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The reception has altered the contract between writer, reader, and subject 
matter. Today, one reads the Wilkomirski Affair, rather than Bruchstucke.

Knowledge of the author's falsified biography, and the production context in 
general, information that now accompanies the narrative as paratexts that the 

reader need to think of, forces the reader to consider several aspects that fall 

outside an empathic approach. Thus, the empathic approach, which for most 
readers is still the most intuitive when reading the story of a traumatized, child 

victim, is, so to speak, de-automatized, when reading the Wilkomirski Affair. 

Empathy - a problem of excess? 

'Personal stories are the contemporary currency of human rights projects', states 
Joseph R. Slaughter (in Goldberg and Moore xiii). Personal stories, narratives 
of eyewitnesses, help us realize how history and politics concern individual human 

beings, and condition our experience of the world, and vice versa - the personal 
story may also have tremendous political impact, to the extent that it changes 
the world. For instance, the slave narrative, a subgenre of the novel that 

gained popularity in the nineteenth century, contributed to giving the so-called 
Negro slaves - who colonial law had reduced to commercial objects - a 
subjectivity: proper names, identities, and biographies. Thus, the personal story 
qua slave narrative contributed to humanizing a dehumanized population, 

and its reader - the empathic reader - was important in developing the 
modem discourse on human rights. The personal story is also the core of memory 
culture today, and several scholars agree that it owes its almost hegemonic place 
to the 'Holocaust discourse'. Similar to the slave narrative, the personal story 
qua Holocaust testimony is a device of resistance, insofar as it re-establishes 

names, experiences, and biographies of the Nazi victims. It has clearly helped 
to change the world, as the public recognition of the Holocaust victims' 
stories of suffering led to the institution of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights in 1948. 
The personal story-whether represented in museums, Amnesty International 

campaigns, novels, testimonies, or Hollyvvood blockbusters - remains a powerful 

aesthetic strategy for narrating human rights, and the idea that reading it fosters 
empathy and educates future world citizens is widespread. But perhaps the·' 

Wilkomirski Affair reveals a dead end to such individualization, and the empathy 
vogue that follows in its wake. For the eighteenth-century novel reader, 
novelistic representations of individual suffering were a new phenomenon. 

In our contemporary world society, such representations are omnipresent. In 

the wake of the Holocaust, individual suffering and empathically relating to the 

pain of others have nearly become a cultural cliche (cf. Sontag). Is 'the biggest 
deficit that we have in our society and in the world right now ... an empathy 
deficit', as US President Barack Obama has claimed? Or is the problem perhaps 

the opposite - too much empathy? Is the empathic reader - who once provided 
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a mode! of citizen virtue - today at risk ofbecoming an instrument for obscuring 
a critical understanding of historical and cultural artefacts? 15 

The Wilkomirski Affair offers an important lesson in revealing the power, as 

well as the shortcomings, of the empathic reader. It shows us what happens if 
we automatically read personal stories the way we (used to) read novels - we 

recognize the other (i.e. the narrator of or the character in a story) as a centre 
of experience, as Nussbaum puts it, without regard for the story's genre, the 
concepts of truth to which it refers, or its production context. I hope this analysis 
has revealed that the contemporary invitation to an empathic reader response 

runs the <langer of foregrounding the receiver's emotions and feelings. 
Knowledge of the person whose story is being told, as well as of the narrative's 

contextual circumstances, risks being left in the shadows. In and after Holocaust 
testimony, the dynamics that interconnect literature, politics, and human rights 

are of a different character than they were in the early modem era. The question 
that should be addressed today is not that of the kinds of feelings a personal 

story such as vVilkomirski's evokes, but rather what body of knowledge it 
represents. To conclude, I suggest that what our society and the world today 
suffer from is not an empathy deficit, but rather an excess of empathy. The 
empathic response falls short of recognizing the complexity of the his to rica! and 

political conditions that cause personal trauma. The Wilkomirski Affair, from 
its position between fiction and autobiography, and with its different concepts 

of truth, reveals the possible impact of literature, and the need to understand 

the dynamics between text and context. Empathy may block our access to 

contextual - historical, cultural, political - conditions, and consequently we are 
in need of readers that are able to recognize reading contracts in which paratexts, 

such as those that surround the reception of Wilkomirski's memoir, are taken 
into consideration. 
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15 The argument is in line with Gross and Hoffmann's, which claims that: 'This approach [i.e. 
to empathize with the victims] preserves the sanctity of individual memory, but at the expense 
of convcrting the Holocaust into the sublime, something that can be felt bue not understood. 
[ ... ] the result is not history or knowledge but a comrnon - and transcendent - identification 
with the victi.ms' (40). 




