  this confl ict .  I t  fa lters if the story it recounts is  not that of 

l ife ,  or of redemptive sacrifice . The genre cannot conta i n  senseless , successful 

destruct ion . Edelman 's narrative sh ines l ight on th is  fa i l i ng even as he deeply 

va lues honour. Th is tension between d ign ity and the fa i l u re of the heroic rema ins 

u n resolved i n  The Ghetto Fights, on ly to re-emerge much more overtly i n  To 

Outwit God. 

To Outwit God: Doubti n g  Heroism 

To Outwit God deals with many of the same issues that emerge i n  The 

Ghetto Fights. But th is  text is exp l icitly concerned with deconstruct ing the heroic 

n arrative . In order to do so ,  Kra l l  and Edelman assert that such a narrative 

exists ; they reference a commun ity of people who bel ieve in and perpetuate the 

hero ic i nterpretation of the Warsaw Ghetto U prisi ng .  I ron ica l ly, then ,  To Outwit 

God must procla im the enduring influence of the heroic narrative i n  order to 

deconstruct it. Th is task beg ins  on ly a few pages i nto the text . Edelman 

describes the s ign ificance of an early gunfight with German sold iers :  
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We shot at them . . .  By the way, we m issed , b ut it doesn 't matter. 

--How come it doesn 't matter? 

--The important th ing  was just that we were shooting . We 

had to show it. Not to the Germans . They knew better than us how 

to shoot. We had to show it to this other, the non-German world . 

People have a lways thought that shooting is the h ighest form of 

heroism . So we were shooting . ( 1 33) 

Here Edelman claims that "people have a lways" supported the heroic narrative , 

even as he subtly separates h imself from the very commun ity he i nvokes . The 

passage's descriptive tone d iv ides Edelman from that which he observes . 

Edelman reports that "people" bel ieve "shooting is the h ighest form of heroism , "  

but it i s  not c lear what Edelman  bel ieves . H e  relates the bel iefs of others ,  but 

does not endorse th is view h imself. Th is  tactic of re lating  the views of others but 

not stating h is own places Edelman at a remove from the people he describes . 

Th is  semantic d istance re-emerges when Edelman describes the insu rgents' 

decis ion to engage in armed res istance :  "The majority of us favored an upris ing . 

After a l l ,  human ity had ag reed that dying with arms was more beautifu l than 

without arms" ( 1 40) .  Edelman 's  invocat ion of the wider human commun ity is 

once aga in  strangely detached . He observes and ana lyses , but is  not ful ly 

engaged . I n  the language of the text , he is  not inc l uded in the categories of 

"people" or "human ity . "  Th us ,  even as it i nvokes the majority op in ion , the text 

s imultaneous ly reg isters Ede lman 's  d issent. This is an unusua l occu rrence at 

th is point in the text . Here Edelman is part of the majority that favours uprising , 
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a lthough he may not espouse the va lues that encourage armed resistance.  

Edelman does not fo l low "[p]eople have a lways thought , "  and "human ity had 

agreed" with a ri ng ing endorsement of these positions .  I nstead , h is posit ion is  

u nclear. H is identity is unstab le ;  he  i s  i n  favour of  upr is ing but poss ib ly not of  the 

narrative that informs armed res istan ce .  Edelman i nterprets h is  own heroism 

here .  He engages in  heroic acts by jo in ing armed res istance in  the Warsaw 

Ghetto . But he rejects the narrative that often accompan ies these acts . In these 

two exchanges Edelman 's  own views remain  vague .  He describes h is own acts 

of resistance and how the narrative of heroism gra nts these acts mean ing ,  but he 

refuses to endorse this position . So the act hangs in m id-a i r . Edelman narrates 

it , and the ideology that commonly underg i rds it, b ut he does not open ly support 

th is ideologyÌ I n  do ing so Edelman both separates h imself from "human ity" and 

"people" and cha l lenges the narrative of  heroism . The acts are not s i lenced , but 

ne ither does Edelman endorse the i r  common i nterpretation . I n  th is way he 

b reaks from the wider commun ity's understand ing of his actions .  S ign ifi cantly, 

th is  d issent separates him from the wider human commun ity in ways that recur 

th roughout Kra l l ' s  text . I n  these moments , Edelman is both of the com mun ity he 

describes and apart from it Ì 

Mordeca i An ie lewicz: The deconstructi o n  of a Jewis h hero 

This reject ion of the hero ic narrative is  made more exp l icit i n  the text 's 

treatment of Mordecai Anie lewicz,  commander of the ÈOB in the last days of the 

Upris ing . Nathan  Rappaport's monument to the Warsaw Ghetto Upris ing sets in 
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stone the vis ion of Anie lewicz as a hero. He is portrayed as a strong young man , 

chest bared , a rm g rasp ing  a weapon as he gazes into the d istance .  He is 

i nj u red , as the bandages on h is  arm and forehead attest , but he endures . As 

James Young notes , in Rappaport's vis ion Anie lewicz is "classica l ly ,  even 

mytho log ica l ly d rawn . . . .  [and] heroica l ly scu lpted" ( 1 72) .  A more recent cultura l  

representation offers much the same image.  uprising!, a 200 1 te levision movie , 

presents the rebel i n  a sol id ly heroic manner. 8 The fi rst t ime An ielewicz appears 

on screen in th is fi lm he is at home alone,  clothed in an undersh i rt that reveals a 

wel l-muscled torso.  As he l istens to classical music An ie lewicz keeps the beat, 

m im ing an orchestra conductor, and h ums along. This tranqu i l ,  sol itary and 

cu ltu red scene is i nterrupted by the arriva l of  a Jewish pol ice officer.  The officer 

orders Anie lewicz to report for a German work deta i l .  Anie lewicz refuses and 

attacks the constable ,  push ing h im out of the apartment. I n  th is  short scene,  

An ielewicz is i n  a l l  senses portrayed as a man of action . He is phys ica l ly strong , 

he conducts the m usic rather than s imp ly l isten ing to it , and he assau lts an 

authority figu re .  There is no amb ivalence here ;  the Commander is a man who 

8 I t  should be n oted that Rappaport's mon u ment and Uprising! can by no means be conflated .  
Separated by fifty years and d iffer ing socia l ,  national and pol itica l contexts , the two 
rep resentations partic ipate in d i st inct strands of the heroic na rrative. The m o n u ment is marked 
by Pol ish , Zio n i st a n d  Comm u n ist interests , a l l  of which locate the u pris ing with i n  the fra m e  their  
own h e roic narratives . The televis ion m ovie exists fi rm ly with in  the ' H ol lywood ' h e roic narrative . 
It is a n  American p rod ucti o n ,  a n d  to th is exte nt partici pates i n  the recent adoption of the 
H oloca u st as part of the American nationa l  narrative . N evertheless , it  is  strik ing that two s u ch 
d isparate representations of Anie lewicz e m ploy many of the same elements i n  s u p port of a hero ic 
narrative, and these s i m i larit ies are usefu l to the prese nt d iscussion .  
I t  i s  a lso s i g n ifican t  that  Uprising! caused g reat controversy i n  Poland , d u e  to  a factual  error i n  the 
fi l m .  Uprising! i n d i cates that the Warsaw G hetto U pris ing  lasted longer than the Warsaw Ris ing  
of  1 944 , a revolt that  took place o uts ide the g hetto wa l ls .  For the pol it ical context of  th is  
controversy and the com petitio n  between J ewish and Pol ish narratives of  the Ho locau st,  see 
Chapter 2 .  
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has no q ualms about acting bold ly. I n  contrast with these two hero ic depictions , 

Edelman 's  description of Anie lewicz is marked ly average: 

He very m uch wanted to be a commander,  so we chose h im. He 

was a l itt le ch i ld l i ke i n  th is  amb ition ,  but he was a talented 

guy . . . .  Before the war he'd l ived on Solec Street. H is mother sold 

fish.  When she had any left over, she wou ld have h im buy red 

pa int and paint the g i l l s  so the fish  wou ld  look fresh . . . .  I saw h im the 

day after [after Anie lewicz witnessed an action] .  He was a l ready a 

d ifferent man .  Cel ina to ld me :  "You know, it happened to h im 

yesterday. He was just s itti ng and muttering : 'We' re a l l  go ing to 

d ie . . .  "' He managed to get roused u p  on ly once after that. ( 1 34) 

Th is Mordecai An ie lewicz d iffers marked ly from the heroic figu re of monument 

and fi lm. As Makolk in  notes , "The g rammar  of a hero ic b iog raphy requ i res only 

pra ise of the hero ,  and the b iographer forces panegyric upon the incons istent 

h uman l ife , fu l l  of m istakes and reg rettab le  act ions" (8 1 ). In contrast, To Outwit 

God emphas ises Anie lewicz's " incons istent human l ife . "  I ndeed , it offers an  

a lmost g leefu l deconstruction of Anie lewicz the hero. He is described as  lower 

class , g rasp ing , ch i ld l i ke ,  perhaps even a h uckster. And th is An ielewicz is far 

from u nwavering . He is not steadfast to the end ; Edelman's Anie lewicz despa irs 

and d ies a man u ndone by circumstance .  The physical wounds depicted by 

Rappaport are metaphysica l ly defin itive here ;  Edelman presents An ie lewicz as a 

broken man. This characterisation opposes the sp i rit of Rappaport's mon ument, 

which portrays a man who endures even unto the most desperate end . To 
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Outwit God also den ies the t imelessness of the heroic ;  Mordeca i is not on ly 

taken d own from the monument but a lso p laced outside the ghetto wal ls .  The 

i nc lus ion of deta i ls from An ielewicz's l ife before he was imprisoned in  the Ghetto 

removes h im from the h istorica l and tempora l  contexts that make h im 'the 

Commander. ' Taken out of this context ,  An ielewicz is s imply a man . 

Th is revis ion of Anie lewicz does not pass u nnoticed . Kra l l  a nticipates an 

outraged response, and incorporates these objections into the text. Many 

peop le , she notes , a re particu larly offended by the story of the painted fish :  

They ins ist th i s  cou ldn 't be the rea l  An ielewicz, th i s  one with the 

peinture rouge. And there must be some truth to that, s ince so 

many people i ns ist on it. They write that one mustn't say such 

things about the Commander. 

--Listen , Hanna ,  Edelman says , from now on we' l l  

have to  be carefu l .  We' l l  choose our  words very 

carefu l ly .  

Of cou rse, we shal l .  ( 1 42-3) 

Th is  passage h ig h l ig hts the semantics of the hero ic  narrative . Kra l l  and Edelman 

refer to the ÈOB leader as 'An ie lewicz , '  wh i le the ' peop le" ca l l  h im 'the 

Commander. ' Th is  use of a title rather than a name is common to the heroic 

narrative : " In most heroic b iog raph ies , the hero is seldom referred to by h is  fi rst 

name after he had been named heroical ly" (Makolk in 86) .  Here the majority 

eschews both of Anie lewicz's names in favour of h is hero ic title .  The man is thus 
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renamed as a role .  The ind ivid ua l  d isappears and Mordeca i Anie lewicz means 

on ly as 'the Commander. ' 

The constructedness of these characterisations shou ld be noted here .  

Certa in ly representations such as Rappaport's monument and Uprising! i nd icate 

the contin ued existence of 'the Commander's '  hero ic narrative . But To Outwit 

God is a h igh ly med iated text. Kra l l ' s  use of d ia logue i n  her d iscussions with 

Edelman suggests that the text is a word-by-word transcription of actual 

conversation .  In fact , i t  may be much less steady. In these passages it appears 

that Kra l l  on ly knows as m uch as Edelman te l l s  her ;  she has no extraord inary 

access to h is thoughts . But the sections on Edelman 's med ica l  career pos ition 

Kra l l  as an omn ipotent narrator: 

This is what Dr .  Edelman's patients were th ink ing about,  ly ing 

under the Xyloca ine d rip  . . . .  I f  Mr .  Rzewuski , l i ke M rs .  B ubner or  M r. 

Rud ny, had been th i nking about the best th ing i n  h is l ife , he would 

doubtlessly have been th inking of a factory that was tu rned over to 

h im when he was twenty-e ight yea rs old . . . .  Mr .  Rzewusk i  wou ld 

certa in ly have been th i nking about a l l  that as he lay u nder the i .v .  

d rip ,  i f  he thought about anyth ing at a l l .  But ,  as I have said , he was 

not th inking about anyth ing .  ( 1 82) 

How does Kra l l  know what Ede lman 's  patients were th i nking about? The text is 

vague on this po int. The absence of clear evidence to support Kra l l ' s  truth c la ims 

places the text's non-fict ion status in  jeopardy.  Her b rash assert ion that she 

knows what Mr. Rzewuski is th i nking is not supported by the narrative gestu res 
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that typ ica l ly bolster such a cla im . Kra l l  does not ind icate that she spoke with the 

patients , or looked at thei r  med ica l records ,  or in any way u nearthed the i r  

i nnermost thoughts . Th is lack of evidence nudges the text from journal ism to 

fict ion . 9 It is  of cou rse poss ib le that Kra l l  interviewed the patients and re lates 

thei r  experiences here i n  a subjective manner that eschews a trad itional style of 

reportage .  However ,  the lack of evidentiary support for th is poss ib i l ity suggests 

that Kra l l  is specu lati ng . Th is artist ic l i cense has imp l ications beyond the med ical 

aspects of Edelman 's  story .  If  Kra l l  specu lates i n  re lation to Edelman 's  patients , 

then it i s  certa in ly possib le that she does so in  re lat ion to the doctor h imself. 

I ndeed , the specific extent of Kra l l 's  i ntervention in the narrative is  unclear. 

Edelman , after a l l ,  is  on ly present i n  To Outwit God th rough Hanna Kra l l . She is 

the author of th is  text , and if the narrative is not s imp le transcription ,  then 

Ede lman is ,  to some degree , a character rather than composer of To Outwit God. 

I n  th is sense Kra l l  whol ly med iates Edelman's account of the g hetto upris ing . 

How d oes the reader  know that Marek Edelman sa id the words  Hanna Kra l l  

attributes to h im? What else d id he say that Kra l l  excludes from the text? Th is  is  

not to suggest that the text is  whol ly fictional ;  rather,  it is  a note of caution .  

The other  figu res in  the text, such as Mordeca i Anie lewicz ,  a re doubly 

med iated . Anie lewicz comes to the reader through the lens of both Edelman and 

the author who re lates Edelman 's  memories . S im i larly, the author paraphrases 

d issenti ng op in ions ,  and her attitude towards those who see Anie lewicz as 'the 

9 This b l u rr ing of bou n d a ries is fu rthered by the material form of the text. To Outwit God is 
p u b l ished in o n e  volu m e  with The Subtenant, Kral l 's  fictiona l ised account  of her own wart ime 
experiences.  Kra l l  seem s  to be ne ither whol ly  a nove l ist or  a journa l ist, a n d  the presentation of 
her work ra ises q u est ions about whether the texts are fictio n  or  fact. 
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Commander' is decided ly condescend ing .  L ike Edelman ,  Kra l l  is separate from 

the masses she observes .  She invokes the col lective when she writes that "so 

many peop le" i ns ist the Commander is  not the boy with the red pa i nt .  This 

reca l ls Edelman 's  d escript ion of " human ity" and "peop le , "  and here Kra l l  takes on 

Edelman 's  ro le of  externa l  assessor. It is abundantly clear that she is not one of 

the "so many people" who contest the d im inution of 'the Commander' i nto 

'An ie lewicz . '  

I t  shou ld a l so  be  noted that the confl ict between Anie lewicz and  Edelman 

is  fundamenta l ly  pol it ica l .  Edelman is a member of  the Bund , the Jewish Pol ish 

Socia l ist party , and An ielewicz is  a fervent ´ion ist. As John Rose notes of the 

Bund ,  " I n  Poland the Bund was the largest Jewish Workers organ isation ,  being 

both a workers' party and a trade un ion . . .  The Pol ish Bund had its orig ins i n  the 

Jewish Workers Bund of Russ ia ,  L ithuan ia and Poland . . .  .The Bund was always 

part of the revo lut ionary socia l ist movement in Russia" ( 1 1 5) .  For the pu rposes 

of this d iscuss ion ,  the most important aspect of Ede lman 's  pol it ical bel iefs is h is  

commitment to  a ltering Pol ish society wh i le remain ing i n  Poland . Rose notes 

that the Bund "was uncomprom is ing on the question of the emigration of Pol ish 

Jews to Pa lest ineÌ  It repeated ly accused the ́ ion ists of col laboration with the 

anti-sem ites on th is  matter" ( 1 1 5) .  Edelman bel ieves that Pol ish Jews shou ld 

remain i n  Poland and work with the i r  fe l low citizens for socia l  change . He seeks 
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a Poland that both ach ieves socia l ist goals and erad icates anti-sem itism . 1 0  He 

l ives th is conviction  th rough h is choice to stay in Poland after the German defeat. 

I n  later years he p lays an active ro le in the Sol idarity movement of the 1 980s, 

and conti nues h is  commitment to socia l ist va l ues , as the ed it ion of The Ghetto 

Fights used in  th is p roject i nd icates . Pub l ished by a co-operative socia l ist 

organ isation , the text 's back cover declares , "Th is fine account of Jewish 

res istance to the Nazis issues a ca l l  for i nternational  sol idarity aga inst racism and 

a nti-sem it ism , someth ing the wor ld sti l l  needs today. " In contrast, An ie lewicz d id 

not share Edelman 's  emphasis on ass im i lation .  He was a ´ion ist ,  and  thus 

looked to the poss ib i l ity of an i ndependent Jewish state rather than to Jewish 

i nteg rat ion in  a socia l i st Poland . Anie lewicz's sense of national ity is based on a 

Jewish ,  rather than Pol ish identity .  

These pol it ica l d ifferences profound ly i nfl uence interpretat ion . Edelman is 

acutely aware of the ghetto upris ing as a part of a larger trad ition of socia l ist 

res istance .  During the commemoration of the s ixtieth ann iversary of the 

U pris ing , Edelman asserts the i mportance of the revolt for the world outs ide the 

ghetto . The Jewish  Teleg raph Agency reports h is  remarks: 

The Warsaw Ghetto �pris ing was the fi rst t ime in occup ied Europe 

that civ i l ians put up armed res istance against Nazi occup iers . . . .  Th is 

was the fi rst brick yanked out of the wa l l  of Nazism in  Poland . After 

our  strugg le ,  there were rebel l ions i n  the Treb l i nka and Sobibor 

1 0  
This com m itment to both Poland and J udaism is  evident  i n  Edelman's doub le  res istance to the 

German occu pat ion .  After the G hetto U pris ing and the destruction of  the g h etto , Edelman jo ined 
the Pol ish res istance and fought  i n  the Warsaw Ris ing of 1 944 . 
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exterminat ion camps ,  i n  the ghettos of Bia lystok and Czestochowa . 

We shook the conscience of the Pol ish  underg round army and 

internationa l  op in ion . We started a process that later led to 

formu lation  of the idea of the fight for human d ign ity and r ights 

included in the U . N .  Charter. 

C learly Edelman regards  the upris ing 's  s ign ificance in  internationa l  terms .  He 

does not mention a specifica l ly Jewish aud ience ,  and privi leges po l it ica l common 

g round over cultura l  or  re l ig ious s im i larities . But Anielewicz defines the g hetto 

u p ris ing remarkably d ifferently. I n  h is last letter An ie lewicz offers h is 

i nterpretat ion of the upris ing 's  s ign ificance:  

With the a id  of our  transm itter we heard the marvelous report on 

our  fighti ng by the 'Shav it' rad io stat ion .  The fact that we are 

remembered beyond the ghetto wal ls  encourages us i n  our  

strugg le . . . .  The dream of my l ife has risen to become fact . Se lf­

defense i n  the ghetto wi l l  have been a real ity . Jewish armed 

res istance and revenge are facts . I have been a witness to the 

magn ificent, heroic fight ing of Jewish men in batt le. (An ielewicz) 

Here Anie lewicz constructs victory in exp l icitly Jewish terms . H is final  letter is a 

declaration of national  Jewish  pride .  And un l i ke Edelman ,  Anie lewicz i nvokes 

heroism in a s incere ,  uncompl icated manner. H is  narrative of the upr is ing is  

heroic because i t  resu lts i n  nationa l  Jewish pr ide .  However, both men seem to 

be app lyi ng a twentieth-centu ry vers ion of the heroic narrative to the Warsaw 

G hetto Upris ing . Lutwack describes the post-war heroic narrative : 
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The scarred hero emerges from an abject commun ity and has on ly 

moderate chances of do ing someth ing noble.  H is  g lory is to be 

found , not especia l ly i n  the cause of this or that reform or 

amel ioration ,  but i n  the d iscovery of new l ife for both commun ity 

and self; and h is deeds ,  a lthough they do not br ing about actua l  

del ivery ,  a re symbol ical gestures of man 's efforts to move i n  the 

d i rect ion of h is  yearn i ng .  ( 1 55) 

Although Edelman and Anie lewicz define "commun ity' d ifferently, they both reach 

for th is  vers ion of the heroic narrative ; a lthough notab ly, Edelman on ly does so 

after s ixty years . And the two men do share the convict ion that res istance is 

honourable , regard less of its impact .  

Wh i le these p rofound po l it ica l  d ifferences help e lucidate Edelman's 

i nterest i n  Anielewicz ,  they do not fu l ly exp la in  the matter. To Outwit God's close 

attention to the u nheroic aspects of Mordeca i An ie lewicz's l ife ra ises the question  

of why  Kra l l  and  Edelman i ns ist upon the  deconstruction of th is heroic narrative . 

What is at stake i n  the heroic representation of one man? As Kra l l  imag ines the 

majority wondering ,  "Wel l  - can one sti l l  take him seriously, th is Anie lewicz who 

puts peinture rouge on g i l ls  (Jes oures) ; i s  he sti l l  An ie lewicz?" ( 1 42) .  And if he is 

not "sti l l  Anie lewicz , "  then what else has sh ifted? The deconstruction of the 

Commander myth has imp l ications beyond Anie lewicz a lone.  uprising! and 

Rappaport's monument posit an  Anielewicz who assau lts a Jewish pol ice officer 

and survives . H is muscu latu re is intact and he appears not to have suffered the 

effects of starvatio n .  Perhaps even more notably, he seems unafra id of those 
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who control the g hetto . These representations of Anie lewicz portray a man 

u naffected by c ircumstance .  Ne ither the material nor the psychologica l  

cond itions of the g hetto seem to impact h im .  In  the heroic narrative , the 

Commander transcends ci rcumstance and is able to act ;  he is not constra ined . 

Th is characterisation of An ie lewicz i n  tu rn characterises the Ghetto ; it is 

represented as a p lace where such actions are possib le .  Thus the 

representation of the Commander/ Anie lewicz at least partly determ ines the 

g hetto . I t  ra ises the q uestion of what was possib le i ns ide the wal ls .  

Depict ions of  the ghetto ra ise the i nevitable question of agency .  Why, if 

act ion ins ide the wal ls  is  as tanta l is ing ly easy as the Commander narrative 

imp l ies , d id the Jews not act sooner? To Outwit God alters the representat ion of 

An ie lewicz in order to problematize the issue of agency. Edelman and Kra l l  re­

s ize Anie lewicz to fit with in  the confi nes of the ghetto wal ls .  Edelman says of 

Mordeca i ,  "He had a lot of youthfu l verve and enthusiasm . . .  [H]e ma inta i ned 

some k ind of a ch i ld l i ke hope" ( 1 34 ,  1 35) . And of his desire to be Commander,  

Edelman notes,  "he was a l ittle ch i ld l i ke i n  th is ambit ion" ( 1 34) . Perhaps the 

most damn ing  test imony Edelman offers against the Commander is h is 

description of what happened after Anie lewicz ki l led a German guard on M i la 

Street : " [T]he same day in the afternoon the Germans came and as revenge 

p u l led every s ing le person from the b lock of ´amen hofa between M i la  Street and 

M u ranowski Sq uare ,  severa l hundred of them . We were fu rious at h i m .  We 

even wanted to . . .  Wel l ,  it doesn 't matter" ( 1 92) . Here An ie lewicz is l itera l ly made 

smal l  and the g hetto by extens ion becomes a place of d im in ished possib i l ity .  He 
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is capab le of k i l l i ng one German gua rd ;  the Germans k i l l  the i nhab itants of an  

ent ire city b lock. Edelman den ies An ielewicz the  monumenta l proport ions 

assigned him by Rappaport. He is  g ranted no more than the statu re of one 

Jewish man in a ghetto control led by Nazis .  

The Arith metic of Destruction : �delman's Va l u ati o n  of Death 

Sign ificantly, a lthough the text d im in ishes An ie lewicz, it does not erase 

h i m .  H is agency is restricted but not whol ly den ied .  L ikewise, To Outwit God 

does not arg ue that heroism is imposs ib le i n  the ghetto , or even that Anie lewicz 

h imself is not heroic .  I ndeed , such an argument wou ld  be absurd .  Edelman took 

up arms against the Nazis and surv ived ; he is l iv ing p roof of the possib i l ity of 

res istance .  Rather, the text engages in an arg ument about what heroism means 

and how th is  meaning can be understood with i n  the context of  the Holocaust. 

The strugg le to interpret the Shoah is  of course not l im ited to Edelman and Kra l l .  

Critica l theory a lso g rapp les with these issues , a nd the concerns of narrative and  

theory a re para l leled . Sau l Fried lander asserts that the i n itia l  pub l i c  attempts to 

ascribe mean ing to the Ho locaust have fa i led to rema in  usefu l .  He characterises 

the early i nterpretive responses to the destruct ion as "Catastrophe and 

Redemption " ,  and "Catastrophe and Heroism" (277) . The Catastrophe and 

Heroism model locates mean ing i n  the Shoah by laud ing the ghetto fighters and 

focus ing on the i r  acts of  resistance .  By extens io n ,  th is framework crit icises those 

who d ied ' l i ke sheep to the slaughter' (277) . The Catastrophe and Redemption 

strategy "re inserted the Shoah in  the h istorica l sequence of Jewish catastrophes 

48 



lead ing  to the redemptive b i rth of a Jewish state . It was because of the death of 

the s ix m i l l ion , accord ing to Rabbi N u rock, the head of the comm ittee , that 'we 

h ave been priv i leged to have our  state'" (277) . F ried lander notes that both of 

these i nterpretive strategies eventua l ly d issolved , desp ite i ncreas ing publ ic  

i nterest i n  the Shoah : " [T]he more t ime passed s ince the exterm inat ion of the 

Jews of Europe , the less compel l i ng  the in it ia l  i nterpretive frameworks 

became . . . .  I n  my op in ion ,  no re levant frameworks of mean ing appeared in the i r  

stead " (278) . 1 1  

To Outwit God may be read as a deta i led rejection of the 'Catastrophe and 

Hero ism'  framework. At times th is rejection is  b rutal  and exp l icit ,  as Edelman 

relentlessly lays bare the imp l icat ions of th is i nterpretive strategy. The text wi l l  

n ot ab ide these imp l ications ,  particu larly as  they relate to  the  dead . This 

i ns istence becomes clear as Kral l  and Edelm a n  a rgue about the relative va lue of 

death i n  the ghetto . Kra l l  writes, 

He screams that I probably cons ider  the people who were surg i ng  

i nto the tra in cars to have been worse than the ones  who  were 

shooting . Of cou rse , I do ,  absolutely ,  everybody d oes . . . .  But 

[Edelman] tried to exp la in . . . .  how to d ie in a gas chamber is by n o  

means worse than to d ie i n  battle ,  and that the on ly u nd ign ified 

1 1  
To offer two observations about the l i m its of Fried l a n d er 's  c la ims:  It is  i m p o rtant to note that he 

s peaks here exc lus ively of a widely shared publ ic  interp retation of the Shoah . He accepts that 
the destruction has ongo ing  and profound meaning for i n d iv id uals,  and arg u e s  s i m ply that there 
d oes not exist a "com pel l i n g  fram ework of meaning as far as publ ic consciousness is concerned" 
(277) .  Secon d ly ,  a lth o u g h  F ried lander writes here specifica l ly  of the I srael i  consciou sness , he 
also n otes that the American experience is  s i m i larly lacki n g  in  conte m porary ,  mean ingfu l 
i nterpretive frameworks for the Shoah . 
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death is when one attempts to survive at the expense of someone 

else . ( 1 66) 

Here Kra l l  provokes Edelman by vo icing  the op in ion of the majority , and 

endors ing Fried lander's Catastrophe and Heroism framework. It is  unclear 

whether this is s imply a device to d raw Edelman out ,  o r  whether Kra l l  speaks 

what she bel ieves - that, l i ke "everyone" else, it is  better to d ie shooting .  

Regard less , here Edelman and  Kra l l  embody Fried lander's process of the 

emergence and fa i l u re of i nterpretive frameworks . Having appl ied the 

Catastrophe and Heroism model to Warsaw's Jews , Kra l l  is forced to face the 

imp l i cations of th is framework : 

--My dear,  Edelman says , you have to u nderstand th is once and for 

a l l .  Those people went q u ietly and with d ign ity. It is a horrendous 

th ing , when one is go ing so qu ietly to one's death . I t  i s  i nfin itely 

more d ifficult than to go out shooting . After a l l ,  it is much easier to 

d ie fi ri ng - for us it was m uch easier to d ie than it was for someone 

who fi rst boarded a tra in  car, then rode the tra in ,  then dug  a hole ,  

then undressed naked . . . .  Do you u nderstand now? he asks . 

-- Yes , I say. I see . Because it i s  i ndeed easier , even for us ,  

to  look at  the i r  death when they a re shoot ing than when they are 

d igg ing  a hole for themselves . . . .  ( 1 67) 

� nder Edelman's tutelage , Kra l l  revises her view of the heroic death . This 

i nteraction l itera l ly writes the reception of the narrative . In terms of Jauss's 

theory of the horizon of expectation , Edelman funct ions as the author of a new 
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n arrative of the ghetto and Kra l l  as the reader/aud ience .  Jauss a rg ues that texts 

d o  not a rrive at the reader as a b lank s late , shorn of associations . Rather ,  a new 

l iterary work a l ready carries a complex series of expectations , wh ich are 

estab l i shed by "announcements , overt and covert s igna ls ,  fami l ia r  characteristics , 

o r  imp l icit a l lus ions .  [The text] awakens memories of that wh ich was a l ready 

read , br ings the reader to a specific emotional attitude ,  and with its beg inn ing 

a rouses expectations for the 'm idd le and end"' (23) . These expectations are then 

either "varied , corrected , a ltered or  even just reproduced" by the text (23) . When 

the work does not s imp ly reprod uce ,  but a lters expectations in  some way,  a gap 

occu rs between expectations of the new text and the experience of it . Jauss 

d escribe th is gap as "a d isparity between the g iven horizon of expectations and 

the appearance of a new work, whose reception can resu lt i n  a 'change of 

horizons '  through a negation of fam i l iar experiences or through ra is ing newly 

a rt icu lated experiences to the leve l of consciousness" (25) .  Just such a "change 

of horizons" takes p lace in  Kra l l  and Edelman's exchanges about the Jews who 

d ied passively on tra ins .  F i rst, the horizon of expectations is  estab l ished : "the 

people who were su rg i ng onto tra ins [were] worse than the ones who were 

shooting"  ( 1 66) . Edelman then d is rupts th is expectation ,  and after a period of 

adjustment Kra l l  accepts the change.  I n  th is way Kra l l  and Edelman perform the 

act of textual  reception . Together they expand the reader's horizon of 

expectat ions and seek to change what heroism means in the context of the 

g hetto . Edelman offers an alternative va luation of l ife in wh ich the heroic death is 

not perm itted to devalue the pass ive death . Th is approach de-centres the 
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survivor and removes the l iv ing from the posit ion of j udgement over the dead . 

The reception  of the text is thus written i nto the text itse lf. And as Jauss notes , 

th is  a lterat ion extends beyond the re lationsh ip of the s ing le reader to the s ing le 

text :  "[The] p rocess of the continuous establ ish ing  and  a ltering  of horizons a lso 

determ ines the re lationsh ip of the ind ivid ua l  text to the succession of texts that 

forms the genre" (23) . As the horizon of expectat ions sh ifts , so too does the 

genre itself. Thus Kra l l  and Edelman a re engaged in an  effort to i nfluence more 

than s imp ly the reception of To Outwit God; also at stake here is  the mea n ing of 

the heroic narrative . Kra l l  and Edelman seek to change the heroic narrative and 

i ts associated deva lu i ng of the 'passive dead . '  

After the fa i l u re of the hero i c  na rrative : The role of h istorical  fact 

Given Kra l l  and Edelman's profound d istrust of the hero ic  narrative , it 

m ig ht be expected that the text wou ld endorse a debunki ng of the heroic myth 

th rough a dogmatic adherence to h istorical fact . However, th is  is not the case . 

I ndeed , the text repeated ly questions the va lue of accuracy. Antek ,  Anie lewicz's 

deputy in the ´OB ,  d isag rees with some detai ls of Edelman's account :  

Antek has said , for i nstance ,  that there were not two hundred of 

them i n  the upris i ng ,  there were more :  five hundred , maybe even 

six h u nd red of them . 

(--Antek says there were six hund red of you .  Sha l l  we 

change this fig u re? 
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--No ,  Edelman says , there were two hundred and twenty of 

us .  

--But Antek wants , M r. S .  wants , everybody wants you to be 

at least a l ittle more . . . .  Shou ldn 't we just change it? 

--After a l l ,  it doesn 't matter ,  he says angri ly .  Can 't a l l  of you 

u nderstand that none of it matters anymore? ! )  ( 1 43-4) 

Edelman i n it ia l ly refuses to accept Antek's numbers ,  but u lt imately acqu iesces , 

assert ing that "none of it matters anymore . "1 2  Kra l l  seems to expect that her 

wi l l i ngness to change the figu res wi l l  p rovoke Edelman i n  qu ite the oppos ite 

d i rection . S he expects h im  to ins ist u pon the absolute importance of factual  

deta i l .  What does it matter ,  she asks ,  if there a re 600 fighters i nstead of 220? 

S u rp ris ing ly ,  to Edelman it seems to matter very l ittle .  To the contempora ry 

reader,  however ,  it matters very m uch . Edelman's wi l l i ngness to a lter the 

n u m ber of res istance fighters shatters the modern fa ith in fi rst-person test imony. 

Bernste in a rg ues that "one of the most pervasive myths of ou r e ra ,  a myth 

perhaps even part ia l ly ar is ing out of ou r  col lective response to the horrors of the 

concentrat ion camps ,  is  the absol ute authority g iven to fi rst-person test imony" 

(339) . 

Rega rd less of whether or not such authority is  m isp laced , Edelman's 

d is interest i n  the accu racy of h is own testimony p lays against expectations . 1 3  

1 2 Antek, wh ose rea l name is  Yitzhak Zuckerman , pub l ished h is own account  of the Warsaw 
G hetto U pris i n g  entit led A S u rpl u s  o f  Memory: C h ron icle of the Warsaw G hetto Upris ing. U of 
Cal i forn ia P ,  1 99 3 .  

1 3 I t  is  essent ia l  t o  n ote that factual i nacc u racy does n o t  render  testi mony fictio n a l .  F e l m a n  a n d  
Laub emphasise t h a t  testi mony c a n  express p rofound psycho log ical truth even w h e n  it conta ins  
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This d issonance raises the issue of the Holocaust's i nherent i nexpressib i l ity . 

Edelman's d is interest suggests not that fact is whol ly i rre levant, but that it fa i ls  to 

captu re the essentia l  natu re of the Holocaust .  It is th is  e lus ive nature of 

destruction that Edelman attempts to captu re i n  h is  account. The impasse 

between fact and nature again erupts i nto the narrative d u ring another exchange 

over factual accu racy, when Kra l l  and Edelman d iscuss the banners that flew 

over the g hetto d u ring the Upris ing . Reported ly present in both the Pol ish and 

Èion ist national  colou rs ,  Kra l l  asserts that " [t]hey provoked an outpouring of 

affection from the Aryan s ide" (237) .  But Edelman ins ists that the insurgents d id 

not erect the banners :  

' Perhaps someone else hung them , i t  doesn 't matter who . '  

'Oh yes , '  he  says . ' Poss ib ly. ' On ly ,  he  d idn 't see any 

banners at a l l .  He on ly learned about them after the war. 

'That's imposs ib le . Everybody saw them ! '  

'Wel l ,  i f  everybody saw them , they must have been there ,  

these banners .  And besides , '  he says , 'what does it matter? Al l 

that's important is that people saw them . '  

Th is  i s  the worst part: that i n  the end h e  agrees to 

everyth ing . And it doesn 't even make any sense to try to convince 

h im .  

'What d ifference does it make today?' he  asks,  and then he 

ag rees . (237-8) 

factual errors . See Testi mony pp . 59-63 .  T h i s  d i st inct ion is often ignored i n  a n  effort to d eter 
h istorica l  rev is ion ists from u s i n g  such errors to deny the Ho loca u st .  
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Edelman ins ists that "none of it matters anymore? ! "  because veris im i l itude can 

no more fu l ly rep resent the Warsaw Ghetto than can the heroic narrative . 

U lt imately, both methods fa i l  to captu re the experience of g hetto l ife . This is an 

essentia l aspect of Edelman 's test imony: he rejects the ab i l ity of factual accuracy 

to tru ly capture the Shoa h .  Although h is reject ion of the heroic narrative m ight be 

expected to prod uce a p rofound re l iance on veris im i l itude ,  th is does not occur .  

Edelman does not rep lace the heroic narrative with a re ification of factual 

accu racy. As h is  debunking of Mordeca i An ielewicz ind icates,  Edelman uses fact 

to correct mythmaking because such legends imp l icitly deva lue the passive 

death . Factua l  accuracy is thus  a means to an end and not a goal  in and of itself. 

Edelman h imself exp la ins his d is interest in veris im i l itude by invoking the 

i nexpressib i l ity of the Ho locaust :  

L isten ,  my dear. Do you have any idea what b read meant at that 

time in the g hetto? Because if you don 't ,  you wi l l  never understand 

how thousands of people cou ld voluntari ly come for the bread and 

go on  with th is bread to the camp at Trebl i nka .  Nobody has 

understood it thus far .  

They were g iv ing out that b read right here ,  in th is very place .  

Oblong , b rowned loaves of rye b read . ( 1 38) 

Here the text juxtaposes mater ia l  deta i ls  of ghetto l ife and inexpress ib i l ity. Even 

as Kra l l  stands in the former � msch lagp latz with a su rvivor of the g hetto and 

l istens to the descript ion of what the b read looked l i ke ,  she "wi l l  never 
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u nderstand . " 1 4  Accu racy of deta i l ,  d i rect contact with a witness ,  p i lg rimage to the 

locale of destruction : these cannot assure comprehension . Bernste in  notes that 

i ns istence on the imposs ib i l ity of comprehension is  common in  Ho locaust 

n arratives:  "[A] l l  of the writers on the Shoah speak of its incomprehensibility and 

bas ic incommunicability" (341 ) . Even the fa ithfu l recreation of h i storica l fact 

can not vanqu ish th is i ncomprehens ib i l ity . 

Nevertheless , Edelman sti l l  hopes that comprehension is  poss ib le .  H is 

comment that " [n]obody has understood it thus far, " imp l ies that such 

comprehension may sti l l  be hoped for .  This optim ism ind icates the problematic 

natu re of Edelman 's  deconstruction  of ghetto heroism . He doubts that Kra l l  can 

ever rea l ly understand the �msch lagp latz, and asserts that the ghetto's  

s ign ification is restricted . Why, i f  s ign ification is so severely l im ited , does it 

m atter how An ie lewicz is remembered , and why shou ld Edelman bel ieve h is  

correct ions sign ify at  a l l?  There a re cracks i n  Edelman 's  ins istence on the l im its 

of s ign ification and commun icab i l ity . The fact that Edelman wrote The Ghetto 

Fights and spoke with Kra l l  for To Outwit God suggests a fundamenta l  bel ief that 

s ign ification is both poss ib le and important. And the passion with which he writes 

of the many thousands who d ied in the ghetto a lso ind icates fa ith in  

commun icab i l ity . The fate of Poland 's  Jews matters deeply to Ede lman and he 

works hard to commu nicate what the i r  experience was l i ke .  H is attention to 

deta i l  is notable ; in The Ghetto Fights in part icu lar ,  he strives to recreate the 

1 4  I t  i s  s ign ificant that Ede l man ins ists upon this gap even with Kra l l ,  a Pol ish J ew who s u rvived 
the H oloca ust by h id i n g  in Arya n Warsaw. Despite Kra l l ' s  prox im ity to the eve nt,  and her  own 
J ewishness,  Ede lman sti l l  ins ists that she ca n not " u n d erstand"  what the g hetto means.  This 
i n s i ste nce i n d icates j u st how h igh ly  restricted Edelman bel ieves the ghetto's s ign ification  to be.  
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sensory expe rie n ces of wa it ing for  a transport ,  as we l l  as the psycho log ical 

rea l i t ies that l ed peop le  to l i n e  u p  fo r t rai ns head i n g  to Tre b l i n ka .  As we l l ,  at the 

s ixt i eth ann ive rsa ry of th e G hetto U p ri s i n g ,  Ede lman asse rts that the revo lt's 

mean i n g  t ranscends the ghetto wal l s :  

Afte r o u r  strugg le ,  th e re we re rebe l l ions in  t h e  Tre b l i n ka and 

Sobibor  exte rm i n at ion cam ps ,  i n  the ghettos of  B ia lysto k and 

Czestochowa . We shook the conscience of the Pol ish u n d e rg ro u n d  

a rmy and i nternat ional  op in ion . We sta rted a p rocess th at late r l e d  

to form u l at ion o f  t h e  i d e a  o f  t h e  f i g h t  fo r h u man d i g n ity a n d  r ig hts 

i n c l u d e d  in the U . N .  Charte r .  

E d e l m an 's  com m itment to i n express i b i l ity may h ave m o re to do with d efe n d i n g  

th e dead t h a n  with restricted s ign if icat ion . I f  t h e  gh etto is  inco m p re h e n s i b l e ,  then 

i ts  i n h ab itants can n ot be cr it ic ised for  th e i r  choice s .  As Ste i n lauf  n otes of 

E d e l m a n ,  "he d o u bted wheth e r  any convent ional  m o ra l  categor ies and  n ot ions of 

h e ro ism were adeq uate for  cop i n g  with the im poss i b l e  cho ices faced by Jews i n  

that 'other  wo r ld '"  ( 1 07) . To Outwit God and The Ghetto Fights both cha l lenge 

the h e ro ic  na rrat ive's ab i l ity to rep resent the Warsaw G h etto , even as they ins ist 

o n  the a l m ost sacred specif ic ity of the gh etto exp e rience .  Thus  E d e l m an may 

i n vo ke i n exp ress i b i l ity and l i m ited s ign i f icat ion to p rotect the many pass ive dead 

f rom the  cr i t ical  and u ncom p rehen d i n g  eye of the l iv i n g .  As E d e l m an notes in 
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The Ghetto Fights, the ve ry vocab u l a ry of hero ism fai ls  to captu re the exper ience 

of the g h etto :  "On e  can h a rd ly  speak of victo r ies when Life i tself  i s  the reason fo r 

the  f ight  and so m any peop le  a re lost" (83) . 
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C h a pter 3 

The Pol ish Hero i c  N arrative Confronts the G hetto 

I have just uttered the word 'aew' and it grated on the ear. You winced yourself 

Why is it that every time aews and Poles come together, there is immediately 

tension in the air? I feel that the person facing me wonders whether I am an anti­

semite. This feeling is like a paralysis; I am choking on this word: 'aew. ' 

Xwa Berberyusz 

We French, we know what it is, an occupation. It's terrible. You can never do 

anything under occupation. You can certainly not create a government because it 

looks like a stooge to the occupier. You 're locked into your own trap. 

Pierre Lellouche, VP NA TO Parliamentary Assembly 

I hope you forgive my laying bare memory like a wound . . . . It is possible that there 

is no other memory than the memory of wounds. 

Czeslaw Milosz 

Pol ish accou nts of the Second World War are steeped i n  a nationa l  heroic 

narrative . This narrative is often evoked in re lat ion to the Warsaw Ris ing , a 

Pol ish armed revolt against the German occup iers .  By summer 1 944 Germany 

was clear ly on  the br ink of defeat. The Russ ians were advancing on the Eastern 

Front ,  and were expected to reach Warsaw by Aug ust. Genera l  Sosnkowski , the 
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Pol ish President i n  exi le, was confident i n  Pres ident Roosevelt's support for a 

popu lar  upris ing i n  Warsaw. He assured h is citizens that Al l ied m i l itary forces 

wou ld  come qu ickly to the a id of armed res istance .  I ntent on l iberating Warsaw 

themselves , on 1 August 1 944 Pol ish civi l ians and soldiers launched a revolt 

aga inst the German occupiers .  Too poorly armed to stand for long aga inst the 

German army, the rebels p lanned to l iberate the c ity just before the a rriva l of 

Russ ian troops . B ut Russ ian assistance d id not come . Desp ite Roosevelt and 

C h u rch i l l ' s  contin ued pleas , Sta l in  refused to support the Pol ish fig hters . When 

the U n ited States decided to send its own sold iers to Warsaw, Sta l i n  wou ld not 

a l low American p lanes to refuel  on Soviet territory ,  thus making American a i r  

support for the revolt impossib le .  In  response to the upr is ing H imm ler ordered a l l  

Warsaw citizens k i l led , i nclud ing  women , ch i ldren and civi l ians .  Bruta l street 

fig hting ensued , with much of the popu lation tak ing refuge underg round in 

bunkers and sewers . During  th is t ime the Russian army stood massed at the 

c ity's edge,  just across the Vistu la River. They d id not intervene.  On October 6nd 

the surviv ing Pol ish  rebels su rrendered . Over 600 ,000 Poles d ied i n  the sixty­

three d ay battle , and over 500 , 000 were deported after the surrender .  I n  further 

reta l iat ion for the revolt, Germany destroyed over eighty percent of Warsaw. 

Warsaw's c itizens were abandoned for pol it ical reasons .  H istorians have 

specu lated that London and Wash ington fa i led to defend Warsaw because they 

d id not wish to a l ienate Sta l i n  on the brink  of H itler's defeat . Russia 's 

contribution to the Second World War dwarfed that of the U n ited States ;  twenty 

m i l l i on  Russians d ied in the confl ict compared with 450, 000 Americans .  On the 
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basis of such sacrifice , Sta l i n  demanded that one-th i rd of Poland be ceded to 

Russia after the war. By 1 944 , Roosevelt had a l ready agreed to th is demand . 

Sta l i n ' s  refusal to a id  the Warsaw revolt was i ntended to secure the devastat ion 

of Poland 's  extensive u nderg round res istance ,  and in particu lar the 

underg round's army. 1 5  

Desp ite the terrib le cost of the Warsaw Ris ing , Po les do not view it a s  a 

mistake . I n  contrast, the upris ing is u nderstood as a natura l  expression of the 

Pol ish heroic narrative . ´ofia Korbonski , an underg round rad io operator and a 

surviving  participant i n  the ris ing , rep l ies to the question of whether  the revolt was 

worthwh i le :  "Always . I t  was ,  you know, in accordance with Pol ish h istory . It was 

in accordance with Pol ish attitudes.  It was in accordance with Pol ish sou l and 

heart" ( Warsaw mising) . This is a clear i nvocation of a nationa l  heroic narrative . 

The Warsaw Ris ing is not s imp ly the heroic act of i nd iv id ua l  Poles; it is  the 

embod iment of the nation itself. As Polansky notes , " [ l ] n  Poland the trad ition of 

active resistance to tyranny is h igh ly val ued and active ly cu ltivated" (22) Ì  And 

this active resistance is not l im ited to a rmed upris i ng .  Even when v io lent revolt is 

impossib le ,  the Pol ish narrative demands res istance .  Jan  Karski , a cou rier for 

the Pol ish underg round , instructs a wayward young  man on the Pol ish heroic 

ch ron icle : 

I traced an  outl ine of the b loody h istory of the Pol ish strugg le 

aga inst conquero rs s i nce the partition of 1 795 .  I stressed the fact 

that if that res istance had stopped , Poland would never have come 

1 5  See Norman Davies' R i s i ng '44, Richard C. L u kas' The Forgotte n Ho loca ust,  M ichael  C .  
Ste i n lauf' s  Bondage to the Dead , a n d  the fi l m  Warsaw R i s i ng. 
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to l ife aga in  as a country .  We wou ld have no language or  land of 

our  own . It was a serious mistake, I to ld h im ,  to th i nk  that 

res istance cons isted on ly of offering physica l  opposition to the 

conquerors .  More important sti l l  was the maintenance of our  

character and sp i rit against the bruta l it ies and bland ishments of our  

enemies . (295) 

S ign ificantly, i n  this narrative res istance leads inexorab ly to survival .  Although 

ind ivid ua l  Poles per ish i n  revolt ,  Pol ish "character and sp i rit" end u re .  I t  is  th is  

endu rance that a l lows ´ofia Korbonski  to assert that the Warsaw Ris ing was 

"absolute ly" worth 200 ,000 Pol i sh  l ives . In th is sense the Pol ish hero ic narrative 

is the story of nat iona l  rather tha n  i nd ividual  surviva l .  Pol ish sacrifice ensures 

that the nation wi l l  eventual ly b reak th rough the cha ins of oppress ion . 

The nationa l  heroic narrat ive , so cogn isant of Poland's sufferi ng , is  

cha l lenged by the Holocaust .  A perceived lack of i nternat ional recogn it ion of 

Poland 's affl ict ion du ring the Second World War has led to cla ims that Poles 

endured a "forgotten holocaust . "  This conviction that the wartime privations of 

Poland's genti le popu lation are neg lected is both widespread and varied . C N N  

recently p resented a documentary entitled Warsaw mising: The Forgotten 

Soldiers of World War II, which te l ls the story of the doomed Pol ish revolt of 

1 944 . Pol ish poet and Nobel l au reate Czesfaw M Hosz wonders of the Warsaw 

Ris ing , "And shou ld not the you ng generations of the West, if they study h istory 

at a l l ,  hear about the 200 , 000 people k i l led i n  Warsaw, a city sentenced to 
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ann ih i lat ion by these two accompl ices [H itler and Sta l i n]?" (Nobel add ress) . 1 6  At 

t imes , the 'forgotten holocaust' a rg ument extends beyond p leas for recogn it ion 

and i nstead estab l ishes a d i rect competition between Pol ish and Jewish 

suffering . I n  th is  a rgument the world 's  attention is  assumed to be fin i te ,  and the 

two peoples engage in  a contest to determ ine the g reater vict im .  One example 

of th is  d iscourse , Lukas's The Forgotten Holocaust: The Poles under German 

Occupation, demonstrates the s l ightly absurd nature of this competition . Lukas 

argues that if the war had contin ued , the Poles wou ld eventua l ly have faced the 

same fate as the i r  Jewish neighbours :  

[T]he conclus ion is  i nescapable that had the war contin ued ,  Poles 

wou ld u lt imately have been obl iterated e ither by outright s laughter  

in  gas chambers ,  as most Jews had perished , or  by a contin uation  

of the pol icies the Nazis had inaug u rated in  occup ied Poland du ring  

the war - genocide by execution , forced labor, starvation ,  red uct ion 

of b iolog ica l  p ropagation ,  and German ization .  (5) 

1 6  
Not a l l  such petitions for i ncreased attention to Pol ish suffering are q u ite so egal itaria n .  

R ichard C .  L u kas's The Forgotten Holocaust: The Poles Under German Occupation, p laces the 
Pol ish n arrative i n  d i rect com petitio n  with the J ewish ch ro n ic le .  Lu kas attem pts to deny J ews the 
mantle of suffering by assert ing that not a l l  Jews were v ict i m s .  In  h is  chapter o n  Pol ish-Jewish 
relatio n s  d u ring  the German occu pati o n ,  Lu kas exam ines a 1 944 Pol ish com m ission 's  
investig ation of  cla i m s  that the  desert ion of 79 Jewish sold iers from the Po l ish  a rmy was a resu lt 
of anti-sem it ism .  Lu kas asserts that the com m ission "fo u n d  that a s izeable percentage of Jewish 
soldiers were u n patriotic and were m otivated by personal  a m bit ion and pol i tics in their 
desertions . . .  Now with the u pcom i n g  i n vasion of Norma ndy ,  it  a ppeared al l  too co i n cidental  to 
observers that many Jewish sold iers s i m ply d i d  not wa nt  to fig ht" ( 1 37) . L u kas concl udes that 
Jewish nationa l ism , and not anti-sem it ism , was the ca u se of the desertions .  The deserters chose 
to flee to Palesti ne rather than fig h t  the Germans.  Lukas's  ana lysis suggests that the J ewish 
deserters were i n  fact, ' bad Poles , '  and i n  th is  way he excl udes them from the Pol ish heroic 
narrative. Lu kas does not consider the poss i b i l ity that Po land 's  few remai n i n g  J ews m ight  have 
viewed esca pe to Palesti ne as the i r  lone chance for s u rv iva l .  
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Th is c la im to authenticity is based on an a lmost hopefu l pred iction of the 

destruction of a l l  of Poland . Such a v igorous pursu it of a cla im to an equal ity of 

suffering verges on the surrea l .  I f  these a re the authenticat ing cla ims ,  then what 

is  at stake? Th is  perspective is  typ ical of one strand of the Pol ish Holocaust 

narrative , which "stresses huge Pol ish losses and sacrifice d u ring  WW I I ,  Pol ish 

efforts to rescue Jews on the pena lty of death , and the ind ifference of the rest of 

the world , especia l ly the Al l ied forces and American and Palestin ian Jewry" 

(G lowacka 1 5) .  The unspoken imp l ication of arguments such as Lukas's is  

s ign ificant. D iner  a rgues that such u n iversa l is ing narratives write Jews out of the 

H olocaust :  "Such i nstances are the efforts to deny the Holocaust's Jewish victims  

a specific fate , g rounded i n  anti-Semitism , by  means of a narrative structure 

a imed at un iversa l isation ,  or to locate the Holocaust with in  a long sequence of 

identica l  or  s im i la r  events ; i n  short ,  to transform the ta le of the Holocaust i nto a 

narration beyond Jewish h istorica l experience (3 1 5) . "  But the Holocaust was 

u ndeniab ly a Jewish experience, and desp ite Lukas 's  analys is , the Jewish and 

Pol ish fates under German occupation were not the same. Whi le three m i l l ion 

Pol ish Jews d ied u nder Nazi occupation ,  compared with two m i l l ion  Poles,  these 

numbers constitute a lmost 90 percent of Poland's Jewish comm u n ity and 1 0  

percent of the Pol ish popu lation . 

N owak and Kars ki :  Two Poles encou nter the Holocaust 

Pol ish accou nts of the German occupation encounter the national 

narrative in d iffer ing ways . Two such texts are written by men who ,  desp ite the i r  
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varied approaches to the heroic narrative , fi l led the same role i n  the Po l ish 

u nderg round . The underg round re l ied heavi ly on cou riers to commun icate with 

the Pol ish  government in exi le .  Jan  Karski was one of the fi rst of these couriers ,  

and he  re lates h is  wart ime experiences in  Story of  a Secret State .  After Karski  

left this ro le he was rep laced by Jan Nowak,  who recou nts h is story i n  Courier 

from Warsaw. The two narratives a re sim i lar  i n  many ways , but their percept ions 

of the heroic narrative are notab ly d ivergent. F rom its very fi rst pages , Nowak's 

text is set i n  the exp l icitly heroic terms of the Pol ish national  narrative . In the 

foreword , ´b ign iew Brzezinski  describes Courier from Warsaw as "a gripp ing 

account of  personal  heroism" ( 1 3) .  B rzezinsk i 's description of  Nowak reads l i ke 

a spy nove l :  

As a you ng member of  the Po l ish  underg round , Jan  Nowak 

u ndertook numerous secret m issions to keep the res istance i n  

contact with the  West . He served as  an  emissary ,  su rreptit iously 

cross ing enemy l i nes . Employing many d isgu ises , Nowak traveled 

in secret to Scand inavia ,  Brita i n ,  North Africa , even across Nazi 

Germany itself to Switzerland and France .  He faced countless 

dangers ,  was usual ly on ly a step ahead of the Gestapo,  but 

m i raculously escaped arrest and certa in  death . He was involved in 

adventu res wh ich read l i ke a fi le scenar io .  ( 1 3) 

I n  marked contrast, Jan Karski rejects such portraya ls . I n  Story of a Secret 

State, Karski writes of the civ i l ian expectation that the underg round  is g lamorous :  
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I n  the i r  v is ion underg round workers met briefly ,  usual ly  at n ight, and 

i n  dangerous c ircumstances and eery [sic] surround ings .  

I l l um inat ion for the,se th ri l l i ng  scenes was suppl ied by fl icker ing 

cand les.  The consp i rators wore masks and spoke in  tense 

whispers .  They behaved l i ke a cross between an  extraord inari ly 

sagacious detective and a reckless gambler stak ing his last coin  on 

the turn of a card . 

Noth ing cou ld be fu rther from the truth . The motion p ictu res 

I have seen and the fict ion I have read about the U nderg round in  

Eu rope a re invariably prod ucts of pu rely sensationa l 

imag inat ions . . .  For the most part ,  ou r  work was probably less 

th ri l l i ng , less of an adventu re ,  than the work of a carpenter ,  and 

was whol ly devoid of sensationa l  exp loits . (275) 

Karsk i 's  descript ion seems to speak d i rectly to B rzezinski 's accou nt of Nowak.  

The d ifference between the two texts l ies i n  the i r  re lationship to the heroic 

narrative . Courier from Warsaw i s  fi rm ly p laced with i n  th is chron icle , wh i le a 

d ifferent i nterpretive framework an imates Karsk i 's  account. I n  B rzezinsk i 's  

foreword the clandestine natu re of Nowak's experiences is emphas ised ; they are 

"secret , "  take p lace "su rreptit ious ly" and requ i re h im to use "many d isg u ises . "  H is 

context is i nternat iona l  rather than domestic ;  the young courier trave ls not just 

throughout Poland but to Al l ied and occup ied territories a l ike .  Nowak's 

experiences are described as "adventu res" and the reader is advised that he 

"faced countless dangers . "  The b reath lessness of the prose is matched by its 
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s incerity . The heroic narrative is not treated i ron ical ly here ,  i n  e ither its persona l  

or  nat ional i nca rnations .  Nowak's experiences as  a cou rier are treated as  

genu inely heroic and  g lamorous ;  and Courier from Warsaw engages the Pol ish 

hero ic narrative in  a s im i la rly s incere manner. I ndeed , Nowak's p roxim ity to 

momentous events in the oppression of Poland is offered as p roof of h is  

narrative's cred ib i l ity . He beg ins  h i s  account with th is c la im to both personal  and 

nat ional  consequence :  

I was the eyewitness to the Pol ish d rama in  World War I I .  . . .  My fi rst 

secret trip . . . .  was taken at a t ime when Sta l i n  had b roken off 

relations with the Pol ish government in London . It was the 

beg inn ing  of a game which wou ld lead to the subj ugat ion of Poland 

by the Soviet �n ion . . . .  I was the fi rst eyewitness to , and partic ipant 

i n ,  the Warsaw �pris i ng  to reach the West . . . .  The events which I 

witnessed , a nd the po l it icians'  reaction to them , led to the d iv is ion 

of Europe and ,  later ,  to the Cold War. ( 1 1 )  

Nowak opens h is narrative with a heady i nvocation of both persona l  g lamour  and 

nat ional suffer ing . In contrast, Karski  rejects the national  hero ic narrative and 

recasts the personal  as a heroic commitment to bear witness .  Karski attempts to 

witness the Jewish exterm ination ,  wh i le Nowak subsumes the same destruct ion 

with i n  the Pol ish nationa l  narrative . The d ifference between Courier from 

Warsaw and Story of a Secret State may be that Nowak does not share Karski 's  

experience of witness Ì  Althoug h Nowak took over Karski 's ro le as cou rier ,  he d id 

not cross the ghetto wa l l  or  see a death camp .  Th is lack of d i rect witness 

67 



fundamenta l ly a lters Nowak's text . Thus Story of a Secret State demonstrates 

how the Pol ish heroic narrative is cha l lenged by a commitment to bear witness ,  

wh i le Courier from Warsaw demonstrates the p rocess by wh ich the Po l ish 

nationa l  narrative s i lences the Jewish  extermination .  

J a n  N owak a n d  the practice of na rrative exc l usion 

Courier from Warsaw descr ibes Jan Nowak's experiences as messenger 

to the Pol ish government i n  exi le .  Nowak d id not pub l ish h is memoi rs unt i l  1 982,  

after a career as d i rector of the Pol ish Section of Rad io Free Europe and nationa l  

d i rector of the Pol ish American Congress . Th is p rofessional  interest i n  Poland 's 

i ndependence is  evident th roug hout Nowak's account of h is wart ime 

experiences . I ndeed , the Pol ish hero ic narrative serves as the superstructure of 

Courier from Warsaw. Nowak p laces h is personal  experiences with i n  the wider 

context of the Pol ish nation 's strugg le against oppress ion .  He d raws a stra ight 

l i ne between the 1 940s underg ro u nd res istance and the Sol idarity movement of 

the 1 980s.  L ike the persona l  hero ic  narrative , th is  connection is fi rst estab l ished 

in the text's foreword . Brzezinsk i  notes ,  "The roots of Sol idarity spr ing from the 

un ity of the Pol ish peop le forged d u ring  the [Warsaw] upris ing and from a h istory 

of strugg le and res istance to fore ign oppression .  This wi l l  to res ist asserted itself 

in 1 944 and aga in  in 1 980" ( 1 4) .  I n  the fi na l  pages of h is  account ,  N owak returns 

to these h istorical l i nkages . He a rg ues that "the rea l  effects of the Warsaw 

Ris ing  on ly became apparent in the years after the war, when Sta l i n  succeeded 

in making Poland h is sate l l ite . . .  Though Poland had no means to defend her 

68 



i ndependence ,  she successfu l ly res isted a l l  attempts at Sovietization .  After a 

th i rd of a centu ry ,  Poland remains an is land in  the Soviet sea" (45 1  ) .  B rzez inski  

and Nowak assert that it is the Warsaw Ris ing that n u rtu red such resistance .  I n  

h inds ight ,  the fa i led Warsaw Ris ing serves as sustenance for the beleaguered 

Pol ish sp i rit . Of cou rse , it is only after 1 980 that Brzezinski  can connect the 

Warsaw Ris ing with the Sol idarity movement. He and Nowak ' read backwards '  

here ,  and th is  i nterpretive strategy a l lows the heroic narrative to conta in  defeat. 

The 1 944 revolt was merci lessly crushed by the Germans ,  and abandoned to 

fa i l u re by the Red Army who waited across the Vistu la for the destruction of 

Pol ish armed res istance .  The upr is ing  fa i led to l iberate Warsaw or to ensure an  

i ndependent post-war Poland . But  Nowak asserts that i t  succeeded i n  nu rtur ing 

the seeds of an  i ndependent Pol ish  sp i rit. The mean ing  of heroism sh ifts here 

from pol it ica l to re l ig ious revolt and from armed to "pass ive res istance" (452) . 

Thus even as armed res istance fa i ls  the heroic action continues to s ign ify . The 

na rrative of res istance end ures ; it i s  on ly its form that changes . Th is convers ion 

is  not l im ited to the Warsaw Ris ing ; a s im i lar  interpretive sh ift is a lso app l ied to 

the i n it ia l  defeat of the Sol idarity movement: "The Sol idarity movement has been 

crushed as an  organ ised force , but it may contin ue to serve as a common front 

for people determ i ned to use passive resistance as the i r  u lt imate weapon" (452) .  

L ike the Warsaw Ris ing , the early fa i l u re of Sol idarity's pol itical goa ls  is rep laced 

by success in sp i rit and mora le .  

I n  th is way the national  hero ic  narrative is  not dependent upon pol it ica l  o r  

mart ia l  success . Events such a s  the 1 944 revolt a n d  the Sol idarity movement 
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occasion a sh ift i n  the heroic narrative , but they do  not cause it to fa i l .  The 

na rrative's content can be corrected , ed ited and a ltered without b reach ing its 

essential mean ing .  Wh i le the form of hero ism a lters , the idea l of heroism is not 

abandoned . Th is  frequent sh ift i n  i nterpretation does not weaken the narrative . 

Nowak open ly acknowledges th is ever-transform ing  i nterpretation :  

I t  was wrong to  see the Warsaw Ris ing solely as  a 

demonstration to the outside world insp i red by fa lse 

hopes . . .  [A]s t ime gave d istan ce to these events , I began  to 

see that my ana lys is  was one-sided , incomp lete , and 

therefore ,  q u ite wrong . . . .  The underg round leaders were also 

deeply concerned for the morale of the popu lation , wh ich 

had to be mainta i ned to confront whatever the future had in  

store . (45 1 ) 

What the futu re had i n  store was the commun ist occupation of Poland . Here 

Nowak rewrites h is contempora ry i nterpretation of the r is ing i n  v iew of events yet 

to come. This is the adaptab i l ity of the heroic narrative ; it can convert pol it ica l  

and m i l itary fai l u re into sp i ritual success .  In  th is sense the Pol ish heroic narrative 

is re lentless . As long as Poland 's i nnate heroism is re iterated , the narrative 

end u res. However,  the lengths to which the narrative must go to assert th is  

heroism become more and more extreme.  I n  the fina l  l i nes of Courier from 

Warsaw the hero ic  narrative moves even fu rther away from pol it ical and m i l itary 

success.  L ike Marek Edelman i n  The Ghetto Fights, Nowak ends h is account 

with the names of h is  compatriots who d ied d u ring the German occupation of 
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Poland . However, un l ike the Jewish Edelman ,  Nowak p laces th is recitat ion of 

names with in  a n  imp l icit ly Christian  context: "The i r  sacrifice was not i n  va i n .  Our  

day of  victory wi l l  a lso come. One day the sun  wi l l  sh ine  on crowds of  s ing ing 

and d a ncing people d runk  with joy i n  the streets of Warsaw. The free sou l of 

Po land wi l l  surv ive unt i l  that day" (453) . 1 7  Th is scene reca l ls  the New 

Testament's promise of justice del ivered in  the afterl ife .  The book of Revelation 

speaks of "a new heaven and a new earth" where deferred hope wi l l  at last be 

fu lfi l led . After the fa i l u re of the Sol idarity movement, Nowak no longer speaks of 

the sp i ritua l  hero ism of the Pol ish people, but i nvokes an otherworld ly image of 

perfect freedom and joy .  The fu lfi lment of the nat ional hero ic narrative is thus 

d isp laced i nto the afterl ife . In th is way the narrative end u res ,  but in the form of 

apoca lyptic rather than earth ly hope. 

I t  should be noted that th is Christian reference is common to Pol ish 

narratives . When armed res istance is imposs ib le the Pol ish heroic narrative 

frequently constructs res istance i n  expl icitly Christ ian terms.  Nowak invokes the 

Pol ish Pope John Pau l  I I  as a symbol of Poland 's  sp i ritua l  surviva l  u nder Soviet 

occupation (45 1 , 452) . And Jan Karsk i  also acknowledges the Chr istian context 

of res istance when he mentions the " Lord 's Prayer of the Pol ish U nderground , "  a 

1 7 N owak was writi n g  h i s  accou nt d u ri n g  the period of m a rt ial  law i n  Pola n d ,  wh ich  began in  
Dece m be r  1 98 1 . D u ri n g  1 980 the Sol idarity Movement,  u nder the leadersh i p  of Lech Wa lesa , 
made g reat ga ins for o rgan ised labo u r  and democracy . Due to mounti n g  pub l ic  p ress u re ,  the 
Com m u n ist leaders h i p  recog n ised u n ions'  r ig h t  to strike and organ ise freely.  B u t  i n  1 98 1  
Defence M i n i ster Woj ciech J aruzelsk i  was a ppointed pr ime m i n ister a n d  q u ickly d eclared a state 
of m a rt ia l  law. The Sol idarity Labo u r  U n ion was outlawed and Wa lesa was i m prisoned . By 1 988 
Sol i d a rity was once aga in  lega l ised , and free e lections were held i n  1 98 9 ,  i n  wh ich Wa lesa was 
e lected pr ime m i n ister. 
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re-writi ng  of the Our  Father as a polem ic on nat ional  res istance to the Germans 

(27 1 -2 ) .  This Christian  context obvious ly l im its Jewish participation i n  the 

nationa l  heroic na rrative . If resistance is  defined in Christ ian terms ,  Jews are at 

least semantica l ly excl uded from communal defiance of the oppressor. I n  

Nowak's Christian  image of apoca lypt ic hope for the Pol ish nation , Jews are 

excl uded even from the prom ise of freedom i n  the afterl ife .  I n  the Pol ish heroic 

narrative there i s  precious l ittle room for Jews , even i n  v is ions of an un real ised 

futu re .  

Despite th i s  deferral of the hero ic  narrative's  promised victory over 

oppression , Nowak continues to ins ist upon the s ign ificance of Pol ish suffering . 

Contin ued interpretation imp l ies a profound commitment to the idea that the 

Pol ish nation 's traged ies are mean ingfu l .  Nowak's unfa lter ing i nterpretation 

ins ists that these events matter. The act of ana lys is is itself an assert ion that the 

sufferi ngs of the Pol ish peop le have mean ing ;  and the heroic narrative is the 

interpretive framework Nowak uses to extract mean ing from events l i ke the 

Warsaw Ris ing . But what does the constant imposit ion of a s ing le framework on 

the nationa l  narrative exclude? What is  s i lenced when the Pol ish experience is 

on ly expressed with in  the stra itjacket of the heroic narrative? In Courier from 

Warsaw, the answer is  the experience of Pol ish Jews . Nowak is  not hosti le to 

Jews , but h is  account pays eeri ly l ittle attention to the exterm ination . Nowak 

describes his conversations with u nderg round leaders in preparation for h is 

m iss ions to the West. One such contact is  Henryk Wol inski , expert on Jewish 

affa i rs .  Nowak asserts his own heroic ro le in  re laying the i nformation gathered 
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by Wol insk i :  " I  was to be the fi rst man to reach London after the ris ing i n  the 

Warsaw g hetto and the tota l exterm ination of its i nhab itants" ( 1 73) . But after 

outl i n i ng  the extent of the materia l he and others p rovided , and briefly lamenting 

the West's fa i l u re to act ,  Nowak moves abruptly on  to another contact and h is  

a rea of expertise . The next parag raph  d iscusses how the Home Army gathers its 

i nformation , and p rovides no mention of the Jewish  exterm ination . Th is jarri ng 

tra nsit ion reflects the m issing story of the ghetto i n  the Po l ish heroic narrative . 

The genre cannot conta i n  those who d ie pointlessly ,  thus  Nowak's story l itera l ly  

stops after h is  role and the West's fa i l u re to act have been re lated . There is no 

p lace for passive death i n  the hero ic chron icle . Destruction is not transactiona l  -

it i s  perceived outs ide the ghetto wal ls  but the Pol ish narrative has no response 

to this perception .  The destruction of m i l l ions of Pol ish Jews who d id not res ist ,  

a lthough  b riefly lamented , receives no susta ined attention i n  Nowak's narrative . 

I n  contrast, those who res ist can be absorbed into the narrative , even if 

they are Jewish .  Nowak briefly mentions the Warsaw Ghetto Upris ing as "the 

martyrdom of the Jews" (274) . The g hetto insurgents d ied heroica l ly ,  and thei r  

res istance fits the Pol ish heroic na rrative . As Ste in lauf observes,  "the Warsaw 

G hetto U pris ing cou ld be ass im i lated i nto the Pol ish insu rrect ionary trad ition" 

( 1 09) .  Thus Jews are not excl uded from the Pol ish narrative s imp ly by v i rtue of 

thei r  cu ltu ra l  and re l ig ious identity . The Pol ish trad ition can conta in  extensive 

b loodshed , and is accustomed to sacrifice . As Nowak observes of Pol ish-Soviet 

re lations , "The Krem l i n ,  m indfu l of the lesson of the Warsaw Ris i ng , is wel l  aware 

that it is dea l ing  with a nation which would make supreme sacrifices if it bel ieved 
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certa in  imponderable national treasures were at stake" (45 1  ) .  The supreme 

sacrifice is  not negated by fa i l u re ,  as the Pol ish i nterpretation of the doomed 

Warsaw Ris ing i nd icates . But it can not conta in  death that is  both passive and 

mean ing less . 1 8  The fina l  pages of  Courier from Warsaw are fi l led with references 

to Poland's suffering and eventua l ,  inevitable victory over oppression . The 

Warsaw Ris ing is identified in these pages as a source of insp i ration and heroism 

because of i ts contribution to the end uring sp i rit of the Pol ish people .  Without 

this critica l e lement of surviva l ,  the Rising cou ld not be i ncorporated i nto the 

national  na rrative . Sacrifice must therefore be mean ingfu l ;  it must nourish those 

who carry on after the martyrs'  death . There must, in th is sense , be someone left 

to carry on .  I n  the Jewish narrative , no such popu lation  exists . For  these 

reasons the Jews who d ied without resistance can not be assim i lated into the 

Pol ish heroic narrative , and hence their rare emergence in Nowak's text . 1 9  

1 8  
I t  should b e  noted that the Pol ish hero ic narrative is  not t h e  o n l y  nat ional  c h ro n icle th at has 

d ifficu lty acknowledg i n g  the passive d eath . Holoca u st s u rvivor Pr imo Levi 's  account of  
Auschwitz ,  pub l ished i n  E u rope under  the tit le Is this a Man? i s  for the North American ed it ion re­
named Survival in A uschwitz. The orig i n a l  t it le poses a q uestion that it fa i ls  to a n swer, and the 
query remains o pe n ,  i m p l icating the reader in the decision . This uncertai nty a bout the h u ma n ity 
of the concentrat ion ca m p  i n mate is e rased from the North American ed itio n .  Survival in 
Auschwitz is the tit le of a heroic narrative with a heroic protagon ist, and heroes a re clearly 
h u m a n .  The q u estion  of the orig ina l  t it le is  thus not only answered , but also s i lenced . 

1 9  Althou g h  not p resent i n  Nowak's text, one way for the Pol i s h  heroic n arrative to conta in  the 
Jewish d estruction  is  to attr ibute the l i fe of every J ew who s u rv ived the Holocau st to hero ic Poles . 
I n  th is  in terpretatio n ,  Jewish survival is a lways d u e  to the sacrifice and cou ra g e  of the i r  Pol ish 
ne i g h bo u rs ;  if a Jew s u rvived , it is becau se a Pole hel ped h im at g reat cost. Makol k in 's  work on 
biog raphy may clar ify the power imp l icit in b iograph ical appro p riations of the h e roic na rrative: 

The voice of the b iographer,  name-g iver, reaches its crescendo after the s u bject's death 
which is  the moment of the n a m i n g  c l i max . . . .  The d eath of the hero celebrates the 
beg i n n i n g  of someth ing new: the legendary p resence of the name-symbol after h i s  actua l  
death . Th is  moment is a l s o  a s ig n ificant period i n  the l i fe of any biog rapher  w h o  b u i lds 
the mon u m ent to h i m self i n  the p rocess of  erect ing the m o n u ment to the hero .  It  i s  
th ro u g h  th e n a m e  o f  the 'Other' that a b iog rapher (or  a n y  writer for that m atter) 
immorta l ises h i mself ( 1 8 . )  

I n  th is interpretatio n  t h e  subject's  hero ism s ign ifies someth i n g  about t h e  biog rapher,  rather than 
about the s u bject h e rself. As Glowacka notes ,  th is  reflective fram ework has sema ntic l ife i n  
Pol a n d :  " [ l ]t is  hard ly a coi n cidence that t h e  word 'survivor' is  u s u a l ly translated i n to P o l i s h  as 
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Jan Karski : The Heroic Witness 

Jan Karski  was born in the Pol ish city of t6dz. When Germany i nvaded 

Poland in September 1 939 ,  Karsk i  was serving in the Pol ish a rmy. After 

Poland 's  defeat he was recru ited to the underg round a nd ,  among other d uties , 

worked as a cou rier  to the Pol ish government i n  exi le .  I n  th is role Karski 

trave l led between Poland , Eng land and France ,  carry ing documents and 

i nform ing the West about the s ituation i n  h is homeland . In 1 944 he pub l ished 

Story of a Secret State, h is account of these wart ime experiences . After the war 

he moved to America and spent m uch of h is career as a professor of government 

at Georgetown U n ivers ity. 

Fol lowing  the pub l ication of h is book Karski d id not speak pub l icly of h is  

t ime as a cou rier  u nt i l  the 1 980s,  when Claude Lanzmann ins isted that he 

participate i n  the making of the fi lm  Shoah. As Karski re lates , "At fi rst I refused . 

But Lanzmann persuaded me.  He to ld me that it was my duty to speak .  And 

fina l ly ,  I consented" (Koz�owski 95) . Th is commitment to witnessing is the 

i nterpretive framework of Story of a Secret State.  The term 'courier' itself is 

i nadequate to descr ibe the breadth of Karski 's test imon ia l  ro le , as it imp l ies 

merely the de l ivery of i nformation from one party to another. But Karski was no 

m ute condu it ;  i n  add it ion to carry ing i nformation between Poland and London , he 

a lso provided the government with fi rst-hand knowledge of the Pol ish s ituat ion . 

Later i n  the war Karski testified about the situation i n  Poland to nations other  than 

'ocalon y . '  This relatively new term i n  Polish vocabulary, formed from the past participle o f  the 
verb 'ocali o , ' means,  li tera l ly, a person who was saved " (20 ) .  
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h is  own , and became the voice of h is homeland 's  sufferi ng to many Al l ied 

officia ls .  In th is sense Karsk i 's  pr imary task in the underg round was to witness . 

One of the events to which he bore witness was the exterm inat ion of Poland 's  

Jews . Karski carried reports on the Jewish destruct ion out  of  the g hetto and 

even travel led beh ind the g hetto wa l l  h imself. In  Story of a Secret State , to bear 

witness to the Jewish exterm ination is  conceived as a heroic act .  After 

witnessing the ' h u nt' of Jewish ch i ldren by Nazi sold iers ,  Karski  flees the g hetto 

i n  horror and pan ic .  But he retu rns :  "Two days later I repeated my vis it to the 

ghetto , to memorise more vivid ly my v isual  impress ions .  With my two gu ides I 

wa lked again for th ree hours th rough the streets of th is i nferno ,  to better testify 

the truth before the lead ing men and women of the free countries of the world " 

(334) . This rigor  is  an essential element of Karsk i 's  hero ic witness . He retu rns to 

the ghetto desp ite h is revu ls ion and horror i n  order to "better testify the truth . "  

Bear ing witness i s  hero ic because i t  has the power to effect change,  and , as 

d iscussed earl ier, active i ntervention i n  the world is a fundamenta l tenet of the 

heroic narrative . For Karsk i ,  it is an art icle of fa ith that r igorous ,  cred ib le 

testimony is effective . He has carefu l ly honed the act of bearing witness to the 

exterm ination of the Jews in order to ach ieve this goa l :  

I began my story i n  a cut-and-d ried fash ion .  I had  fi na l ly ,  after 

m uch experience,  mastered a k ind of formu la for these s ituat ions .  

had found that, on the whole , the most effective way of gett ing my 

m ateria l  across was not to soften or i nterpret i t ,  but to convey i t  as 

d i rectly as poss ib le ,  reprod ucing not merely ideas and instructions 
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but the language,  gestu res and n uances of those from whom the 

mater ia l  came.  That has been my job - fa ithfu l ,  concrete 

reprod uct ion . (335) 

Karski  i s  powerless to d i rectly i ntercede and p revent the destruct ion of the Jews ; 

he cannot personal ly stop the deportat ions or pu l l  down the g hetto wal ls .  The 

act ion ava i lable to h im is  that of i nfluence th rough "fa ithfu l ,  concrete 

reprod uction . "  As an underg round cou rier ,  he has the ear of Pol ish and Al l ied 

officia l s .  Faced with personal  experience of the exterm ination , and help less to 

stop it ,  Karski confers heroism upon the act of bearing witness .  G iven the 

c ircumstances , th is task is  particu la rly amenable to heroic interpretation .  

Entering  the ghetto , witnessi ng the death camp a t  Majdanek, and i l l icitly trave l l ing 

to the West a l l  p lace Karski i n  morta l danger .  He provides test imony at  g reat r isk 

to h imself, and at no persona l  gai n :  Karski is not a Jew, he has no personal  

attachment to Jews , and as Nowak's exclus ion of the Jewish narrative ind icates , 

he is u nder no nationa l  ob l igat ion to bear witness to the exterm inat ion . 

Nevertheless , he takes on the ro le of witness and places h imself u nder the 

obl igation to provide testimony. Karski i nterprets these tasks as heroic because 

they a re dangerous ,  self-sacrific ing and , he hopes , effective . Th is  attitude is 

made clear in the description the cou rier offers of h is duty after meeting with the 

ghetto leadersh ip :  

Th is  was the  solemn message I carried to  the world . They 

impressed it upon me so that it cou ld not be forgotten . . . .  At th is t ime 

more than 1 , 800 , 000 Jews had been mu rdered . . . .  The truth m ight 
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not be bel ieved . It m ight be said that th is figu re was exaggerated , 

not a uthentic. I was to a rgue ,  convince ,  do anyth ing I cou ld , use 

every ava i lable p roof and testimon ia l ,  shout the truth ti l l  it could not 

be den ied . (323) 

Bear ing witness to the Jewish exterm ination is heroic partly because so much 

weighs on Karsk i 's  success.  L ike Nowak's emphasis on h is  p roxim ity to g reat 

events , Karski 's personal  role is stressed here .  Thus even as he rejects Nowak's 

g lamorous hero ism of adventu re ,  Karski d isti l ls the heroic narrative i nto a heroic 

witness , and defines h imse lf as protagon ist i n  terms of th is testimonia l  ro le .  

Karski 's heroic witness is most v is ib le in  h is  experience and testimony of 

the g hetto and the camp .  The cour ier recounts these experiences with 

remarkable compassion ; Felman and Laub describe him as "the most honest , 

generous and sympathetic outside witness" i n  Lanzmann 's  Shoah (232) .  

Ka rski 's compassion and heroism g row from h is  ins istence that he witness the 

destruction h imself. Th is is a crucia l  e lement of Karski 's narrative : he does not 

s imp ly re late deta i l s  of the extermination as he has heard them from others . 

Karski actua l ly v iews the ghetto and a death camp h imself. When the Jewish 

leaders te l l  Karski , "[W]e know the truth and we can put you in a posit ion to 

confirm it with you r  own eyes" he accepts thei r  offer :  

It was ,  indeed , the report of an unprecedented species of b ruta l ity 

that I had to br ing to the outs ide world . But my report was not 

merely to be based on their uncorroborated word-of-mouth stories . 
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They offered to take me to the Warsaw ghetto so that I cou ld  

l itera l ly see the spectacle of  a people exp i ri ng ,  breath i ng  its last 

before my eyes.  They would take me i nto one of the many death 

camps where Jews were tortured and m u rdered by the thousands . 

As an eye-witness I wou ld be much more convinc ing than a mere 

mouthp iece . . . .  I told  them that I had to see these th ings for 

myself . . . .  U n less I had fi rst-hand acqua intance with what I had to 

report I d id not fee l  equal  to the task .  (324 , 325) 

The equation here is  very s imp le :  to see is  to know.2° Karski 's personal  

encounter  with the ghetto converts Jewish  accounts from "uncorroborated word-

of-mouth stories" i nto "truth . "  Vision turns rumour  i nto fact . Once Karski has 

seen the g hetto, the exterm ination  moves from the unsteady rea lm of "stories" to 

the re l iab i l ity of a " report . "  Karsk i 's  witness makes the g hetto officia l ;  it can now 

be inc l uded i n  a statement for government use . This transformation i s  an u rgent 

one, as hope for i ntervention l ies solely in offic ia l  recogn it ion of the Jewish 

destruct ion . The witness then does not exist for h is  own sake ;  test imony is h ig h ly 

instrumenta l .  Karsk i 's personal  encounter with the g hetto reduces the gap 

between h is aud ience and Warsaw's Jews . Th is i nt imacy makes h im a more 

effective witness , for the cred ib i l ity of the testimony is  dependent upon the 

cred ib i l ity of the witness . In Karsk i 's  case,  h is  cred ib i l ity is  based on fi rst person 

2 0  
Many accounts attri bute the lack of Al l ied i ntervent ion in the exterm i n at ion of the J ews to just 

th is  rel ati o n s h i p  betwee n  witnessi n g  a n d  knowledge.  (See Nowak p. 275-6 ,  Kozfowski  p. 95) .  
Although Wash i ngton and London knew of the g h ettos a n d  the d eath cam ps ,  many suggest that 
they s im ply cou ld not bel ieve it to be true .  S uch an i nterpretatio n  i m p l ies of cou rse that if 
C h u rch i l l  and Roosevelt had seen the Wa rsaw G hetto and M ajdanek with their own eyes, they 
would h ave acted d ifferently . 
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experience of the destruction .  But th is experience is not the most immed iate 

testimony avai lab le .  It is essential to note the i rony of th is emphasis on 

cred ib i l ity ; Karski 's testimony is va luab le precisely because he is not a Jew. The 

testimony of those d i rectly affected by the Final Solution is assumed to be 

ta i nted , and Karsk i 's  status as a Genti le g rants h im objectivity. He is not Jewish ,  

and i n  the ghetto a genti le i s  needed to verify Jewish  testimony a s  to Jewish 

extermination . 

The witness's cred ib i l ity is further aided by h is apol itica l stance .  When 

General S ikorski , the fi rst President of the Pol ish government in exi le ,  sends 

Karsk i  to i nform the world of Poland 's s ituation , the courier's i ndependence is 

emphas ised : "Remember one th ing , u nder no circumstances are you to make 

you r  report dependent on the po l it ical situation or the type of people you address . 

You wi l l  te l l  them the truth and on ly the truth . . . .  You are not representing the 

Po l ish Government or its pol icy" (386 , 388) . This emphasis on Karski 's 

impart ia l ity suggests that test imony is more effective if it is not couched with in  a 

nationa l ist framework. Karski 's inab i l ity to speak for Poland makes h is test imony 

more s i ncere ;  the voice of the ind ivid ua l  is  bel ieved to be more genu ine and less 

mediated than that of a nation . Karski-the-man rather than Karski-the-delegate 

can speak ,  as it were , without an  agenda .  This stripp ing of nationa l  credentials 

seeks to assert Karski as pure witness .  Neither a national ist nor a Jew, Karski 

offers transparent testimony thought to s ign ify noth ing beyond what it has seen . 

Th is  c la im of authenticity inversely imp l ies suspic ion that testimony can be 
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corrupted . Karsk i 's  b racket ing of h is  national  identity is  i ntended to a l lay these 

fears and emphas ise the re l iab i l ity of h is testimony. 

Once Karsk i 's  cred ib i l ity as a witness is estab l ished , he offers h is 

test imony. I n  the fi na l  pages of h is  account ,  Karski stresses that he has used h i s  

cred ib i l ity and  converted h i s  experience i nto testimony.  After describ ing h is vis it 

to the g hetto , Karski te l ls the reader how he has fu lfi l led h is ob l igation to testify :  

I reported my experiences to  outstand ing  members of the British 

and American governments , and to the Jewish leaders of both 

cont inents .  I told what I had seen in the g hetto to some of the 

world 's  g reat writers - to H . G .  Wel ls ,  Arthu r  Koestler ,  members of 

the P . E . N .  Club - as they cou ld describe it with g reater force and 

ta lent than  I .  I told i t  to others , too , and to no one i n  particu lar ,  who 

wi l l  never be heard from again .  (334)21 

This passage is part icularly haunt ing as it d i rectly fo l lows Karsk i 's  account of the 

' h u nt' he witnesses i n  the ghetto . Karsk i  sees two members of the H it ler Youth 

wa lk ing though the ghetto : "They chattered , laughed , pushed each other i n  

spasms of  merriment .  . . .  [One boy] began looking for a target with the casua l ,  gay 

absorption of a boy at  a carniva l . . . .  He ra ised h is a rm and took carefu l a im .  The 

shot rang out, fo l lowed by the no ise of b reak ing glass and then the terrib le cry of 

a man in  agony" (333) . After such a b ruta l event, the text begs the question 

'What d id you do about it?' Karski  answers this query with a tale repeated and 

2 1  This recal ls  Coler idge's " R ime of the Ancient Mari ner" and the cu rse to repeat the ta le ;  Pr imo 
Levi  uses Coler idge's  poe m as the ep igraph to The D rowned and th e Saved , a n  account of the 
Holoca ust. 
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repeated aga i n ,  to ld to the powerfu l and powerless a l i ke ,  recou nted s imp ly 

because it must be recounted . 

Kars ki enters the Warsaw G hetto 

Un l i ke Jan Nowak,  Karski  enters the ghetto and views the Jewish 

exterm inat ion with h is own eyes . The chapter in  Story of a Secret State that 

describes these v is its d iffers marked ly from the rest of the text. I n  Karski 's  

account of h is wart ime experiences , h is  tone is genera l ly measured and often 

impersona l .  He emphasises the importance of the u nderground movement as a 

whole ,  and treats h is own ro le i n  the res istance with modesty. When Karski · 

prepares to leave on a second i l l i cit trip to Eng land , Po l ish underg round officials 

rem ind him of the r isk i nvolved : " 'Are you real ly wi l l i ng  to go? Last t ime you took 

a trip we had a devi l  of a t ime gett ing you away from the Gestapo .  By the way, 

how are you r  hands?"' ( 3 1 6) . The reference to Karsk i 's  hands reca l ls  the torture 

the cou rier end u red d u ring h is  p revious tr ip west . But Karski does not respond 

d i rectly to the inqu i ry about his wi l l i ngness to trave l .  I nstead , he answers the 

q uestion about h is hands :  '" I went through a g rafting operation a few months 

ago , '  I said , gaz ing at my hands myself, as if I had suddenly d iscovered them for 

the fi rst t ime.  'Apart from a few smal l  scars ,  they have hea led wel l .  Our  doctors 

d id a remarkable job"' (3 1 6) .  Karski 's assertion that h is hands have hea led 

serves as a response to the q uestion of h is read iness . This understatement is 

typ ica l  of the tone th roughout m uch of Story of a Secret State . Karski does not 

comment on the b ravery imp l ic it i n  once again trave l l i ng to London , nor does he 
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provide deta i ls  of h is  fee l ings about th is  risk .  Whatever Karsk i 's  emotions , they 

genera l ly rema in  unspoken .  The focus of the text is  indeed on the 'secret state' 

of the tit le and the large ly objective tone reflects th is focus .  The on ly exception to 

th is  steady tone occu rs du ring Karsk i 's  imprisonment a nd tortu re by the Gestapo. 

During  th is t ime the cou rier speaks often of h is emotiona l  state , such as when he 

confesses , " Desp ite the heartrend ing evidence of the sympathetic attitude of 

those a round me, the future appeared as b lack as ever . . .  I cou ld see end less 

days spent in fe ign i ng s ickness , in tem perature read ings ,  in whispered 

consolat ions of doctors and nu rses" ( 1 75) .  Karsk i 's  despa i r  is evident here ,  but 

after escap ing the Nazis and recoveri ng from h is i nj u ries , the cou rier's emotional  

tenor  steadies once more ,  as h is  d iscussion with u nderg round leaders about h is  

second tr ip  west attests . 

However, th is emotional reserve van ishes i n  Karsk i 's  account of the 

Warsaw Ghetto . In th is section of the text, the cou rier 's tone is marked ly 

d ifferent, and this change in tone reflects the re lentless physical ity of the ghetto 

chapter .  The corporeal is fi rst foreg rounded in  Karsk i 's  description of the two 

Jewish leaders who tel l  h im  of l ife i ns ide the ghetto : "The two men were 

u nforgettab le ,  less l i ke men than incarnations of m ass suffering and nerves 

stra i ned in hopeless effort" (32 1 ) .  Wh i le not exactly a physical description , th is 

portraya l uses physical i magery to evoke the body of the g hetto itself. In th is · 

passage the reader does not learn what the g hetto leaders look l i ke ,  but what 

the i r  existence is l ike ; characteristics such as he ig ht and eye co lour  are 

abandoned i n  favou r  of a description of "nerves stra i ned i n  hopeless effort . "  Here 
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Karski  offers an  emotional and mental  portra it of embod ied suffering . The 

cou rier's descript ion of the Jewish leadersh ip  a lso reflects the constriction of 

those trapped i ns ide the ghetto wal ls :  "The word trickled s lowly from h is pursed 

mouth . . . .  ' I t is imposs ib le , '  they h issed , ra is ing their fists as if th reaten ing a l l  those 

who were on the other side of the barricade" (328 , 327) . Here words are both 

strang led and marked by g reat u rgency;  in its tone, th is passage is the opposite 

of the reportage common to much of Story of a Secret State. Words are not 

spoken clearly and  loudly ,  but "h issed" as they escape from the "pursed mouth Ì "  

Constra int i s  everywhere ;  speech is  not free but stifled . The strang led speech 

act echoes the restrict ion of the Jews in the ghetto , and the seeth ing , stra i ned 

tone suggests p ressure bu i lt to the point of explos ion .  I n  th is chapter, Karski 's 

p rose is  fevered , rushed , agonised , and the immense physical ity of the p rose is 

start l ing after the measured qua l ity of earl ier sections .  

The Jewish  leaders'  embod iment of the ghetto profound ly impacts Karski , 

who is traumatised by what he witnesses . I n  th is sense the ghetto leaders '  

testimony is transactiona l rather than  performative , as Karski h imself phys ica l ly 

experiences the corporeal representat ion of Warsaw's Jews : 

More and more these two frantic figu res pacing the floor i n  the 

shadowy room ,  the i r  steps echo ing in the hol low s i lence ,  seemed 

l i ke apparitions . . . .  The i r  vo ices were p itched very low, they h issed , 

they whispered , and yet I had the i l l us ion that they were roari ng . It 

seemed to me that I was l isten ing to an  earthquake ,  that I was 

hear ing cracking ,  tear ing sounds of the earth open ing to swa l low a 
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portion of human ity. One cou ld hear the cries and shouts of the 

frantic people fa l l i ng  i nto the chasm . (326-7) 

In response to such physical ity Karski experiences h is own bod i ly trauma.  He 

says , " I tu rned pa le , "  and "I felt t i red and feverish"  (324 , 326) . I ndeed , Karsk i  

characterises the ent ire i nteract ion with the Jewish  leaders i n  terms of physical  

suffering : " I t  was an evening of n ightmare ,  but with a pa infu l ,  oppressive k ind of 

rea l ity that no n ightmare had . I sat i n  an old , rickety a rmchair  as if I had been 

p inned there ,  barely ab le to utter a word wh i le the torrents of emotion broke over 

me" (322 ) .  After l isten ing to the leadersh ip 's  demands the cou rier is shaken :  " I  

sank i nto m y  a rmcha i r. M y  whole body fe lt ch i l led and sore .  I was sh ivering and 

I felt the pu lses in  my temples pou nd i ng . I rose to go"  (328) . I t  is interesting that 

Karski responds to th is physica l u rgency with action : " I  rose to go . "  Faced with 

the embod iment of sufferi ng ,  he chooses to witness the destruct ion for h imse lf, 

and thus  hopefu l ly make change . I ron ica l ly ,  in do ing  so Karski  takes exactly the 

action that is unava i lab le to Jews trapped in the g hetto , and who have nowhere 

to go .  

After bei ng confronted with the body of Jewish suffering , Karski jo ins that 

body i n  o rder to witness it . He enters the ghetto d isgu ised as a Jew: " I  wore an 

old , shabby su it and a cap pu l led down over my eyes .  I tried to make myself look 

very smal l  and th in "  (329) . After jo in ing the Jewish  body and pass ing th roug h the 

wal l ,  Karski 's record of the ghetto is  a lmost complete ly corporea l .  Physica l  

description is re lentless and i n it ia l ly d rives away a l l  other  commentary: "Everyone 

and everyth ing seemed to vibrate with unnatu ra l i ntens ity, to be i n  constant 
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motion , enveloped i n  a haze of d isease and death through  wh ich the i r  bod ies 

appeared to be th robbing in d is integ rat ion" (330) . The parade of corporeal 

suffer ing contin ues with the spectacle of mothers "nurs ing withered infants . 

Ch i ld ren , every bone in  thei r  skeletons showing th rough the i r  taut skins ,  played i n  

heaps and  swarms" (33 1 ) .  Immed iately after Karski witnesses th i s  scene Jewish 

work crews pass by,  and then once aga in  the narrative moves on, th is  t ime to the 

corpses abandoned in the streets . I t  is  not u nt i l  Karski witnesses the mothers 

nurs ing their i nfants that the cou rier  beg ins to ask h is gu ide to exp la in  what he 

sees : "F requently we pass by corpses lying naked in  the streets . 'What does it 

mean?'  I asked my g u ide .  'Why a re they lying there naked?"' (33 1 ) .  Karski 's 

gu ide reports that there is no money to bury the dead . Th rough these 

explanat ions both Karski and the reader beg in  to g rasp what these images mean 

i nside the g hetto wal l .  Even these clarifications ,  however,  a re terse and min imal . 

When Karski asks about the absence of the elderly ,  and wonders if they s imply 

"stay ins ide a l l  day , "  one of the Jewish leaders responds harsh ly :  '" No .  Don't you 

understand the German system yet? Those whose muscles are sti l l  capable of 

any effort are used for forced labour .  The others a re m u rdered by quota"' (332) .  

These exp lanat ions p rovide a g l impse of ghetto l ife , but l ittle more.  Karski 's 

gu ides offer no i nterpretat ion of what their  suffering means ,  or  indeed why it 

occurs . I nstead , the body takes on b loated and h uge presence here ,  b lotting out 

concerns such as s ign ification .  Th is lack of i nterpretation of the parade of 

sufferi ng reflects the experience of the ghetto itse lf, where overwhelm ing phys ica l  

need subsumes a l l  else . 
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I nteresting ly ,  th is flood of phys ical deta i l  has an unexpected ly impersonal  

affect. Even as the courier temporar i ly takes on the identity of a Jew, the Jews 

around h im appear less h uman .  For Karski , the ghetto is strangely anonymous:  

"A cemetery? No,  for these bod ies were sti l l  moving , were indeed often violently 

ag itated . These were sti l l  l iv ing people ,  if you cou ld ca l l  them such . For apart 

from the i r  sk in , eyes ,  and voice there was noth i ng h uman left in  these palp itating 

figu res" (330) .  Confronted with such suffering , Karski  doubts the human ity of the 

ghetto inhab itants : "As we p icked our  way across the mud a nd rubble ,  the 

shadows of what had once been men or women fl itted by us in pu rsu it of 

someone or someth ing ,  the i r  eyes b lazing with insane hunger or g reed" (330) . 

Th is  characterisation  recal ls  the muse/manner of the death camps ,  i nmates who 

are neither a l ive nor  dead . Primo Levi , a Jewish su rvivor of the Holocaust, 

describes these creatures as "an anonymous mass , continua l ly renewed and 

a lways identica l ,  of non-men who march and labour  in  s i lence,  the d iv ine spark 

dead with i n  them , a l ready too empty to rea l ly suffer. One hesitates to cal l  them 

l iving : one hesitates to ca l l  their death death , in  the face of wh ich they have no 

fear ,  as they are too t i red to understand" (90) . Th is uncerta i n  h uman ity expla ins 

why Karsk i 's  re lentless ,  sensate observations do not ind ivid uate the ghetto 

i nhab itant. Desp ite the flood of physica l  deta i l ,  the Jews i n  the g hetto are 

anonymous ;  noth ing  Karski re lates makes them identifiab le .  Un l i ke the two 

Jewish leaders with whom Karski i n it ia l ly  meets , the ghetto inhab itants remain  a 

largely un ind ivid uated mass . 
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The emphasis on physica l ity i n  th is sect ion d rives away the reserved , 

carefu l tone of earl ie r  chapters .  Even at the level of tone ,  Karski  must a lter h is 

narrative to describe the ghetto . It seems noth ing can cross the wal l  and remain 

as it is :  not narrative , tone or even Karski h imself. The wal l  a lters , and it is 

unclear whether Karski 's experience of the ghetto heals as neatly as do h is 

tortured hands.  

Preventi ng ru ptu re :  Karski 's concl usion 

Viewing the g hetto is not  the end of  Karski 's task;  i t  is  on ly later, after he 

has met with Pres ident Roosevelt , that Karski bel ieves h is test imony is complete . 

He describes the fatigue that sets i n  after h is conversation with Roosevelt as "the 

satisfied weariness of the workman who has just comp leted h is  job with a last 

b low of h is hammer or  an  artist who s igns h is  name under the completed p icture" 

(388) . Karski 's work is  done.  He has testified to the President of the U n ited 

States ; there is no h i gher  authority and h i s  witness is therefore complete . But 

th is satisfaction is fleeting . When American passers-by appear unaware of 

Europe's sufferi ng , Karski 's momentary peace is d is rupted : " I  sat down on  a 

bench and watched the people go  by. They were wel l-d ressed and looked 

hea lthy and complacent. They hard ly seemed to be affected by the war. Events 

passed through my m ind in qu ick ,  strange fragments" (388) . 22 Memories of the 

22 I t  is essentia l  t o  note that t h i s  intern al  strug g le takes p lace i n  front of a statue co mmemorating a 
Pol ish hero .  Ka rski  pau ses at the feet of Tadeusz Kosci uszko, a Pole who fought  vol u ntar i ly for 
the cause of American freedom in the War of I ndependence . An eng i neer, Kosci u szko designed 
the defences of major  A merican fortresses and provided key strateg ic advice. He was awarded 
the ran k  of Brigadier  General for his contri but ion to the American victory . After the revol u tion 
Kosci uszko retu rned home to Poland where he sought to obta i n  s i m i lar freedoms for h i s  own 
people . He was appoi nted commander in ch ief of the Pol ish a rmy and led an insu rrection d u ring 
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years of war flash before Karsk i 's  eyes . H is characterisation of these memories 

as "fragments" is te l l i ng .  The cou rier cannot shape them into a coherent 

narrative , as the sentence structu re i n  th is passage i nd icates . The memory 

fragments are a lso sentence fragments , which reflect the d isjo inted natu re of the 

narrative . The passage is composed of b rief flashes of the past whose 

a rrangement i n  temporal  order d oes not p roduce a cohes ive narrative . Karski 

h imself foregrounds the chaotic nature of this experience :  "The exqu is ite salon of 

the Portuguese M in ister in Warsaw and then ,  abruptly, without any trans it ion , the 

heat, d ust, and smoke of battle a nd the bitterness of defeat. The end less chaotic 

march eastward and the fut i le search for non-existent detachments . Then the 

wh istl i ng  winds and the b leak Soviet steppes" (388) . This semantic d is ruption 

echoes a fa i l u re of Karski 's i nterpretive framework . In these l ines h is fa ith in  the 

heroic witness fa lters . Having spent several days bearing witness to American 

offic ia ls ,  Karski is d istraught by the apparent ind ifference of the American pub l ic .  

The transparent witness has assumed a s imi lar  transparency of aud ience .  

Karsk i 's  a larm at the "complacent" passers-by is  perhaps due to h is conflation of 

Roosevelt and h is citizens .  The President is transposed onto the American body 

pol it ic , so that bear ing witness to the ind ividual  is conflated with testify ing to the 

many.  But the pedestrians'  complacency suggests that the audience is more 

comp lex than previously assumed .  I n  th is moment Karski 's v is ion of the witness 

as transparent is b reached . I f  the aud ience is more complex, then the witness's 

i nfl uence is comprom ised . This newly compos ite aud ience has profound 

which he abol ished the system of serfdom and p romised eq ua l  freedoms for a l l  Po les .  But the 
revo lt fa i led and Kosci u szko l ived the rest of h is l ife in exi le .  H e  remains a sym bol  of both Pol ish  
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imp l ications for the effectiveness of Karsk i 's  testimony. The heroic witness is  

p remised on an assumption that testimony spurs action ,  but desp ite Karski 's 

committed test imony, the world appears i nd ifferent. H is fa ith i n  the witness's 

power is  based on the assumption that the aud ience wi l l  take up the testimony 

with the same rigor  that he appl ies to the task. But what if ,  l i ke the passers-by, 

Roosevelt rejects test imony's imperative to act? What if test imony fa i ls?23 I n  

Story of a Secret State th is fa i l u re p roduces narrative and semantic 

fragmentation .  But forty years later the former courier more openly 

acknowledges Roosevelt's inact ion . Karsk i  remembers ,  " I  was u nder the spel l  of 

the Pres ident .  He rad iated power and d i gn ity .  Today I see th is conversat ion i n  a 

d ifferent l i ght .  Apart from pol ite genera l it ies ,  he said noth i ng important, e ither on  

Poland or on Jewish  questions . He said on ly that Poland had a friend in  the 

Wh ite House and that the Nazi crim i na ls wou ld be p u n ished after the war" 

(Koztowski 93) . I n  Karski 's accou nt the susp icion that the aud ience fa i ls  to act 

provokes a cris is  i n  bearing witness . 

Th is  cris is  of testimony i s  perhaps a lso re lated to Karski ' s  unsteady 

pos ition as witness . In Wash i ngton he seems to recogn ise that he is more l i ke 

the American passers-by than the Jews i n  the ghetto . He has witnessed the 

Jewish destruct ion , he has testified to it, but he is not a target of th is 

exterm ination . Although the N azis seek h i m ,  he wi l l  not d ie i n  the ghetto , or  i n  a 

camp .  Nevertheless , Karski is p rofound ly affected by what he has witnessed : 

desire for freedom from oppression a n d  the u n rea l ised fulfi lment of that des i re .  
23 I t  should b e  noted that t h i s  fa i l u re i s  n o t  J a n  Karsk i 's  b u t  t h e  fa i l u re o f  witnessi n g  itself. 
Witness famously  falters at Auschwitz , a n d  th is fa i l u re is the p reoccupation of m u ch of Holoca u st 
stud ies. See Theodor Adorno's N egative D ia lectics for foundat ional  work o n  th is  problem . 
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"The images of what I saw in  the death cam p  are, I am afra id ,  my permanent 

possessions .  I wou ld l i ke noth ing  better than to purge my mind of these 

memories . . . .  B ut more than that, I wou ld l i ke s imply to be free of them , to 

ob l iterate the very thought that such th ings ever occurred" (352) .  Th is freedom is 

not with i n  Karsk i 's  reach . His experience of the destruction b inds h im to 

remember and to testify, despite h is des i re to be free of such images. I n  add it ion 

to h is memories of others '  sufferi ng ,  Karski 's own experience of torture at the 

hands of the Gestapo a lso d raws him closer to the Jewish  experience .  After 

endu ring tortu re in  Nazi custody ,  Karski  tries to commit su icide ,  but is d iscovered 

by a guard .  Having recovered , Karsk i  is returned to p rison where the 

sympathetic guard a rg ues that it was wrong for him to attempt su icide: 

'You shou ld not do a thing l ike that, ' he added solemn ly. ' I t  is a s i n  

and everyone has  some reason to l ive . '  

Our  conversat ion langu ished ,  wh i le  I thought how easy it 

was to th i nk  ph i losoph ica l ly about pa in  and tortu re if they happened 

to someone else. H ow could one exp la in  that after a certa i n  stage 

of pain had been reached , death became the a im of i nsensate 

long ing ,  the greatest of privi leges . I tried to make th is  clear to 

h im  . . . .  

' I  sti l l  bel ieve , '  he said at length , 'that it is a s in  to try and 

take one's l ife . You say the future may be hopeless for a person . 

But how does one know the futu re?' 

I sm i led rather b itterly. 
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' I  know my futu re .  What do  you th ink  the Gestapo wi l l  do 

with me after they have fin i shed the i r  question ing?'  ( 1 73) 

Here Karski encounters the gap caused by i ncommensurate experiences of 

sufferi ng . Desp ite h is k indness, the S lovak ian guard cannot understand Karsk i 's  

act ion and thus condemns i t .  Sympathy is  not enough to br idge the g u lf between 

sufferi ng  and security . In th is exchange Karsk i  experiences someth ing of the 

g hetto wal l ;  not on ly does the Slovak ian fa i l  to recogn ise that the i r  respective 

posit io n s  are i ncomparab le ,  he a lso bel ieves he can pass judgement on Karsk i 's  

actions .  Of cou rse , Karsk i 's  positio n  is  not whol ly equ ivalent to that of the Jews . 

The courier is a n  ind ivid ua l , not an  e nt ire commun ity, and he is rescued by the 

Po l ish u nderground , escapes the Gestapo and  survives the war. Th is  is clearly 

not the fate of most Jews . Neverthe less , in th i s  exchange betwee n  guard and 

pr isoner ,  Karski experiences someth ing of the a l ienati ng effect of the univers 

concentrationnaire24 , the world wh ich sufferi ng  renders utterly separate and 

incomprehensib le to normal existen ce. Thus Karski 's own suffering  enhances 

his a b i l ity to relate to the Jewish cond ition , and  a lso to testify to what such a 

cond it ion is l i ke .  

B ut desp ite th is  g l impse of the Jewish p red icament, Karsk i  remains 

essentia l ly outs ide the g hetto wal l .  Th is  external ity is p rimari ly defi ned by h is 

freedom . Desp ite Karsk i 's  sympathy for the Jews , and h is determ ination to he lp 

them , he is  not h imself trapped ins ide the ghetto . I n  contrast ,  mot ion rather than  

24 C o i n e d  b y  David Rou sset a n d  u sed as the tit le o f  h i s  1 94 7  book ,  L 'univers concentrationnaire 
refers to the utterly d isti nct world of the concentrat ion c a m ps;  George Ste iner  d raws on th is 
concept when he writes , "L 'Univers concentrationnaire has no true cou nterpa rt in the secu lar  
mode.  I ts analog u e  is H e l l . "  
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stas is defines the cou rier .  Karski is able to aid the Jews precisely because he 

has freedom of motion ,  and can escape to the West. A woman i n  the g hetto 

recogn ises th is  fundamenta l separation of Karski from the Jews . After witnessing  

the ' h u nt' i n  the g hetto , th is  woman approaches Karski : "At length I fe lt 

someone's hand on my shou lder. Repressing a nervous start ,  I tu rned around . 

A woma n ,  the tenant of the apartment, was stand ing there ,  her gaunt face the 

color  of chalk in the d im  l ight. She gestured at me. 'You came to see us? It 

won 't do any good . Go back, run away. Don 't torture yourself any more . "' (333) . 

The fact that Karski  can "run  away" makes h im an outs ider; a lthough he 

witnesses the g hetto , he is not truly a part of it . 

F rom th is externa l  position ,  can Karski ever tru ly bear witness to the 

experience of the other? Felman and Lau b  say no :  "S ince for the outs ider ,  even 

i n  the g rief of h i s  fu l l  empathy and sympathy, the truth of the ins ide remains the 

truth of an excl us ion . . . .  it is not real ly possib le to tell the truth , to testify ,  from the 

outs ide . . . .  The inside of the ghetto in effect remains to h im as utterly impenetrable 

as a bad d ream" (232) . Szmu l  ´ygelboj m ,  a Pol ish Jew who worked i n  the 

Jewish u nderg round unt i l  escaping to the west , echoes this unbridgeable gap . 

When ´ygelbojm  meets with Karski i n  London , he asks the cou rier for detai ls of 

the g hetto : "He asked me . . . .  d id I remember the words of the ch i ld dying in the 

street. He sh rugged h is shou lders .  'Ah , I forget. You can 't ta lk Yidd ish , you are 

not a Jew"' (337) . Karski is separated through language as wel l ;  he cannot tru ly 

u nderstand the g hetto . This is  not to suggest that a Jewish witness's testimony 

is more cred ib le ,  or  more l i kely to spur aud ience action . I ndeed , h istory ind icates 
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that Jewish testimony of the Holocaust was s im i la rly u nab le to effect intervention . 

Rather ,  it is to h i gh l ight the m u ltip le d ifficu lties of Karsk i 's  posit ion .  He is not 

what he witnesses , and yet he is not ignorant .  Karski is neither American 

passer-by or ghetto i nhab itant. This is the curious bind of the witness who is  a lso 

the 'other' : that which makes him a cred ib le witness is a lso that which separates 

h i m  from those he witnesses . As Felman and Laub a rgue ,  th is b ind is 

characteristic of every attempt to bear witness to the Holocaust. They assert of 

the Holocaust that "the event produced no witnesses" : 

[ l ]t was not on ly the rea lity of the s ituation and the lack of 

responsiveness of bystanders or  the world that accounts for the fact 

that h istory was taking p lace with no witness : it was a lso the very 

ci rcumstance of being inside the event that made u nth i nkable the 

very notion that a witness cou ld exist, that is, someone who cou ld 

step outs ide of the coercively tota l ita rian and dehuman iz ing frame 

of reference i n  which the event was tak ing p lace ,  and p rovide an 

independent frame of reference th rough which the event cou ld be 

observed . One m ight say that there was ,  thus ,  h istorica l ly no 

witness to the Holocaust, either from outside or from inside the 

event.  (80 , 8 1 )  

Karski 's  status as a n  outs ider a l lows h im to escape some of the "coercively 

tota l ita r ian and dehuman iz ing frame" that Felman and Laub refer to ; he vis its the 

ghetto but does not l ive and d ie there .  But th is very escape also den ies h im the 

ab i l ity to provide the testimony he so desperately wishes to offer .  Karski knows 
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but does not know,  and desp ite h is  efforts h is test imony does not ach ieve the 

des i red effect. The narrative attempts to compensate for th is fa i l u re as Karski 

cont in ues to seek eth ica l and practica l so lutions to an  impossib le s ituation . 

I n  Story of a Secret State, Karsk i 's  doubts about bear ing witness a re 

t ightly conta ined and are not perm itted to rupture the narrative . These doubts 

emerge most clearly i n  the cou rier's confused react ion to American passers-by. 

J ust one page before th is encounter with the pedestrians ,  Karsk i 's  test imony to 

American offic ia ls g ives h im a sense of wel l  bei ng ,  and confidence that action wi l l  

fo l low witness . Th is confidence is based on Karsk i 's  bel ief that the world is  one:  

" I  rea l ized then to what an  extent the ent ire world is u n ified . It seemed to me as 

though the network of which I was a part performed some function i n  a s ing le ,  

world-wide organ ism - an organ ism from which no member, not even the most 

powerfu l ,  cou ld separate itself' (387) . Karski 's fa ith i n  the power of h i s  testimony 

is emboldened by th is hope of g lobal  obl igation . H is testimony wi l l  bear fru it , he 

bel ieves,  because Poland and America are part of the same "organ ism . "  But the 

apparent ind ifference of the passers-by threatens th is  fa ith i n  u n ity . If the 

underg round state and Roosevelt's government are not l i nked , if "the most 

powerfu l "  can separate themselves from the rest of the world , then Karski 's  

testimony carries no  ob l igation to action . These are the doubts that emerge i n  

Karsk i 's  observation that the passers-by "hard ly seemed to be  affected by the 

war" (388) . 

I n  order to p revent these doubts from ruptu ring the narrative , i n  the text's 

fi na l  l i nes Karski  severely l im its his testimon ial task and tightly curtai ls the 
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witness's ob l igation .  The fact that th is l im itation occurs at the very end of the 

narrative is  s ign ificant. As Koch notes in her d iscuss ion of Holocaust 

representations ,  

A part icu lar end ing p roduces contexts of reception  wh ich are 

important i nsofar as they close not on ly a fiction but a lso our  

perception of i t  and open the way to a fina l  point of  view on the 

represented events . . . .  'The end ' of a work constituted by a 

succession and sequences of images . . .  , can  acqu i re the funct ion of 

an Ariadne's th read lead ing us back th rough the labyrinth of past 

events . . . .  The end separates us ,  as it were ,  from what we have 

seen and experienced and a l lows us to rega in  d i stance from the 

events . (398) 

After reviewing the "fragments" of war, the text ends with the words of Genera l  

S ikorsk i , the fi rst Pol ish President i n  exi le .  S ikorsk i  i nstructs both Karski and the 

reader on the scope of obl igation : 

I am not g iv ing you any recommendations or instructions .  You are 

not representing the Pol ish Government or its po l icy .  The faci l it ies 

with which we supp ly you a re purely techn ica l .  You r  task is on ly to 

reprod uce objectively what you saw, what you experienced , and 

what you were b idden to te l l  about those i n  Poland and the other 

occup ied countries of Europe. (389) 

Here the ear l ier semantic and metaphys ical d is location is fi na l ly overwritten with 

cohesion . The text ends with a paragraph constructed of long , i nter-re lated 
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sentences i n  wh ich the cou rier's task is made clear. I nterest ingly ,  Karski h imself 

cannot provide th is  un ity ;  he cannot make sense of the fragments . I nstead , an 

authority that l im its the witness's task red resses the apparent fa i l u re of test imony. 

This conclus ion c learly aids Karsk i 's  anxiety over the fa i l u re of h is  test imony. But 

the l im itat ion of the witness's task a lso has impl ications for Karski 's 

representation of the Warsaw Ghetto . Early in  the text Karski ins ists on the 

specificity of the Jewish  experience under German occupation . As a witness,  he 

asserts that what he sees is un ique :  

I know h istory .  I have learned a g reat deal about the evolution of 

nat ions ,  pol it ical systems,  socia l  doctrines , methods of conquest, 

persecution , and exterm ination , and I know, too , that never in the 

h istory of mankind ,  never anywhere in the rea lm of human re lat ions 

d id anyth ing occur  to compare with what was infl icted on the Jewish  

popu lation of Poland . (32 1 ) 

B ut th is  specificity does not stand . The end of the text subsumes the Jewish 

experience i nto the genera l  task of bear ing witness. This equ ivalent fidel ity to a l l  

that is witnessed renders Poland 's  Jews s imp ly one of many memory fragments : 

"Then toi l  in  the underg round , humdrum , secretive , and dangerous.  The g hetto 

and the death camp ,  the memory br ing ing nausea , the whispered words of the 

Jews , l i ke the roar of mounta ins .  Then �nter den Li nden - Berta , Rudolph .  

People I had  once loved and  whom I now detested" (389) . Th is  is the  ma in  text 's 

fi na l  note on the Jewish exterm ination .  And the narrative's postscript fa i ls  to 

make any specific mention the Jewish destruction . I ndeed , Karski identifies the 
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pu rpose of h is  account in  nationa l ist terms :  " I  hope that. . .  out of such narratives 

the free peop les a l l  over the world wi l l  be ab le to form an objective op in ion as to 

how the Pol ish people reacted d u ring the years of German conquest" (39 1 ) . It is 

essential to note that the l im itat ion of Karski 's narrative is based not on a lack of 

p ity but on desperation .  H is task has fa i led , and i n  the face of such fa i l u re he 

invokes the Pol i sh  narrative of unacknowledged suffering . 

Story of a Secret State is a portra it of what occurs when destruction is 

witnessed , and the witness can not effect change. Karski 's text asserts the 

centra l ity of the heroic witness , and then narrates that figu re's fa i l u re .  When th is 

i nterpretation of the heroic narrative fa lters , the cou rier retu rns to the Pol ish 

hero ic narrative i n  an attempt to impose meaning on the German occupation . 

L ike Karsk i ,  Jan Nowak a lso knows of the destruct ion of Poland 's Jews , b ut 

Courier from Warsaw does not attempt to represent th is knowledge .  I nstead , 

Nowak eschews the task of bearing witness in  favou r  of incorporat ing the Second 

World War into the national  heroic narrative . Desp ite h is  awareness of the 

Jewish exterm ination , Nowak refuses to respond to it . Thus h is  account reveals 

what happens when destruction  is known , but not narrated . These two Pol ish 

accounts of Jewish suffering g rapp le i n  d iffering  ways with the Warsaw Ghetto . 

N owak's narrative essential ly s i lences the Jewish experience , wh i le Karsk i 's  

attempts to testify to the destruction do not succeed in  ha lt ing i t .  In  th is sense 

the two texts have very d ifferent a ims :  Karski attempts to have an  impact on  the 

extermination , wh i le Nowak reg rets the Shoah but decl i nes to narrate it. Desp ite 

their d ifferences , both approaches use the heroic narrative to g rant mean ing to 

9 8  



the destruction , one by m i n im is ing its s ign ificance and subsuming it with i n  a 

larger  narrative of national  endu rance and the other by emphasis i ng the heroic 

natu re of the witness . 
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C h a pte r  4 

Conclusion 

One can hardly speak of victories when life itself is the reason for the fight. 

Marek Xdelman 

Having cons idered what is revealed when Jews and Poles regard the Warsaw 

Ghetto th roug h the lens of the hero ic  narrative , we are left with a series of 

contrad ictions .  Certa in ly the Pol ish and Jewish use of the heroic narrative is 

itself h ig h ly contradictory, as many sou rces vociferously cla im that the two s ides 

of the wal l  a re utterly d isparate . I ndeed , both Poles and Jews assert that the 

ghetto wa l l  d oes not s imply separate one world into two , but that it is a n  

engendering as  wel l  as d ivis ive force in  that it engenders an entirely new world 

i ns ide the wal l .  In Story of a Secret State , Karski  describes crossing th is 

boundary :  "To pass that wal l  was to enter a new world utterly u n l i ke anyth ing that 

had ever been imagined"  (330) . In h is celebrated poem "Campo di F iori , "  Pol ish 

poet and Nobel lau reate Czestaw M itosz writes of th is d is location from the Pol ish 

perspective : " [T]hose dying a lone,/  forgotten by the world , /  thei r tongue  g rew 

strange to us , /  l i ke the tongue of an  ancient p lanet./ And a l l  wi l l  become a 

legend . "  And S imha Rottem , a su rvivor of the Warsaw Ghetto �pris ing , 

describes the uncanny experience of stea l i ng  from one s ide of the wa l l  to the 

other du ring the revolt: 
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We found a tunnel under Bon ifraterska Street that led out i nto 

Aryan Warsaw. Early in the morn ing we suddenly emerged i nto a 

street i n  broad dayl ight .  I magine us  on that sun ny May 1 ,  stunned 

to find ou rse lves in the street , among norma l  people .  We'd come 

from another planet . . . .  In Aryan Warsaw, l ife went on as natu ra l ly 

and normal ly as before .  The cafes operated norma l ly ,  the 

restau rants , buses , streetcars , and movies were open . The g hetto 

was an isolated is land amid norma l  l ife . (Lanzmann 1 98) 

Fe lman and Laub  concur with Karsk i ,  M itosz a nd Rottem :  "[T]here is a rad ica l ,  

unb reachable and  horrify ing d ifference between the two sides o f  the wal l .  . .  the 

outs ide and the ins ide are qua l itatively so d ifferent that they a re not just 

incompatible but incomparable and utterly irreconcilable" (636) .  This remarkable 

accord perversely resu lts in  contrad iction : how can the texts of two such 

" i rreconci lable" experiences both employ the hero ic narrative? 

The very fact of the writers ' continued app l ication  of the hero ic narrative to 

the ghetto constitutes a second paradox.  The narrative pers istently recurs in  

accounts of the g hetto desp ite its apparent inab i l ity to  represent the u n iverse 

ins ide the wa l ls .  The genre's basic assumptions fa i l  to function in the ghetto , and 

in  th is  way the Jewish exterminat ion repeatedly confounds the heroic narrative 

and its attendant cond itions .  The d ifference between the hero ic narrative and the 

Warsaw Ghetto may be encapsulated as fol lows : In the ghetto , Jews are m i l itari ly 

and econom ica l ly overmatched by their opponents ;  Jews enjoy no externa l ,  a l l ­

powerful aid ; the opponent does not sudden ly fa i l  or weaken ; heroic act ion does 
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not stop the Jewish exterm ination ; a nd heroic action does not insp i re others to 

revolt because of l im ited resources a nd the opponent's pol icy of terror .  I n  

contrast to the heroic narrative , it i s  l im ited resources and not ind ivid ua l  heroics 

that define the Warsaw Ghetto .  But perhaps the most s ign ificant fa i l u re of the 

hero ic narrative in the ghetto is that of agency. L inked to the fa i l u re of the 

beautifu l death , the fa i lu re of agency haunts the Warsaw Ghetto . Pol ish 

narratives and the heroic genre itself repeated ly question  why the Jews d id r:iot 

act sooner i n  the i r  own defence.  An examination of the reasons for th is lack of 

agency i l l um inates the fa i l u re of the heroic narrative . I n  response to the q uestion 

of agency,  Emmanuel R ingelb lum asserts that this "crazy paralys is" can be 

attributed to "the fai ry tale about the ' resettlement in  the East"' ( 1 59) . Although 

the Jewish Combat Organ isation knew the truth of the deportations ,  it cou ld not 

convince the g hetto pub l ic  of th is d anger :  " [N]ot equ ipped with arms and at that 

po int u nable to evoke a response from the popu lation ,  [the organ isation]  had to 

watch pass ively whi le hundreds of thousands . . . .  were led to the s laug hter" 

(R inge lb lum 1 6 1 ). Gross p rovides another exp lanation for the s low move to 

action . He i nvokes the tota l itarian concept of " [t]he institutional isation of 

resentment .  . . .  People subject to H it ler or Sta l i n ' s  rule were repeated ly set against 

each other and encouraged to act o n  the basest i nsti ncts of mutua l  d is l ike. Every 

conce ivable cleavage i n  society was eventual ly exp loited , every a ntagon ism 

exacerbated " (4) . I n  The Ghetto Fights,  Edelman notes that ins ide the wal l  th is 

cleavage is most v is ib le in the separation of the wealthy and the destitute : 
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Those who had money sought the essence of their  existence i n  

comfortable l iv ing . . . .  Those who had noth ing , the paupers ,  sought 

thei r  ' happiness' in a rotten potato recovered from a garbage p it , 

fou nd evasive joy in  a p iece of begged-for b read with which the 

taste of hunger cou ld , for a wh i le ,  be sti l led . These were the trag ic 

contrasts of the ghetto so often explo ited by the Germans ,  

photographed for propaganda pu rposes and ma l ic ious ly presented 

to the opin ion of the world . (46) 

I n  accordance with Grass's observations ,  g hetto starvation is exp lo ited by the 

Nazis and offered as evidence of Jewish depravity .  

H u nger is  not the on ly cond it ion that l im its agency;  the German pract ice of 

co l lective respons ib i l itâ , i n  which the ent i re popu lat ion is held accountable for the 

acts of every ind iv id ual , a lso works to l im it resistance .  During the spring of 1 942 ,  

Germans k i l led between ten and fifteen ghetto i nhab itants each n ight ;  the victims 

were chosen without explanation or  provocation .  Edelman describes the goal of 

th is terrify ing strategâ: "The purpose behind it was to implant fear  among the 

populat ion to such a degree as to render it i ncapable of any inst inctive or 

organ ised actions ,  to cause the fear  of death from the Germans to para lyse even 

the smal lest acts of the people's res istance and to force them onto the path of 

b l ind , pass ive subord ination"  (54) . 

Taken together, these mater ia l  cond itions comb ine to deny the ghetto 

agency .  Dr .  Franz Grassier ,  deputy to the Nazi com m issioner of the Warsaw 
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Ghetto , responds to Claude Lanzmann 's  questions about the pu rpose of the 

ghetto : 

[Grassier] Our  m iss ion ,  as I recal l  it , was to manage the 

ghetto , and natura l ly with those inadequate rat ions and the 

overcrowd ing , a h ig h ,  even excessive death rate was i nevitab le .  

[Lanzmann]  Yes. What does 'maintain ' the ghetto mean in 

such conditions: the food, sanitation, etcetera ? What could the 

aews do against such measures? 

[Grassier] They cou ldn 't do anyth ing .  ( 1 84) 

Thus d isparate economic status ,  the terrifying pract ice of co l lective respons ib i l ity 

and suffocating m ateria l  cond itions sp l i nter the ghetto popu lation , and the 

possib i l ity of col lective action is in  th is  way den ied . Although overcoming 

obstacles is part of the hero's task ,  the heroic narrative p resupposes the u lt imate 

feasib i l ity of res istant action .  This flawed presumption of agency is perhaps the 

most fundamental way in  which the hero ic narrative fa i ls  to represent the g hetto . 

The ca l l  for Jewis h  res istance presupposes a un ified Jewish body pol itic .  

Upris ing requ i res un ification ,  but both R ingelb lum and Edelman assert the bleak 

real ity that Nazi ru le sp l i nters any such u nd ivided subject. The gap between 

destitut ion and wealth , and the deadly response to resistance ,  fragment the 

ghetto popu lation . This fragmentation , the spl i ntered Jewish subject, cannot 

therefore engage i n  un ified res istance .  No col lective is left to take action .  I n  th is  
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way the heroic narrative assu mes a un ified body that does not exist i n  the 

Warsaw G hetto . 25 

These contrad ictions - the use of a s ing le genre by two d isparate 

popu lations ,  and the appl icat ion of the heroic narrative to a context it cannot 

rep resent - ra ise the question of why the heroic narrative is used to i nterpret the 

Warsaw Ghetto . Why should a genre that so p rofound ly fa i ls  to conta in  the 

g hetto be so persistently app l ied to it by such incompatib le narratives? What is 

the endu ring and dogged appeal of the heroic genre? Thomas Carlyle offers a 

compel l ing exp lanation .  To return to h is 1 842 text On Heroes, Hero-Worship and 

the Heroic: Carlyle asserts that the heroic narrative is a chron icle of order and 

o rientation . The task of the hero ,  the "Great Man , "  is to impose harmony on 

d is integ ration : 

[E]very Great Man ,  every genu ine man , is by the natu re of h im a 

son of Order, not of Disorder . . . .  H is m ission is Order ;  every man's 

is .  He is here to make what was d isorderly, chaot ic ,  i nto a th ing 

ruled , regular .  He is the m issionary of Order .  I s  not a l l  work of man 

in  th is  world a making of Order? The carpenter fi nds roug h  trees; 

shapes them , constra ins them into square fitness , i nto pu rpose and 

use.  We are a l l  born enem ies of D isorder :  i t  is trag ical for us a l l  to 

25 Both R i n g e l b l u m  and Edelman assert that the Warsaw G hetto U pris ing  tra n scended th is 
r u ptu re because of the s hocki ng effect of the deportations  of 1 942.  Mass m u rder  u n ified the 
s p l i ntered Jewish pop u l ati o n ,  and d rove many to partic i pate in the U pris i n g .  However,  th is 
u n ification was not tota l ,  as ev idenced by the fact that not al l  g hetto i n h a bita nts part ic i pated i n  the 
U prisi n g .  I t  is  a case of a s pecific s u bject reassem bl in g .  
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be concerned i n  [s ic] image-breaking and down-pu l l i ng ;  for the 

Great Man , more a man than we , it is  doubly trag ica l .  (Carlyle 3 1 9) 

The heroic narrative , by v irtue of the hero's actions ,  orders the d isordered stuff of 

the world . The genre often takes d isorder as its subject matter; i n  many d ifferent 

cu ltu res , the heroic narrative relates tales of suffer ing and memoria l ises loss and 

warfare (Bowra 48-78) . Bowra asserts that the creation of hero ic poetry may 

even have been impe l led by such a communal "g rief at some outstand ing loss" 

( 1 6) .  Society then attempts to restructu re the loss through the heroic genre :  

"[Society] wishes to see these newly d iscovered qua l ities p resented on a wider 

and less impermanent stage ,  and then it takes to heroic poetry ,  wh ich te l ls  how 

g reat men l ive and d ie and fu lfi l the p romise to wh ich they a re born" ( 1 6) .  Th is is 

the task at work i n  the accounts by Edelman , Kra l l ,  Nowak a nd Karski . The 

i mposit ion of the heroic narrative on the Warsaw G hetto is  an  attempt to order 

the experience of the Shoah ; i n  both Pol ish and Jewish accounts , the heroic 

narrative tries to reassemble a fragmented ghetto . The gen re ,  a lthough severely 

l im ited , offers the tanta l is ing p rom ise of redemption . In such an  i nterpretive 

framework, suffer ing is g ranted mean ing ,  and a l l  death is in th is sense beautifu l .  

Even mass s laug hter can be  i nterpreted as sign ificant i f  i t  is  fo l lowed by  heroic 

action . For such action , even if it fa i l s ,  has an impact on the world . Th is is the 

m i rror image of the ghetto , i n  which g reat va lour d oes not a rrest exterm ination , 

and the sp l i nter ing of the Jewish subject restricts agencâ. The imposit ion of the 

heroic narrative on the Warsaw G hetto is an act of i nterpretation ; it is the 

express ion of a wish that the g hetto be d ifferent than it is. In th is sense , 
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accounts that emphasise the heroism of the �pris ing fighters seek to rewrite the 

g hetto . In such an  i nterpretation ,  the revo lt of the few u lt imate ly s i lences the 

passivity of the many. Kra l l  notes the d ifference between ghetto rea l ity and 

ghetto monument :  " [N]one of  them ever looked l i ke th is :  they d i dn 't have rifles , 

cartridge pouches , or maps ;  besides ,  they were dark and d i rty . B ut in  the 

monument they look the way they were ideal ly supposed to. On the monument ,  

everyth ing is bright and beautifu l"  (207) . Kra l l ' s  i nterpretation i s  excessively 

d ism iss ive - the appl icat ion of the heroic narrative is in many ways a sympathetic 

endeavou r. For instance ,  by us ing the heroic narrative to construct h imself as a 

heroic witness,  Jan Karski  demonstrates how that narrative cou ld underg i rd an  

attempt to  prevent the destruct ion of the Jews . H is task of course u ltimately fa i l s ,  

and  in th is  sense Story of  a Secret State i s  itself a d isrupted hero ic narrative . I n  

a less sympathetic read ing , Jan  Nowak subsumes the ghetto with i n  the Pol ish 

heroic narrative so that it d isappears with i n  a nationa l ised chron icle of suffering . 

Edelman and Kra l l  a re perhaps the most complex example of the strange 

endurance of the heroic narrative . They regard the heroic narrative itself as 

d isordered . I t  is  the genre's assumption that the passive death is less va luable 

than the beautifu l death that they seek to correct . Nevertheless , their vehement 

rejection of the heroic genre imp l ies a fundamental preoccupation with it . And 

notably, a lthough Edelman and Kra l l  suggest the need for a new i nterpretive 

framework, they do not identify such an a lternative . Bernste in  suggests that the 

fa i l u re to endorse a new narrative form occu rs because no comprehens ive 

n arrative exists : "There is ,  in other words ,  no s ing le order of memorable 
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testimony, no transparent parad igm of representation ,  that can add ress the 

d ifferent narrative needs of a l l  those g ripped by the subject [of the Holocaust]" 

(34 1 -2 ) .  I n  the face of such tragedy, what other genre is appropriate? The 

relentless need to understand . Is it al l  we have to represent g reat tragedy? 

What wou ld a narrative that d id not i nvoke hero ic tropes look l i ke? How could 

nationa l  identity be preserved? What does the heroic narrative offer that other 

genres cannot? The issue is  perhaps not that the heroic narrative is the on ly 

genre capable of representing  g reat suffering . Rather,  it may be that th is genre 

offers an i rres ist ib ly redemptive i nterpretation of tragedy. A d ifferent k ind of 

narrative could certa in ly preserve civic identity , but th is change wou ld a lter the 

chron icle's content, and perhaps consequentia l ly a lter the nationa l  identity itself. 

The genre in wh ich a nation 's  story is to ld is m uch more than just narrative 

scaffold ing ; as seen in th is  thesis 's d iscussion of Poland , genre a lso influences 

the ch ron icle's content. Without the apoca lyptic hope of freedom from 

oppression , Poland's h istory of g reat suffering is defin itive rather than p relude.  

The Pol ish national  narrative eterna l ly wa its on the dawn ing of its own h istory ,  

anticipating the moment when the ' people's h istory' wi l l  beg in  and generations of 

frustrated hopes wi l l  be rea l ised . I n  the absence of this constantly deferred hope , 

Poland becomes not a g reat nation waiti ng to be born , but one people among 

many with a long and mostly un re l ieved h istory of repression . S im i larly ,  elevat ing 

Mordeca i An ielewicz and h is compatriots to hero ic status provides the g hetto with 

models of armed resistance .  The fig hters offer a crucia l  answer to the question 

of why Europe's Jews d id not act i n  the i r  own defence .  Th is answer a lso serves 
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as a rebutta l to suggestions that the Holocaust could have been averted th rough 

o rgan ised revolt - an  argument of  cou rse that p laces respons ib i l ity for the 

destruction on the shou lders of its v ictims .  But if, as Edelman ins ists , the heroic 

d eath is no more va luab le than the passive death , then the g hetto fighters too a re 

v ictims ,  and the post-war Jewish  commun ity must contend with a past of 

v ictim isation . However, in the hero ic narrative of the g hetto , the res istant few 

somehow redeem the deaths of the passive many. The g reat promise of the 

heroic narrative , then , is the ass u rance of a futu re in  which past suffer ing may be 

redeemed and ordered . The texts considered i n  th is thesis al l  struggle with the 

heroic narrative in  j ust such an attem pt to make mean ing of the ghetto . Al l  ins ist 

by imp l ication that sense can be made of it , that the experience of the g hetto can 

be ordered and interpreted , and that the task of i nterpretation is itself worthwh i le ,  

even i n  the d istinct world of the Warsaw Ghetto . 
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