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ABSTRACT

Tonsion exisls between the ways in which testimonies voice their truth,
and the expectations readers or listeners have regarding what truth means
and how it should he voiced. Sociely favors systematizing lestimony as a
collection of facts whereas testimony after genocide does not abide by the
rules established by the scientificlacademic/legal apparatus. Rather, it voices
the intimate, subjective, deep dimension of horror. Having witnessed the
abyss of alrocity, survivars can no longer rely on knowledge or tacts as the
basic for thinking. 1t is mostly in the realm of literature where recounting
becomes an elabaration of language so that it can invoke the true hature
of the “event.”

Based on authors such as Giorgio Agamben, Hannah Arendt, Ariel
Doriman, Shoshana Felman, Dominique LaCapra, Dori Laub, and Walter
Benjamin, this article underscores the role of testimany as a means for wark-
ing through traumatic memories and for social and cultural resistance-—a
rmust for the ethical recovery of a community after the experience of utmost
exclusion.

What happened 1o us leit a print that will endure for several generations, History s not
ane's own history, something which only one of us fived. 1t is.a history in reverse that you
can become damiliar with or not; but your life, until you die, has w do with that.. - .

* Nora Strejileviel is an Argentinean writer who survived state terror in her country (1977 and
found political asvlum in Canada, She is currently a professor of Latin American Literature
at San Diego State University. Her testimonial novel Lina sola muerte numerosa was granted
fhe Lotras te Oro National Award and published in the USA both in Spanish (1997 and
English (A Single Numbertess Death, 20070 She has also published essays, short slories,
and a testimony, “About Survivals.” Her most recent hook is Fl arte de no oividar! literatuea
tastimonial en Chile, Arpenting v Uiraguay cntre Jos 80 y los B0 [The Art of Mot Forget-
ting: Testimonial Literature in Chile, Argentina, and Uruguay Between the 1980s 1o [REITRES
(200G,
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whal happened is so serious that the conseguences endure, i1 an unresolved issoe, that
returns again and again.!

Il the Gireeks invented tragedy, the Romans the Epistle and the Renaissance the sonnet,
our generation inventerl a new [iteratures, that of Lestimony.”

The world we inhabit has wurned into a place where music is used to cover
up screams in torture sessions; where the line of demarcation separating the
saved from the drowned becomes a confession, a story told (o delay death.
Why da survivars of such a sinister scenario insist on telling their story, and
what type of story do they tell? “The need to tell our story to ‘the rest,’ to
make ‘the rest’ participale in it, has taken on for us, before our liberation
and after, the character of an immediate and violent impulse.” It could be
said that even il the words “never again” were only the shape of a hope
never to be achieved, witnesses will “always again” tell their story and re-
member, they will “always again” insist on memory. This is not because they
can give precise data aboutl horror. But maybe because they are speaking
for the ones who did not return, and their suffering would be meaningless
il this story was silenced.

I simply couldn’t understand why | couldn’t get this through their heads: . . .
nowy | can't content myself with assuming that it all was a mistake, an aberra-
tion, some sort of an accident ar that, in some way, it never really happened. |
could sec, | could see clearly that they didn’t understand me and that my wards
were not ta their liking, that some even annoyed them outright . . . and | heard
him say: “Let him be. Don't you see he just wants 1o talk?”

And | did 1alk, possibly in vain and possibly a little incomprehensibly. Stll, | did
try o get mysell across to them: “We can never start a new life. . . . Do you want
all this horror and all my previous steps to lose their meaning entiraly?™

Witnesses of utmost abuse do need to share their stories, but “the rest”
does not always want o hear. Primo Levi recalls a German guard remind-
ing prisoners that even if they survived and wanted to give their accounts,
nobody would believe them.” Maybe this fear is the reason why, upon
developing the testimonial, survivors attempt to create essential pathways
that translate the language of the concentration camp onto the language of
the “outside” warld to which they have been thrown again, and where they
weant 1o actually return.

1o Moesd o, Paseis Sis Lues Testaonics e Muices oe Desasaricooos 144 {19990 Testimaony
of Sonia Severini as translated by the adthur).

2, EheWiesel, The Holocaust as a Literary Inspiration, in Disersons o tae Horocwss 9 (19773

reprinted in Shoshana Felman, Education and Crisis. or the Vicissiudes of Teaching. in

Tesmvowr s Cmsis oo Wirkessing i Limeraroen, Pociesasalss, ann Histore 5—6 (74902,

Prasucy L, Sorvivar s Avscenants: Tre Maz Assanr o Husssoy 5—6 (Macmillan, 1961},

lnipe [ermesy, Fateiess THA-89 [1992),

Levi, supra note 3, al 54,
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In one of the excursions to the outside world that some prisoners ex-
perienced during their life as disappeared people in Argentina, one of the
survivors of the Olympus and other concentrations camps, Mario Villani,
had this insight in relation to their particular use of language.

with a couple of guards, we were taken to Chacabuco Park. We must have
been a very strange-looking group, given where we'd come from . . _ Afterward
they took us to one of the cafés thal bordered the park . . . . We sat around this
table, drinking and talking about things going on at Olympus. For a moment
| thought, “What if someone overhears us?” Then | realized that no one could
have understoad what we were lalking about—we were speaking in code, as
it were. Not deliberately, it was just how we spoke then. And it hit me: Here |
am, sitting at a café—out in the world, but not a part of il. Nol a member. In
the night and fog of Argentina, [the interviewer adds], language itselt became
A [rrison.”

Upaon liberation, survivors who wanted to transmit their stories had 1o
rephrase this code and create, for themselves and their listeners, a language
that could make sense for the outside world that could be understood. They
would engage in the (ranslation not only of the language but also of the
gestures, the nuances able to provide a subjective dimension to collective
trauma.

Cine of the first things | came o learn about Mario and other “ex-desaparecidos”
said Rosita, was that they relate to words difterently. | . . They communicated
differently, minimally. They'd had to develop a minimal way of making contact,
Cestures, looks, signals that in normal life would go unnoticed . . . means of
communication they were able lo discern in whom they could trust and in
whom they could not.’

However, in spite of survivors’ efforts to translate their memories, there
is a distance between the way testimonies demand 1o voice their truth,
and the expectations readers or listeners have regarding what truth means
and how it should be voiced. Testimony, as every product in our culture, is
often seen as a commodity that must provide practical use. Society wanls
o use witnesses’ accounts as evidence, and testimonies are condemned in
case they do not match evidence collected by other means.® At this point
testimanies’limitations becorme obvious, and they suddenly seem inappro-
priate and outdated.

The essential meaning of testimony is lost when defined as a means to
pravide information and knowledge based on facts, Testimony, rather, can
“furnish documentation for a guiet study of certain aspects of the human

B Marouzeme Fomeowrrz, & Lescos or Tisece: Ancesmeds ako tie Lecacssor Torruse 83 (19981,
7o A
B This is in reference o the dispule belweon David Stoll and Jehn Beverley in refation Lo

M Llamao Ripoberta Maencho y Asi me Nacio la Conciencia, Jors Beveriy, Testmanein:
O e Pouines o Teute sie—se (2004,
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mind,”* aspects that develop under specific circumstances, when human
heings are excluded from society so that sovereign power may assert jtself,
Testimony exposes utmost exclusion when it attempts 1o speak for the dead
by “delegation” (because witnesses of absolute destruction cannot bear wit-
nessl, even knowing that nobody can testify for the witness. In this context,
a witness account that is not allowed to voice the intimate, subjective, real
dimension of horror should not be called testimony but rather, a deposi-
tion. "

Memories of horror are not accurate, and witnesses who testify in front
of a jury have 1o reshape their traumatic recollections to fit the requirements
of the law, which demands precision.”” A truthful way of giving testimony
should allow for distuptive memories, discontinuities, blanks, silences and
ambiguities;" it should become literary.

When a surviver returns from the neverending present of the concen-
tration camp to the “normal” world, that recent past suddenly acquires a
dreamlike quality. Remembrances can be of smell and sound, scenes appear
and disappear as in a dream. Links with our “everyday” present seem 1o be
missing. The wilness attempts to create bridges between “here” and “there”
through the narration of what might not be told as a theory but as an insight.
It is for this reason that a poetic voice might be needed to tell the story.

Having witnessed the abyss of atrocity, survivors often find themselves
reclaiming memories that resist the rigidity of the truth since they can no
longer rely on knowledge or facts as the basis for thinking. Moreover, “the
risk of talking is evident: if that what is alluded to is inconceivable, every
word will be faulty and will be marked by despair.”" It is only by first mak-

9, Liwi, suppra note 3, al 5.

10,  Ricardo Forster, Bl imposible testimonio: Celan en Derrida, 8 Persaninio 0 108 Cosrses
77,79 (2000

11. Dori Laub's case of the woman survivor “relating her memories as an eyewitness of the
Auschwitz uprising” is 4 good example of this point. *She was fully there. All of zud-
dan,” she said, “we saw four f:himm:':.-'s going up in flamees, I::-.|;.'r|c.1(|ing. The flames shot
into the sky, people were running, It was unbelievable.” Laub mentions that later on, In
a conierence of historians, pevchoanalysts, and artists, her testimony generated debate.
Accarding to the historians, it was not accurate, since the number of chimneys was
misrepresented, and thus her account was fallible, since accuracy was crucial. |n their
view, “the limits of the woman's knowledge in effect called into question the validity
of het whole testimony.” Laub disagreed, In his view, she festified (o the breakage of a
framework, and this was histerical truth, “She had come, indeed, to testify, not to the
empirical number of the chimneys, bul o resistance, |0 the alfirmation of survival, (o
the breakage of the frame of death.” Duri Laub, Bearing Witness of the Vicissiludes of
Listeaing, in Tesmistne: Cres oF WWosmsse e Lrmarome, Psvorindsatads, asn Historr, suipeg
note 2, at 57, 3902,

12, According to Lawrence L. Langer, “oral Holocaust testimonies are doomed . . to remain
dhisrupted narmatives . . . by the quintessence of the experiences they record” Laweisee L.
Lasicien, Proface of Laweence |, Lascer, Houocacst Testioses: Tre Rums of Mivory {19911,

13.  Héctor Shmucler, Ni Siguiera ar Rostro, 3 Prassacsmo o cos Copares 10 (1996),
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ing peace with the impossibility of comprehension that one can ever begin
to comprehend at all. But how can a survivor actually learn about histher
immersion in that sinister world? When witnessing an event, one does not
learn through abstract rational theory: testimony can provide knowledge
mainly by means of the exemplary.

Through the example one , . . comes to knowledge in the manner of the wit-

ness, not through the abstractions of reason bul through an empirical encounters
. the example is the contemplatio not of an abstract bul of a concrete drama

whose action takes place in history . . . It is a “putting-in-front-of-our-eyes”

an “indication.”"

For prisoners whao, after becoming a number, slowly forgot their iden-
tities in order to focus on hunger and pain; for prisoners without a name
who abruptly returned to “normality” and recovered their lost identities;
their narrative is one more example (para-digma) of the slale of exception
imposed by tolalitarianism.

According to Giorgio Agamben, the origin of totalitarianism can be
traced through the legal notion of “state of exception,” imposed by the
Roman Empire as a response to threats to the nation, destined to protect it
during limited frames of time. This mechanism, created to allow fast reactions
in the face of danger posed from oulsice, started to be imposed to protect
societies from “internal enemies,” and has become a way for the state to
threaten its own citizens. The “state of exception”—applied in our Western
societies since World War 11—has become the rule, Sovereign power asserts
itsell through the exclusion of certain individuals from citizenship, from
their lives as social beings, Once human beings are artificially reduced to
a hiological state or “pure life” (zoe), no law applies to them. At this point
they can be either liberated or disappeared, since they are at the mercy
ol sovereign power, whose absolule reign is called a concentration camp.
Needless 1o say, the state of exception is at the core of totalitarian regimes,
which can develop even under democratic regimes. '

Paradoxically, in the last twenty-five years after the Nuremberg Trials, and
in spite of the efforts to remember the Holocaust as the paradigm of evil that
humanity should never reach again, the extent to which such machinery has
expanded exceeds any prediction. International law seems the most visible
challenge to this situation, since various countries have signed agreements
for the prevention of torture and genocide. But these attempts—even if they
have allowed humanity to recover a sense of itself as humanity—have not

14, Steven D DeCaroli, Visibility and History: Ciiovgin Agamben and the Exemplary, 45
P, Toow: Trinsine s Acros 9, 917 (01,

15, Gioksio Acauies, Swie o Excpmes 2-3 (Kevin Attell trans., Univ, of Chicago Press
MOS0
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succeeded in putting an end 1o the re-edition of atrocities. ' It is my conten-
tion that the truth told in testimony, even if it cannat stop the reiteration of
such crimes, is one of the reservairs of dignity left for humanity, It is in this
sense that | agree with Ariel Dorfman when he writes:

Each testimony—and above all, all of them together, their extraordinary abun-
dance—extends a certain concept of man and of woman opposite to the one
exercised and cultivated by the torturers. Having fuliilled their duty, having
given a sense and a reason to the rage and to the humiliation they have suf-
fered, becomes in the secret source of all the accounts, a very concrete form
to reiterate their ethical superiority in the face of otalitarianism,”

This ethical superiority might come as a process, not as a given, and
should not be idealized. Witnesses have to find words to explain their own
ordeal, as a way to re-create their divided self (zoe/citizen). It is through this
effort that they can place themselves back into the time and space—frame of
society, allowing for the past to become past instead of remaining a haunt-
ing present, Yet, of course, this is only the force moving the writing and the
telling, since there is never a self that can be recovered. What is recovered
is dignily after systematic degradation.

While historians work with documents, witnesses’ trulh does not abide
by the rules established by the scientific/academic flegal apparatus, because,
again, testimony does not belong to the realm of knowledge; it actually can-
not speak without losing track of itself, since it names intolerable destruc-
tion.'" Nevertheless, its role is unique. Horror wants to erase all traces of the
“enemy” so that history can pretend “Ihe other” never existed. Testimony,
instead, keeps traces alive, defeating annihilation by working through loss.
Even if testimony feels defeated in its endeavor, it is an effective way of work-
ing through traumatic loss: “Historical losses can conceivably be avoided

V6. A this particular time in history research and legal prosecation of crimes against hRurmarity
related fo South American disappearances is at its peak—ihe task has become glohal,
For instance, Judge Garzon has prosecuted Chilean and Argentine military responsible
for the “Condor Plan” {a secret organization established by the State Teror regimes of
Argentina, Uniguay, Faraguay, and Brazil, which facililated the “mass murder corporation”
teamwork during the 1970s). Garzdn's atlempt to extradite Pinochet, the Plan’s main
leader, from England for his prosecution in Spain was part of this project. Evenif Pino-
chet finally returned to Chile and recovered his freedom, his imiape and status changed
dramalically, The symbaolic power of the dictator was shattered, *Long condemned as a
pariah abroad, Pinochet has now been abandoned by his friends at home, The legacy
he hoped for among his own military and the Chilean elite has desaparecidi—disap-
peared, like so many of his victims. Today, Pinochet is as close as he has ever been (o
being prosecuted for crimes ranging from ‘illicit enrichment’ to intemational temrorism "
Feter Kombilub, Pimacher Stripped, Tree Mano, 27 Sept, 2004,

17, Awee Doarsiats, Sose Where 1o tie Furure: Essavs os Conrespoeas Lais Suemean Ficion 137
ARUINR

18, Foester, supra note 10, al 77,
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or, when they occur, at least in part compensated for, worked through, and
even to some extent overcome,” '™

Due to the fact that genocide is not a constitutive feature of existence
but a historical event that could be avoided, testimony is not only a means
for working through but, also a means for social and cultural resistance,
which is necessary for the ethical recovery of a community. Still, testimony
is unable to provide a large supply of what society values as truthful, namely,
accurate dala (although some survivors have been able to report names and
descriptions which were crucial for the canviction of torturers). How then,
can testimony that is voiced in a language not considered trustworthy, be
trusted?

Testimony—even if it depicts a group experience—shares with auto-
biography the tacit pact of truth established by Philipe Lejeune between
writers and readers of this genre. A pact following these lines seems quite
straightiorward; however, conflict is prone to arise between witness and
audience. Coherence with what happened is an ethical responsibility of the
witness, thus the accusation of lack of ethics in the face of any inaccuracy
is authorized, Whereas the witness, as in the case of the survivar cited by
Dori Laub, is not only unable o be accurate but also incapable of exhibiting
all the horrar, which can only filter between the lines of what is narrated,
the reader might even demand a farm shaped by media strategies, namely,
total exposure,

Another aspect af the conflict posed between witness and readers by the
pact of truth is that the narration of history is always already an interpreta-
tion. Even historical discourse—which hides the historians’ viewpoint while
a third person narrator tells the story, allowing for it to look ohjective—is
an interpretation.” This fact becomes more evident in testimonial narrative
because experience is told from an intimate perspective, often through the
voice of a first person narrator. In this case, how can “lies” be distinguished
from “personal perspectives?” How can a rigid distinction between fact and
interpretation be sustained? “Facts” are always already interpreted in human

19, Domsick LaCaess, Wemne Hiszory, Wemmis Tracss 65 {2001,

20, Hayeen White distinguishes between two ways of recounting history: the: first registers
reality while the second allows reality to speak for itseff in an account characterized by
use of & third-person narrator and past fense. These traits contribute 1o a quasi objectiv-
ity since the omission of any reference to the actual namrator apgears oallow facts o
spealc for themselves. Nevertheless, this type of history, familiar since the nineteenth
CENtUNY, recounts events using technigques of Iitea'ar!,' marration, such as the invention
of beginnings, middles, and endings and the creation of plots and heroes. Clearly, its
abjectivity is questionable. Marrating history by means of fictional devices, which is
what history does, shows its capacity 1o give meaning to the past, Just as fiction offers
meaning through the manipulation of imaginary events, cultural ficlions produce mean-
ing when applied o realitg. Hawes Wiate, The Conrest oF Tie Forv: Nariarve Discours
ann Hisiomcar Reescsiraanios 45 [1988).
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speech, and any given historical event is subject to multiple meanings. In
the case of testimony, interpretation is part of the process because we are
dealing with memaries and with language. Nevertheless, witnesses are tes-
tifving 1o true experiences and are expected to tell what “really” happened
to them. Are we not dealing with a Catch 22 situation?

The reference of testimany Lo events is itself problematic because “testi-
mony seems (o be composed of bits and pieces of a memory that has been
overwhelmed by occurrences that have not seftled inlo understanding or
remembrance, acts that cannot be constructed as knowledge nor assimilated
into full cognition, events in excess of our frames of reference.™! Because the
so-called experience cannot even be assimilated, one can argue that “massive
trauma precludes its registration; the observing and recording mechanisms
of the human mind are temporarily knocked out, malfunction.”

The actual experience only happens belatedly, as a “performative speech
act,” through the process of telling the story to another, a listener,

The emergence of the narrative which is being listened to—and heard—is,
thercfore, the process and the place wherein the cognizance, the “knowing” of
the event is given hinth to, The listener, therefore, is a party to the creation of
knowledge de nove, The testimony to the trauma thus includes its hearer

Moreover, telling the story to a listener is one way for wilnesses to work
through the trauma.

In acting out, the past is performatively regenerated or relived as if it were fully present
rather than represented in memory and inscription, aned it hauntingly returns as
the repressed. Mourning invelves a different inflection of performativity: a relation
to the past which involves recognizing its difference from the present.™

This relation 1o the past hearkens back to an old debate, the one about
the relation between events and narrative. One can, following Hayden White,
say that narrative gives form to events. A plot is always impased upon facts
and thus, all “truth” presupposes a degree of fictionalization. Every historical
discourse is produced as a story, which does nat diminish the true value of
what is being narrated.

However, most witnesses seem to disavow the relationship between fic-
tion and history. After their liberation takes place, they engage in testifying
without being tolally aware of these distinctions. Generally, the first thing
they forget is that there is no memory of the past without interpretation.
More precisely, incontrovertible memory is itseli a fiction. Another is that
not even trauma can be described withou! recourse to a narrative structure,

21, Felman, supe noke 2, at 5.
22 Laub, supra note 11, a1 57,
23 M.

24, LaCarra, supwa note 19, at 70,
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Some testimonial writers—in the belief that fictionalization diminishes the
impact of harror—insist that their accounts are genuine reflections of rea lity.
The desire for verisimilitude imposes itself in para-textual devices where the
testimonial quality of the material is enhanced. For instance, in his prologue
to Tejas Verdes, Herndn Valdés is annoyed with those who congratulate
him for his new “novel,” when they very well know thal he is telling a
“real” story. It is of great consequence to him to be read as a testimonial
author who might use a few literary devices. Valdés recounts the story of
his detention in a concentration camp in Chile during the Pinochet era, via
a fictional diary in which the prisoner registers his experiences. Although
he was a writer of fiction before being kidnapped by the military, he does
not want to he considered one in this case. What compels him is "ta give
voice to a recent personal yel shared experience which might have remained
buried beneath the bodies of cauntless victims, which might have remained
stifled beneath the weight of journalistic verbiage.”** This text should count
as testimony, not as a literary piece. The author distinguishes his account
from both journalism and fiction: “My beok aims to produce an immediate
reaction in the reader, to incite himdher, to solicit histher solidarity with
respect o concrete events.”!"

In shor, ethical demands lead the narrator to stress the reality of events,
but these very demands frequently cause him to disregard the role of memory,
closely linked with exploration and imagination. Objectivity is identified as
the verifiable referent preceding discourse, although witnesses mostly do not
refer to events that can be proven: the referent has vanished, since perpe-
trators of genocide systematically erase it. Testimony seems to become the
proof of what has happened, and this situation inspires narators” emphasis
on the objectivity of their accounts.

| believe that, by falling into the snare of objectivity, testimony betrays
itsell, Testimony, again, does not contribute facts but rather incomplete
memaries that are often imprecise and shaped by fear. Since abuse, perse-
cution, annihilation, and suffering are all 1rue, testimonial discourse should
focus on its capacity to transmit these certainties, thus enhancing its role,
while confronting the assumptions that limit its power, In short, testimony
should stress just truthfulness, not objectivity, As Jorge Luis Borges’ “Emma
Zunz" concludes,

The story was unbelievable, yes—and yel it convinced everyone, because in
substance it was true. Fmma Zunz's tone of voice was real, her shame was real,
her hatreel was real, The outrage that had been done to her was real, as well; all that
was Talse were the circumstances, the time, and one of two proper names.”

35, Herras YWarnes, Tess Vieoes: Do pe s Caeo of Cosceamrancs ee Ca 7 (159749),
Yo ki at 8-9,
27, Jorge Luis Bospes. Emma Zunz, in B A 69, 77 {1969) {author's translationl,
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Losses need 1o be specified or named for maurning as a social process o
be possible after mass-produced death.” When death becomes anonymous,
an extension of technology and statistics following a bureaucratic maodel, an
unutterable loss for humanity is in process. Arendt called it “the banalization
of evil,” based on the use of “aseptic, banal principles dictated by science
(biological or administrative).”*" Witnesses who feel the need to speak up
will not choose ta use the very concepts and language of their murderers,
who based their strategies in precise calculations destined to eradicate an
obstacle—Jews, homosexuals, gypsies, communists, subversives.

Witness accounts are important to the effort of defying attempts fo
disappear the past and absolve those responsible for systematic forture anl
murder, but they are even more crucial in their “obsession to tell the one
macro-narrative of human exislence under very contemporary conditions of
absolute terror,” ** since humanity needs atonement after its own eruption of
evil. The best of these macro-narratives are, according to Alejandro Kaufman,
those showing their own impossibility, resonating in us with their nightmare
of impotence and silence in the face of horror.”

Literary testimonies do not tell the story the way the witness had seen
it or the way s/he had told it in oral accounts, We never say what we see,
nor do we see whal we say, neither do we write what we see and what we
say. There is, rather, a confrontation between seeing, saying, and writing,
and literary creation is always playing within these contrasts. What comes
out of such a confrontation is an artistic endeavor in which ethics and aes-
thetics coincide. A literary approach to testimony allows for a distancing
in relation to the intimate memories. The way to create an account of this
sort is to piece together the fragments, the ruins of spared recollections in
order to produce some meaning. Rather than knowledge, the witness/writer
searches for understanding. This attempt becomes evident, among others,
in Tejas Verdes; Prisoner Without a Name, Cell Without a Number (Preso
sin nombre, celda sin mimerol; The Little School (La escuelital, and A
Single, Numberless Death (Una sola muerte numerosal, These texis share
their prenccupation with narrative struciure and language. The focus turns
out to be language itself, and narrative is often fragmented in order for the
text to expose the collapse of identity, of community, of social networks,
of political projects, The process of recounting becomes an elaboration of
language so that it can name or invoke the true nature of the “event,” its

28, LaCapra, supra note 19,

M, Héctor Shmucles, En (3 banalidad estd el mal, 8 Pessasenio ne tos Cownnis 45, 47
200,

30, David William Foster, Foreword fa Mo Smemoacy, & Swcr, Museeicss. Desn 7% %
{2002,

31, Alpjandro Kaufman, Tramas de Barbarie, & Persaimmo ne Los Cosenes 27 (1999),
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intensity beyond oblivion—which is whal | went through while writing my
own literary lestimony.'?

After my detention in the so-called “Athletic Club” in Buenos Aires,
Argentina, | was only certain that living under State Terror had questioned
everything | had learned and thought up until then, and that in spite of
having been immersed in its cruelest version, | was unaware of how the
death factory really functioned. | needed to hear oiher stories coming from
the same place in order to complete my own. This is why, after narrating
my own story in a poelic voice, | went back o Argentina in the nineties
determined to hear and record other voices—former prisoners, former dis-
appeared, families of the disappeared, activists, friends of my brother and
cousins who are still missing, and peaple who just happened to live there af
that particular time, Dominick LaCapra has underscored the role of empathy
in the attentive secondary wilness.”

Opening oneself to empathic unsettlement is . . | a desirable affective dimension
of inquiry which complements and supplements empirical research and analysis.,
Empathy is important in atlempting to understand traumatic events and victims,
and it may (| think, should} have stylistic effects in the way one discusses or
ardresses certain problems, >

[ became an empathic listener, who simultancously was recreating my
story through the collection of different perspectives on the same, collec-
tive history. | ended up with a significant collection of oral accounts and
with an array of sounds, smells, colors, with which | was able to figure my
own picture of a time that had divided our lives into a before and an after. |
wanted 1o recreate the atmosphere of the seventies: the sound of the political
demonstrations, the silence of those confined in prisons and concentration
camps, the lament of the ones departing, the unbearable pain of the moth-
ers. All of these unfinished stories became a choir that opened the key to
my own despair. My search for meaning had been painful but successful,
I was nol looking for conclusions, but to decipher my own echaes, We all
wanted to understand how that inferno could have survived for sa long,
comiortably erected in the midst of aur city, of our country, annihilating our
social and personal projects, our world. Through telling, we were all able
ta finally figure the experience we had gone through.

| wanted to grasp why a Ford Falcon without plates driving against the
traffic in a busy street then (1976-1983) did not seem to astonish passers

320 Hiereds Macoks, supra pote 25; Jacano Tmeas, Presosss Nosnee Cioo s Nussero (Tokry
[albot trans, T9E1); Auce Pariecn; Tie Lim e Sorcce {La Escuroma){ TOEA) Smuneyvich, sUpra
mosle 36

33 See penerally, LaCapia, supra note 19,
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by, especially when everybody knew that people were being kidnapped. |
wanted to understand how people could get used to terror. In a way, | en-
gaged in a personal socio-cultural research, following my own recollections
and instinct. Whenever | had the apportunity to return to Argentina | would
ohserve any circumstance that had to do with the legacy of horror. | kept
looking for traces of the recent, still silenced disaster, in the new context of
democracy. If political prisoners, for instance, were appointed for repara-
tions, | would line up with them just to verify that | did not belong there,
since former desaparecidos (at that time) were still in a legal and existential
limbo thal no reparations—moral or material—were possible.

When the Navy Mechanics School (ESMA) opened its backyard for
students from certain high schools to play sports, a Canadian journalist and
| used the opportunity to visit the former concentration camp. It could be
said that | put myself, out of my free will, in their hands, but | did it in order
to complete my account.

| revisited the ESMA aware of the risks involved in the adventure, since
the: military responsible for systematic killings were, still, in charge—back
then, in the 19705, and back then, in the 1990s—even if their methodology
of forced disappearances had come ta an end for some time.

By facing this familiar and yet new scenario | was able to reenact my
past with a different script—I had returned to the same stage, but this time
| had the chance of seeing (my eyes were not blindfolded) and of perform-
ing a role that was not the role of the victim, in a context that was not as
threatening as it used to be, where | was treated as someone, al least, able
to understand guestions and answer without the mediation of an electric
prod. That interrogation is recreated in A Single, Numberless Deat

“What's vour address in Buenos Adres?”

“| don't have ane; I'm jus! passing through.”
“Are you staying wilh someone?”

*Na, I'm by myseli,”

"Don’t’ you have a family?”

“It's a long story, | confess 1o the Navy officer.™

“We want to know why vou came to the FSMA, why you entered through a
side door. Imagine if we were W enter your house through the backyard. You
must just take us for thieves,”

“Trapped on the threshold of memory, | gape in astonishment at a familiar
scene: the customary milico addressing me from the other side of the desk,

A5, Sweemeves, supwa note 30 at 143-43,
36, Id al 136,
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from the absolute other side. Will he end up saying that he's sorry, that it was
all a mistake?™'”

The completion of my testimonial novel became a waorking through
my own relation 1o the practices that define totalitarfan regimes—the very
same practices that macde it easy for entire populations to accept the “or-
der” imposed by binary logics and logistics. OF course | did not transcribe
facts—no story can replicate reality—but my goal was to depict and capture
the mystery of horror. | wanted to understand how society can keep up with
its “business as usual” when citizens simply vanish, are denied all rights, and
cease to be seen as human beings. A dictatorship had turned lively youth
into prisoners, desapareciclos, orphans, survivors, and exiles. | needed to
revisit this past in order to recover myself: “We lost a version of who we
were and rewrite ourselves in order to survive,”""

The storvtefler, according to Walter Benjamin, establishes a relation
with human life similar to the one a craftsman establishes with its material,
Sthe works the material of experience in a solid and unique fashion. The
prablem, he reasaned, is that we are witnessing the downfall of this craft;
what we are going through in terms of human destruction cannot be made
into a story because it exceeds our possibility of representation. In the
face of catastrophe only silence can speak. Since we go on narrating the
impossibility of narration, we become post-narrators.” Maybe, and this is
my conclusion and my way of seeing testimony, post-narralors are destined
to master their crail in order to keep the dignity of truth alive—not, again,
the truth of facts, but the truth of what has happened and is happening to
humanity, at the verge of being derailed.

37, Il oar 139,
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