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Introduction

Clare Bielby and Merverid Puw Davies

THE COVER IMAGE OF THIS BOOK shows a cloudy sky, its heavy, ominous
air accentuated by a colored wash.!' A companion volume, Violence
Elsewhere 1: Imagining Distant Violence in Germany 1945-2001 (2024),
likewise a collection by a group of scholars in German, historical, and
cultural studies, features the same photograph.? This choice of image
reflects on some of the complexities of our theme; namely, constructions,
in and around German culture, of violence that takes place in distant or
imagined times and places.? Selecting an image for a book cover is never
straightforward. This task comes with particular challenges, however, for
a volume on “violence elsewhere”: a concept that brings together two
notions that are ambiguous, politically fraught, and elude representation
in distinctive ways.

How to represent violence, for example, in ways that do not sensa-
tionalize, fetishize, or reify the very idea of it? How to depict it at all,
even in just some of its multiple paradoxical meanings and dimensions? At
one level, violence can be understood in a self-evident sense as a class of
physical acts that do bodily harm to other people in immediate ways and
that are carried out by an identifiable human actor, or actors, with inten-
tion to do that harm.# Such an understanding can raise key and familiar

1  Thanks to Francesca Lewis, who originated the idea of an ominous sky to
visually capture the concept of violence elsewhere.

2 Clare Bielby and Mererid Puw Davies, eds., Violence Elsewhere 1: Imay-
ining Distant Violence in Germany 1945-2001 (Rochester, NY: Camden House,
2024).

3 Both volumes developed from a research project titled “Violence Else-
where: Imagining Violence outside Germany since 1945.” Based at University
College London (UCL) and the University of York and funded by the Deutscher
Akademischer Austauschdienst/German Academic Exchange Service, the proj-
ect ran from 2018 to 2021. For further details, including the project team
and events, see the project website, https://sites.google.com/york.ac.uk/
violence-elsewhere /home.

4 Johan Galtung’s well-known elaboration of “structural violence” provides
a helpful overview of what does and does not count as violence in popular percep-
tions. Johan Galtung, “Violence, Peace, and Peace Research,” Journal of Peace
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2 3 CLARE BIELBY AND MERERID PUw DAVIES

questions for representation that remain resonant. Yet at a different level,
these books on violence elsewhere at times work toward more expansive
interpretations of violence, which may seem to demand different, novel
images. In so doing, they draw attention also to less conventional and
sometimes more innovative ways of reflecting on or engaging with vio-
lence in an array of aesthetic and discursive modes.

As for the “elsewhere”: How to represent a concept whose “invoca-
tion,” as scholar Lizzie Stewart argues in this volume, “functions to make
a ‘somewhere’ ‘nowhere’—unknown, unknowable”? In other words,
Stewart poses the conundrum of how to represent elsewhere in ways
that do not “other” or, sometimes, “Orientalize,”® in ways that move
us beyond binary constructions of “here” and “elsewhere,” “self” and
“other,” and allow us to account for what the postcolonial feminist film-
maker and theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha, cited by Stewart, has termed the
“clsewhere within here.”®

Our cover images of clouds seek to respond to such reflections by
resisting reductive images of violence and elsewhere. Instead, they invite
more expansive critical contemplation. For example, dark clouds dom-
inate the image, suggesting an oppressive quality often associated with
violence. Yet the top left-hand quarter of the photograph is different. The
cover image thereby evokes the threatening, destructive qualities we com-
monly link to violence, while also leaving space for potentially more com-
plex associations.”

At the same time, the (implied) constant drift of clouds from one
part of the sky to another, their amorphous, evanescent nature, under-
lines the impossibility of separating neatly and definitively between one
interpretation of violence and another, or one space on earth and another.
Nonetheless, elsewhere is evoked through the idea of the sky itself, a space
rich in symbolism and broader connotative meaning in German culture
and beyond.® That concept tends to imply a perspective from a particular

Research 6, no. 3 (1969): 167-91. On the significance of temporality to under-
standings of violence, see Rob Nixon, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of
the Poor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011).

5  Edward W. Said, Orientalism, rev. ed. (London: Penguin, 2003).

6  Trinh T. Minh-ha, elsewhere, within here: immigration, refugeeism, and the
boundary event (New York: Routledge, 2011).

7  Cf., for example, Bielby’s analysis of West German terrorist Inge Viett’s
autobiography, which suggests that imagining “violent agency elsewhere” offered
Viett “significant points of identification in the re/construction of her militant
subjectivity.” Clare Bielby, “Narrating Violent Agency Elsewhere in Inge Viett’s
Nie war ich furchtloser (Never Was I More Fearless),” in Bielby and Davies, Vio-
lence Elsewhere 1,149-73, here 171.

8  See, for example, Jennifer Zahrt, “The Celestial Imaginary in Wei-
mar Cinema,” in Sky and Symbol: Proceedings of the Ninth Annual Sophin
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INTRODUCTION 3 3

vantage point: the surface of the earth. As such, the clouds thematize a
contemporary preoccupation that comes to the fore in the present vol-
ume: that of thinking about the world not only as a place of human activ-
ity but as a larger space embedded in deeper time.

The work of these twin volumes looks, then, to problematize not
only apparently straightforward ideas about violence but also what is con-
ventionally considered to be “here” and “elsewhere.” Furthermore, their
concerns include the politics of representation, and as such they contrib-
ute to a longstanding debate in German cultural history about figuring
violence.? German histories of violence and war, particularly those of the
twentieth century, have cast shadows over the immediate postwar years,
as well as those since 1990 and of the new century. Those shadows have
rendered the discussion, representation, and imagining of violence pain-
ful, fragmentary, or sometimes even apparently impossible. Thus, making
sense of, or at times even identifying the significance of violence in and
for the postwar German states, including unified Germany of the twenty-
first century, becomes challenging.

Yet the essays in Violence Elsewhere 1 demonstrate that critical analysis
of constructions of violence elsewhere is a productive way to approach
this challenge. That collection identifies violence elsewhere as a “signifi-
cant trope in German culture of the postwar period.”1? Violence else-
where, the volume suggests, “has offered a stage where violence could
become imaginable and representable for what could loosely be termed
the German imaginary.” And since constructions of violence elsewhere
are, inter alia, “simultaneously images of Germany itself,” they “reveal
something about otherwise submerged or deeply encoded meanings and
functions of violence in German cultures.”!! Critical engagement with
ideas of violence elsewhere, then, can yield nuanced understandings of
violence in its many forms, providing insight into how that violence has
resonated through time and, in turn, facilitating broader reflection on the
complex ways in which violence, history, culture, community, and iden-
tity are entangled.

This introduction has the following objectives, as it sets the scene for
our second volume on violence elsewhere, this time with a focus on the
period since 2001. First, it outlines some insights from its predecessor
volume and some of the questions for further study it broached. Second,

Centre Conference, 2011, ed. Nicholas Campion and Liz Green (Ceredigion,
Wales: Sophia Centre Press, 2013), 229-55.

9  Cf, for example, Lyrik nach Auschwitz? Adorno und die Dichter, ed. Petra
Kiedaisch (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1995).

10 Bielby and Davies, “Introduction,’
where 1, 1-17 here 15.

11 Bielby and Davies, “Introduction,” 1.

]

in Bielby and Davies, Violence Else-
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4 3 CLARE BIELBY AND MERERID PUw DAVIES

it presents the chapters of the present volume. Third, it indicates ways in
which these new studies break ground in inquiry into violence elsewhere
in Germany. Fourth, and in conclusion, we highlight the scope for future
work on violence elsewhere in German culture, inclusively imagined, and
beyond.

* % %

Engaging critically with a range of emblematic texts and cultural and
political moments, Violence Elsewhere 1 explores cight case studies from
the years 1945 to 2001 in the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), the
German Democratic Republic (GDR), and, after 1990, unified Germany.
The year 2001 as end point (and starting point for the present volume)
reflects the common perception that the events of September 11, 2001,
marked a critical shift in understandings of global violence: a complex
perception to which we return below. Exploring works of literature, film,
and life writing, as well as other kinds of discourse, the authors of Violence
Elsewhere 1 draw on perspectives from literary, cultural, film, visual, and
gender studies as they develop and elaborate theoretical approaches to the
topic of violence elsewhere.

Certain thematic clusters and concentrations emerge in that volume.
A critical mass of chapters on the GDR and the FRG prior to unification
most obviously reflects the fact that Germany was divided for most of the
period under consideration. This focus may also suggest, however, that
violence elsewhere during the Cold War era “had particular, compelling
contours related to awareness of a paradoxically German elsewhere that
had been generated violently and was both foreign and proximate.”!? An
emphasis, too, on constructions of violence taking place in countries of
the Global South, or the “Third World” as it tended to be known at the
time in Europe and beyond, also materializes in our first volume. Chapters
consider depictions of violence taking place, for instance, in Vietnam,
Cambodia, the USA, or Latin America. That stress reflects, among other
things, the significance of the often-violent decolonizing processes occur-
ring during this period and the postcolonial politics associated with them.

Inevitably too, German history plays a key part in the preoccupa-
tions of Violence Elsewhere 1. It explores works, for example, that frame
the “other” Germany as elsewhere; in addition, a significant recur-
ring concern in the texts under consideration is the extreme violence of
Germany’s own recent past. Nonetheless, while the past thus features in
the volume, contributors approach the notion of elsewhere for the most
part in a geographical sense. At the same time, Violence Elsewhere 1 holds
open the prospect of complicating such an understanding of “elsewhere.”
Its introduction argues that the multilayered relationship between “here”

12 Bielby and Davies, “Introduction,” 11.
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INTRODUCTION . 5

and “elsewhere” in Germany is illuminated, for example, by the work of
historian Quinn Slobodian on the internationalist protest movement of
the 1960s in West Germany. Published a few years previously, Slobodian’s
study was an important reading in the development of our inquiry.!? It
shows that far from being a movement only originated and populated
by (West) Germans taking action in support of oppressed peoples in the
decolonizing world, activists from the “Third World” itself played a key
part—not least in instigating it. This account challenges some traditional
European narratives about Western subjects acting on behalf of power-
less people in the Global South and hence, too, the idea that “here” and
“there” are entirely separate. It invites serious engagement not only with
the ways in which “elsewhere” can be imagined from a German point of
view but also with the agency and perspectives of subjects associated with
that “elsewhere” and how these factors can change perceptions of all such
positionalities.

The opening chapter of Violence Elsewhere 1, by Katherine Stone,
memorably puts forward a theorization of “narrative elsewhering” as
a literary strategy.'* Following Stone’s lead, the volume’s introduction
defines “elsewhering” as “the deflection of disturbing preoccupations
onto different, more distant spaces and agents [as a way to make] them
speakable”—as a central “discursive mode of the times.”!® This inter-
pretation of elsewhere/“celsewhering” demonstrates the complexity and
paradoxical character of such processes by underlining the impossibility
of distinguishing neatly between “here” and “elsewhere” and recognizes
that they are mutually interdependent, intertwined in complex ways.
Such perspectives open up consideration of the complicated positions
of Germany and its inhabitants in relation to a wider world in ways that
undermine reductive conceptualizations of identity. The implications for
who and what can be considered to be in some way “of Germany,” and
so proper subject matter for German studies, are significant. Indeed, they
call for wider, more capacious understandings of the discipline itself.16

In the volume’s closing chapter, Katharina Karcher and Evelien Geerts
challenge received ideas about historical periodization, complicating the
notion of the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, in the USA as a
moment that altered perceptions of political violence (and other forms

13 Quinn Slobodian, Foreign Front: Thivd World Politics in Sixties West Ger-
many (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012).

14 Katherine Stone, “Projecting Violence Elsewhere: Remembering Conflict-
Related Sexual Violence in Cold War Germany,” in Bielby and Davies, Violence
Elsewhere 1, 18-37.

15 Bielby and Davies, “Introduction,” 14, 15.

16 See also Rebecca Braun and Benedict Schofield, eds., Transnational Ger-
man Studies (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2020).
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6 3 CLARE BIELBY AND MERERID PUw DAVIES

of violence too) worldwide.l” As noted above, this idea was central to
our initial conceptualization of these two volumes on violence elsewhere,
the first considering the period from 1945 to 2001, and the second the
years that came after. Karcher and Geerts point out, however, that the
murders committed by the far-right underground Nationalsozialistischer
Untergrund (NSU) in Germany spanned a long period, which began
before September 11, 2001, and ended only much later. They also argue
how memory of the September 11 attacks, functioning discursively as
“9/11,” paradoxically contributed to the perpetuation of certain notions
of violence in Germany, rather than to their transformation. As such, the
authors propose that there are complex continuities in the years leading
up to and beyond 2001; call into question conventional periodization;
and complicate ideas of temporality itself.

* % %

The chapters collected in the present volume do new work in reflect-
ing on “violence elsewhere” in Germany, not least in the sense that they
address the years after 2001. Arranged as they are in chronological order,
they sketch a short—if also, inevitably, partial and provisional—cultural
history in Germany of thinking about violence elsewhere from 2001 on.
Yet at the same time, it is our hope that, to use the imagery evoked by
Stewart’s study of Argentinian-Armenian, Berlin-based artist Silvina Der
Meguerditchian’s textile works, readers may also follow the book’s mul-
tiple threads through complex, perhaps less predictable patterns. Such an
approach can resonate with the critique of exclusive reliance on conven-
tional historical periodizations offered in Violence Elsewhere 1 by Karcher
and Geerts.

The volume’s opening chapter, by Marie Kolkenbrock, provides a
philosophical perspective on violence elsewhere from which to consider
the chapters that follow. As Kolkenbrock notes, the notion of violence
elsewhere calls to mind a longstanding debate among philosophers, psy-
chologists, and others on the ethics of distant suffering, and she analyzes
contributions to it by Peter Singer, Michael Slote, Martha Nussbaum,
Paul Bloom, and Hannah Arendt, among others. This discussion consid-
ers why humans seem often to respond more powerfully to the suffer-
ing of people who are near to them, rather than to the travails of those
far away. Kolkenbrock proposes, however, that distant suffering tends to
function as a “phantasmatic scene,” as Judith Butler puts it, which allows

17 Katharina Karcher and Evelien Geerts, “Problematizing Political Violence
in the Federal Republic of Germany: A Hauntological Analysis of the NSU Terror
and a Hyper-Exceptionalized ‘9/11,”” in Bielby and Davies, Violence Elsewhere 1,
174-95.
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INTRODUCTION 3 7

the ethical subject to adopt a posture of seemingly uninvolved, impartial
detachment.

As Kolkenbrock argues, with this debate, “philosophical ethics may
contribute to an understanding of the ways violence elsewhere, as a spe-
cific form of distant suffering, is interpreted and represented in wider
cultural contexts.” More specifically, she links this theme to the project
of understanding questions in Germany of violence elsewhere in recent
times, reflecting on its relevance for both 1960s traditions of activism
and their omissions with regard to “Third-World” subjects, as discussed,
for instance, by Slobodian; and responses in Germany to the Black Lives
Matter movement in the US in 2020.

In chapter 2, Kathrin Wunderlich examines public discourse, per-
ceptions of life writing, and literary fiction about the German military
engagement in Afghanistan that followed the September 11 attacks.!8
After the post-Second World War decades in which neither Germany
had fought abroad, this deployment was groundbreaking and controver-
sial. Indeed, for some observers it seemed to represent, in Wunderlich’s
words, “the Federal Republic’s loss of (military) innocence.” This chap-
ter’s exploration of a wide-ranging set of works and discourses highlights
what the experience of engagement in Afghanistan meant for Germany:
a changed foreign policy, changed language, and a changed self-image.
As Wunderlich demonstrates, even though the contours of Afghanistan
itself remain schematic in the writings under discussion, they are eloquent
about Germany itself.

The chapter draws attention to how the commitment of German
troops in Afghanistan was originally framed by politicians as a peace mis-
sion and only later described as a war: a painful linguistic evolution that
constituted the gradual return of a long-disused lexis of war in public
discourse. Another cultural revival is the publication of military life writ-
ing that had long been out of the public eye in postwar Germany; for
instance, communications home from personnel in the field and mili-
tary memoirs. A further renewed genre is the war novel; for example,
Norbert Scheuer’s Die Sprache der Vigel (2015; The Language of Birds,
2018); a work that, Wunderlich argues, recalls Erich Maria Remarque’s
classic First World War novel Im Westen nichts Neues (1929; All Quiet on
the Western Front, 1929). As such, Scheuer’s text references older mili-
tary self-images that are apparently unrelated to the more recent, atro-
cious Nazi past. Wunderlich spotlights, too, ways in which depictions of
fighting and violence in Afghanistan tend to be marginalized and evaded
in recent war literature and so concludes that German military violence

18 Chapter 2 explores texts and discourses that emerged between 2001 and
2021. It is the first in our volume’s chronologically ordered sequence because the
carliest sources it considers date from 2001.
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8 3 CLARE BIELBY AND MERERID PUw DAVIES

elsewhere apparently remains a fraught theme in the shadow of the mid-
twentieth century.

The volume’s third chapter, by Susanne C. Knittel and Sofia Forchieri,
takes a critical theoretical approach to the contemporary German genre
of the Generationenroman, or multigenerational family novel. The
Generationenvoman typically traces the experiences of several generations
of one family across time and space to narrate long, complex, and mul-
tidimensional personal and political histories. Analyzing one example of
the genre, Usambara (2007) by Christof Hamann, Knittel and Forchieri
show how it links up, through one family’s stories, a series of extremely
violent phenomena taking place (apparently) at a distance, past or pres-
ent: colonialism in Africa, the Holocaust, and ecological crisis.

The novel depicts a present-day German protagonist who takes part
in a run on Kilimanjaro in Tanzania to raise money for conservation of
its glaciers, an ironic project given the negative impact of tourism and
climate change on the mountain’s habitats. It also tells of the protago-
nist’s great-grandfather, who, according to family lore, discovered and
brought to Europe the popular African violet, or “Usambaraveilchen.”
The protagonist chooses to idealize that development and to downplay
other, more evidently violent aspects of the German colonial project in
East Africa, while a further strand of the novel addresses the enthusiastic
participation of another ancestor in Nazism.

Knittel and Forchieri argue that given the complex, entangled his-
tories of complicity and implication across Hamann’s novel, which resist
separation into discrete categories, the text ultimately suggests that
“there can be no ‘elsewhere’” when it comes to modern forms of vio-
lence, including environmental violence. Moreover, using their analysis
of Usambara as a case study in a wider project of exploring the difficul-
ties of simultaneously representing different orders of extreme violence
across a range of historical times and places, the authors highlight the
affordances of this particular genre, the Generationenroman, as a literary
scaling device for thinking about different forms of violence.

In chapter 4, Joanne Leal continues investigation of the legacy of
September 11, 2001, on the one hand; and on the other, of the potential
of contemporary German novels to engage with violence elsewhere. She
analyzes representations of Islamic terrorists in two novels by German-
Iraqi writer Sherko Fatah, Das dunkle Schiff (2008; The Dark Ship, 2021)
and Der letzte Ort (The Last Place, 2014). These two works link modern-
day Germany and Iraq through young male protagonists who variously
encounter, suffer, commit, witness, and are implicated in violence. In Das
dunkle Schiff, a young Iraqi Kurdish man, who is impacted by extreme
violence, flees to Berlin from his involvement in a fundamentalist terrorist
group in Iraq. Unable to make meaningful connections and a new life,
however, he is ultimately drawn back into that sphere in Germany itself.
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INTRODUCTION 3 9

In Der letzte Ort, a white German man, a researcher from the former
GDR, is kidnapped by terrorists while on a visit to Iraq around 2004,
after the US invasion. His translator, a local man, is kidnapped too, and
the novel switches between both men’s perspectives as they tell each other
their stories in captivity. Ultimately, they escape: the German to likely res-
cue by US forces, the Iraqi to an uncertain fate.

Fatah’s two novels, like Hamann’s, switch between different settings,
in this case Germany and Iraq. They consider connections between dif-
ferent instances and experiences of violence in both countries and how
they shape subjective positions, ideas of self and other, and notions of
community. Leal argues that while the Islamic terrorist is often an under-
developed figure in European and North American literature, Fatah’s two
novels offer more complex representations. She also considers the role
of storytelling in numerous senses in the novels as a possible means of
generating dialogue and empathy, both between their characters and for
readers. While this process is, for Fatah’s characters, at best fragile and
ambiguous, for his readers it might hold out prospects for new percep-
tions of self and other, and of German identity, in the post-9,/11 world.

Nicola Thomas’s chapter 5 broaches both a different literary genre
and a different elsewhere. It analyzes Durs Griinbein’s cycle of poems
Cyrano oder Die Riickkehr vom Mond (Cyrano; or, The Return from the
Moon, 2014), a collection that references the early science fiction of
French author Cyrano de Bergerac (1619-55), who wrote about a suc-
cessful journey to—and return from—the moon. Thomas notes that the
elegiac tone of Griinbein’s poems can be inserted into a tradition of intel-
lectual skepticism about the Space Race and related, potentially destruc-
tive technology that is associated with cultural traditions originating in the
German-speaking world in the later twentieth century and exemplified
by Giinther Anders and Arendt. At the same time, Thomas thematizes
the difficulty, and limitations, of attempts at isolating a specific tradition
linked to German(-language) thought in the context of planetary crisis.

Thomas argues that Griinbein’s poems offer opportunities to reflect
on contemporary, “slow” environmental violence on a planetary scale, in
which it is difficult to distinguish between here and elsewhere in con-
ventional ways, and between perpetrators, agents, and victims too. In
a related way, she suggests, the poems can be read as a critique of the
epistemic violence inherent in certain Eurocentric traditions of think-
ing about the world, as highlighted by postcolonial thinkers like Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak. Thus, this chapter considers what Cyrano oder Die
Riickkelr vom Mond might tell us, after the end of the triumphant era
of space travel between the 1950s and 1980s, about the complexities of
imagining the world in its entirety. It makes a case, too, for the value of
thinking about extraterrestrial space as an approach to conceptualizing
both violence and elsewhere in the context of the Anthropocene, which
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seems urgently to demand new understandings of both. Simultaneously,
Thomas foregrounds the particular qualities of poetic language for
enhancing “humankind’s ability to imagine violence on a planetary scale.”
The subtle, complex language of poetry, she argues, “offers a space to
reflect on the instability of positionality and comprehension, undermin-
ing subject/object binaries and the illusions of objectivity they generate.”

In the sixth chapter, Stewart turns to a further art form: Der
Meguerditchian’s combination of installation and live performance at the
Gorki Theatre in Berlin, which commemorates the Armenian genocide
of 1915-17. Stewart examines this work’s potential for understanding
violence elsewhere—or, rather, for calling into question the very idea of
elsewhere as a meaningful term, erasing as it does, in its nonspecificity, the
reality of other locations, and “[positioning] it as outside of comprehen-
sion.” With reference to such theorists as Alyosxa Tudor, Stewart argues
also that the agency involved in positing an elsewhere means that power
relations are at work too.

The work in question, Verstrickungen (Entanglements, 2013, 2014,
and 2015), blends visual images, textiles, speech, movement, and the
artist’s interaction with an audience. It uses archival photographs of
Ottoman Armenians, held together by crocheted threads, to evoke
dense interconnections between Armenian and German pasts. Thus, Der
Meguerditchian’s work shows that the here and there, and the past and
present, prove always to be connected. That entanglement calls into ques-
tion, moreover, the apparently simple division of Berlin’s inhabitants into
people with “migrant backgrounds” and those without such backgrounds.
The chapter thus sees modern Berlin as the site of multiple, overlapping,
transnational histories of violence that, like Der Meguerditchian’s threads,
are legible in terms of Minh-ha’s “elsewhere, within here.”

Frauke Matthes focuses on a different location in contemporary
Germany in chapter 7: the apparently provincial sphere of Clemens
Meyer’s short-story collection Die stillen Trabanten (The Silent Satellites,
2017; in English as Dark Satellites, 2020). In particular, she discusses the
story “Glasscherben im Objekt 95” (“Broken Glass in Unit 95”), a nar-
rative that, as heralded by the volume’s title, is set in the margins of a
satellite town of a city in East Germany, in or around 2015. In this space,
“East Germany’s communist past meets its capitalist as well as postmi-
grant present,” and present-day violence erupts. A German security guard
patrols night shifts at a site, “Objekt 95,” which is near a building accom-
modating refugees. He glimpses a woman at the accommodation who
reminds him of a different one, whom he had met there twenty years
previously. That woman encountered so long ago had come from the
former Soviet Union and was likely displaced owing to conflict in that
region after 1990. Soon after the protagonist sees the second woman in
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the present day, the residents of the hostel are transferred to a different
location due to a racist attack.

If, at first sight, Meyer’s text seems to address events in a single,
tightly circumscribed space, Matthes shows that it also draws attention
to global-local relationships. Important in her analysis too are the nature
and significance of peripheral, liminal areas in geographic, and indeed
other, senses, and ways in which these ambiguous zones articulate with
apparently more easily defined notions of here and elsewhere. The past
is a key “elsewhere” here as well, for the story blends distant and recent
memories of various kinds.

Matthes takes forward the discussion of textual form established
carlier on in this volume as she comments on the specific potential of
the short story for underscoring the interconnectedness of violence here
and elsewhere. Moreover, she identifies the short story as a genre that
emerges from Anglo-American traditions. As such, its generic legacies
hook hyperlocal contexts into a mobile transnational literature, which
both calls on ideas of elsewhere and calls them into question.

In chapter 8, Francesca Lewis introduces a feature film, Swuspiria
(2018). This multilingual horror movie was made in Italy and Germany
by Italian director Luca Guadagnino, with an international cast and crew,
and screened internationally. With this choice of material, the chapter
expands understandings of what kind of work(s) might be considered to
be “of Germany” in a transnational industry and age. Suspiria is set in a
West Berlin dance school in 1977, the time of the “Deutscher Herbst,” or
German Autumn, when the actions of the urban terrorist group the Rote
Armee Fraktion (Red Army Faction) reached a notorious and tragic crisis.
While the film references that historical moment, it is primarily concerned
with a young woman dancer who joins the school and the supernatural
events that follow, for the academy proves to be run by murderous coven
of witches. The plot also follows the attempts of an elderly psychoanalyst,
Klemperer, to understand these mysteries, and gradually, his personal his-
tory of suffering and loss in the National Socialist era is uncovered.

Violence takes place within the dance school and outside it; and in
the past as it does in the present. Lewis reads these instances of violence
in light of Karen Barad’s feminist new materialist philosophy and its cri-
tiques of conventional ideas of time. She argues that Suspiria does not
reconstruct narratives about German history, either from the 1930s and
1940s or the 1970s, as much as it challenges the limitations of thinking
about that history in terms of conventional temporality. Instead, this con-
spicuously nonrealist film makes “Germany’s complex history of violence,
guilt, perpetration, and trauma tangible, visceral, felt, and embodied.”
The understanding of violence that emerges, Lewis concludes, is “never
elsewhere, or elsewhen, but always here—always embodied, always collec-
tive, and always bound up with others.”
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In the ninth and final chapter, Priscilla Layne opens up discussion of a
further literary genre, Black feminist speculative fiction, with reference to
Ghanaian-British-German author Sharon Dodua Otoo’s acclaimed novel
Adas Raum (Ada’s Room, 2021; in English as Ada’s Realm, 2023). In
four interconnected narrative strands, this text engages with extremely
violent transnational histories and their aftermaths in and around fif-
teenth-century West Africa (the location of present-day Ghana), Victorian
London, the Nazi concentration camp Dora-Mittelbau in Germany, and
the Ghana, London, and Berlin of today. In each narrative, that violence
is experienced or witnessed by one of four young women protagonists,
all called Ada. These characters are accompanied through their lives by a
mysterious being who takes the form of a series of silent objects that wit-
ness and narrate the women’s troubles sympathetically and shed light on
the metaphysics of Otoo’s speculative universe.

Layne reads Otoo’s novel as an example of feminist Black German
Afrofuturism that is brought into productive conversation with the phil-
osophical insights of object-oriented ontology, or “Triple O.” Triple O
reimagines the place, meaning, and significance both of humans and of
objects in the world. It can, therefore, interrogate the limitations of tra-
ditional concepts of both. In so doing, it chimes with the work of writers
like Otoo, which reimagines and foregrounds with political intent the tra-
ditionally excluded positions of Black subjectivities, women, and mother-
hood. Layne suggests, too, that from a world riven with violence, Adas
Rawum explores the idea of a restorative justice and a shared futurity for
men and women, thinking derived from Black feminist thought and prac-
tice and an ethics of care.

* % %

The present volume primarily brings together works from Germany pro-
duced by artists and writers from a highly diverse range of backgrounds.
There is a strong emphasis on international or transnational voices and
currents in theory and criticism, notably including postcolonial theo-
rists. In this way, these studies, for all their variety, mirror something of
the “many non-opposing worlds—all located in the very same place” of
which Minh-ha writes in a text cited by Stewart,!? and the complexities
and multiplicities of German cultures and identities in the twenty-first
century.

There was a stress in Violence Elsewhere 1 on direct physical, “political
violence,”?? and here that focus is maintained. Chapters like Wunderlich’s

19  Minh-ha, elsewhere, 2. See also Stewart’s chapter in this volume.

20 On the problematics of constructions of “political violence,” see Bielby,
“Gendering the Perpetrator; Gendering Perpetrator Studies,” in The Rowt-
ledge International Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, ed. Susanne C. Knittel and
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and Leal’s draw in texts about physical political violence, albeit of very
different types, as they consider aftermaths of 9/11. Matthes focuses on
a story involving a different kind of direct, physical violence—namely, a
racist attack in (near-)contemporary Germany, against the backdrop of
political conflict—while Stewart considers artistic responses to historical
genocide, and Layne, a panoply of directly physical violent events through
time in Adas Raum, many of which are political in the conventional sense.
Other chapters widen understandings of violence. Striking, for instance,
is the discussion of environmental, “slow,” and epistemic violence in the
chapters by Knittel and Forchieri and Thomas, which work toward more
planetary perspectives.

In terms of conceptualizing elsewhere, there is significant empha-
sis here, as in the previous volume, on geographic locations outside
Germany, including Afghanistan, Iraq, Tanzania, West Africa and Ghana,
Argentina, Turkey, the loci of the Armenian diaspora, France, the former
Soviet Union, the US, and the UK. These sites reflect certain dominant
events and themes in world affairs after 2001: for example, the impact of
post-9 /11 wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, or the Black Lives Matter move-
ment in the US. In keeping with debates of the twenty-first century in
Germany, too, a particular interest emerges here in modern German lit-
erature that examines legacies of colonial violence in Africa in the chapters
by Knittel and Forchieri and Layne. Thus, work on violence elsewhere
continues to develop with shifting times and historical currents.

An especially marked feature of this collection as a whole is its
authors’ vivid interest in works and theoretical approaches that critique
or break down binary notions of here and elsewhere, thereby foreground-
ing Minh-ha’s idea of nonopposing yet colocated worlds and the perpet-
ual presence at many levels of “elsewhere, within here.” Of course, as
Otoo’s novel Adas Raum or Hamann’s Usambara remind us with their
long historical views, it is not the case that relationships between here and
elsewhere were necessarily simpler in the past, or that borders were less
complex or fragile than they are today. The studies collected here, how-
ever, might suggest, first, that in a world that is more intensively intercon-
nected in some respects than before, the limitations of the here-elsewhere
binary are illuminated in new ways. Second, and in an evidently related
manner, they might imply that the works of numerous contemporary art-
ists, theorists, and others have the potential to complicate such binaries
and that that complication is central to the work of contemporary cultural
studies in general. Hence, it is key for German studies in particular too.

Zachary J. Goldberg (London: Routledge, 2020), 155-68, here 164. Stone’s
chapter in Violence Elsewhere 1 also seeks to problematize conventional construc-
tions of “political violence” through drawing attention to sexual abuse in war
(and postwar) contexts. Stone, “Projecting Violence Elsewhere.”

Open Access License: CC BY-NC-ND
Funding Body: University College London



14 o CLARE BIELBY AND MERERID PUw DAVIES

Elsewheres that are not geographical or spatial come to the fore in
this volume also. Extraterrestrial space is thematized here by Thomas as
a perspective, however limited, from which to observe a planet in crisis;
a further elsewhere in her study is the science-fictional space of premod-
ern space travel. Fantasy is central to Lewis’s chapter on Suspiria as well,
and its interest in magical spaces as prompts for a diffractive reading that
undoes standard notions of time and, indeed, space. And Adas Raum,
discussed by Layne, mobilizes speculative fiction as a way of troubling
conventional European narratives about history and subjectivity.

What is perhaps most noticeable across the volume is emphasis on
the ways in which the elsewhere of the past—or “elsewhen,” as Lewis
puts it—resonates in the present. A number of the essays consider, to a
greater or lesser extent, the reverberations of Nazi-era violence in recent
works. In different ways, Knittel and Forchieri, Lewis, and Layne all focus
on texts that explicitly thematize the legacy of that past in the present,
with Lewis, echoing Karcher and Geerts, complicating ideas of temporal-
ity itself. More subtle repercussions are detected by other authors; for
example, Wunderlich, where she links the tendency to avoid direct repre-
sentations of German military violence in Afghanistan in recent writing to
the baleful memory of National Socialism.

Other, more diverse instances of past violence prove to disrupt the
present as well: the commemoration of the Armenian genocide in Berlin,
colonialism in Africa, the German Autumn, and the long-lasting impact
of conflict in the former Soviet Union after 1990 as it is witnessed by
Meyer’s East German protagonist, as highlighted by Matthes. Other,
more surprising pasts surface too, such as Cyrano’s early Enlightenment,
in which, according to Thomas, paradoxically some seeds of contempo-
rary epistemic violence were sown. Thus, past violence is multilayered and
complex, and memories of it are often “multidirectional,” to use Michael
Rothberg’s influential term.?!

A remarkable feature in the studies collected here is a shared inter-
est in works that not only reflect explicitly on the relationship of past
and present in some way but actively mobilize narrative strategies that
juxtapose accounts of past and recent or present times, just as they shut-
tle strikingly between different locations. Examples include Hamann’s
Usambara, Meyer’s “Glasscherben im Objekt 95,” Griinbein’s Cyrano
oder Die Riickkehr vom Mond, Der Meguerditchian’s Verstrickungen,
Guadagnino’s Suspiria, and Otoo’s Adas Raum. This observation of lit-
erary and artistic technique, in turn, draws attention to another major
theme hallmarking this collection of essays; namely, discussion of genre
and form. The chapters consider a wide array of textual and artistic forms,

21 Michael Rothberg, Multidirectional Memory: Remembering the Holocaust
in the Age of Decolonization (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2009).
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from life writing to memoir, novel, short story, and poetry, to film, visual,
textile, and performance art. And what is noticeably consistent between
them is the explicit reflection on their specific affordances—to use a
central contemporary term foregrounded by Knittel and Forchieri—for
conveying something about violence elsewhere, albeit not necessarily in
realist or figurative ways.?? These individual debates about form, in turn,
amount to an extended, sustained reflection not only on the many things
that violence elsewhere is and can mean today but also on how expressive
form can shape and account for it.

* % %

In sum, contributions to this volume cover a range of remarkable works
and perspectives that cast light on important facets of violence elsewhere.
In doing so, they point, also, to fields of potential future work. For exam-
ple, a central focus of our previous volume, Violence Elsewhere 1, was the
gendering of representations of violence elsewhere—an emphasis bound
up with the prominence of gender in discourses of violence but also those
of place, home, nation, and “elsewhere.” Future study in this field could
make more of this connection, as well as focusing further, as Stone’s chap-
ter on literature about conflict-related sexual violence against women and
girls in Violence Elsewhere 1 does,® on forms of violence that are them-
selves more explicitly gendered. Other examples beyond such misogynis-
tic violence could include homophobic or transphobic violence, among
many other forms. Such discussion offers intersections with other current
conceptualizations of violence; it is striking, for example, that in passing,
Rob Nixon discusses the “slow” violence of domestic abuse in his elabo-
ration of that concept.?# Picking up the feminist new materialist and post-
human approaches employed by Lewis and Stewart in this volume, future
work on violence elsewhere could make fruitful use of such thought.2

Such more nuanced approaches to violence could connect to a fur-
ther widening of the range of cultural producers under discussion. The
present volume has considered works by writers and artists from a variety
of backgrounds; future work interested in exploring feminist and queer
perspectives could offer more sustained, productive focus on the cultural
production of women and nonbinary artists and writers.

22 This strand is evident, too, in the previous volume of essays, with an
emphasis on narrative form in Stone’s chapter and a cluster of chapters on (post-)
Brechtian theory and practice and on often polemical, often visual modernism.

23 Stone, “Projecting Violence Elsewhere.”

24 Nixon, Slow Violence, 16.

25 On posthuman approaches to perpetration, see Jonathan Luke Austin,
“Posthumanism and Perpetrators,” in Knittel and Goldberg, Routledge Interna-
tional Handbook of Perpetrator Studies, 169-80.
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The present volume has employed an expansive interpretation of vio-
lence, with a clear interest in the subject of environmental “slow” vio-
lence, a theme that without doubt demands urgent further inquiry. The
volume also indicates that further consideration of epistemic violence and
its history would reward study. At the same time, such work would need
to remain alert to the dangers of widening its focus on violence in ways
that might risk blurring or obscuring important historical detail or speci-
ficities, and so inadvertently “washing away ... violence, its histories, and
its traces.”?® That is to say, we remain mindful of the risks in stretch-
ing the idea of violence so far that it becomes conceptually weakened.
Therefore, as we move to the close of these reflections, we ask whether
it is possible simultaneously to hold open different ideas on the limits of
violence, if the notion of “violence elsewhere” is to remain eloquent. Can
we, on one hand, insist on retaining some sort of emphasis on physical
harm or destruction as essential in understanding violence while, on the
other hand, recognizing that such a definition always remains open to
critical contestation?

As noted above, a striking feature of this volume is the way in which,
within some of its discussions, polar notions of here and elsewhere are cri-
tiqued, with emphasis on what we have been terming, with Minh-ha, the
“elsewhere, within here.” In many ways this circumstance is not surprising
in a study that considers the period since 2001, a period that has seen new
and prolific links made around the world; for instance, as people move
and knowledge is transmitted in novel ways. Applying the conceptual tool
of the “elsewhere, within here” to the violence of carlier moments of his-
tory could be a productive line of inquiry for future study. Meaningful,
too, could be comparative study of violence and “the elsewhere within
here” in different glocal contexts; for example, manifestations of violence
“elsewhere within here” in many loci across the world, alongside those in
Berlin or Germany.

Finally, this volume has underscored the importance of analyzing dis-
cursive and artistic form for an understanding of violence elsewhere and
how it can be imagined, conveyed, and codified. Its chapters have focused,
in the main, on individual works, or groups of works in a range of genres,
from philosophy to life writing to prose fiction to poetry. Taken together,
then, they offer a comparative study of different kinds of expression and
what they do. It seems to us that this kind of study is an avenue to further
work that would move beyond these often relatively classical textual and
cultural genres to take account of further popular forms and media. In

26 Yael Navaro et al., “Introduction: Reverberations of Violence across Time
and Space,” in Reverberations: Violence across Time and Space, ed. Yael Navaro et
al. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2021), 1-29, here 6. See also
Stewart’s chapter in the present volume.
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particular, examination of the online world would seem to be a highly
significant area for sustained future consideration. This kind of inquiry
is urgent, not only because of the accelerated ubiquity and reach of the
internet and social media but also because of the novel ways it relates to
violence and creates new ideas of elsewhere.
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1: “Violence Elsewhere” and the

Phantasmatic Scene of “Distant
Suffering”: Intersections of Emotional
and Spatial Distance

Marie Kolkenbrock

“VIOLENCE ELSEWHERE,” write Clare Bielby and Mererid Puw Davies,
“has offered a stage where violence could become imaginable and
representable for what could loosely be termed the German imaginary.”!
This definition calls to mind a conversation between German journal-
ist Mohamed Amjahid, US German studies scholar Priscilla Layne, and
German writer Max Czollek, which formed part of a conversation series
titled “Radical Diversity” at the Goethe-Institut USA inWashington, DC,
in the summer of 2020.2 Amjahid described his ambivalent feelings at a
Black Lives Matter protest in Berlin following the murder of George Floyd
in the US in the same year. While he was glad about the high turnout of
the event, he said, he could not help but wonder where all those people
had been after the fatal racist shootings in the German town of Hanau
only a few months earlier.? Both Amjahid’s example and the premise of
the “Violence Elsewhere” project suggest that at least in some cases, geo-
graphical distance may elicit a greater readiness to engage with violence
at an emotional, ethical, and political level—arguably because it can make
it easier for individuals to disregard their own subject position and its

1 Clare Bielby and Mererid Puw Davies, “Introduction,” in Violence Else-

where 1: Imagining Distant Violence in Germany 1945-2001, ed. Clare Bielby and
Mererid Puw Davies (Rochester, NY: Camden House, 2024 ), 1-17, here 1.

2 “Radical Diversity: Los Angeles,” Goethe-Institut USA, Washington,
DC. Recorded August 26, 2020, published September 4, 2020, https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=]JUAwi2tv3i0.

3 On February 19, 2020, a right-wing extremist fatally shot nine young
people in Hanau: Gokhan Giiltekin, Sedat Giirbiiz, Said Nesar Hashemi, Mer-
cedes Kierpacz, Hamza Kurtovi¢, Vili Viorel Paun, Fatih Saragoglu, Ferhat Unvar,
and Kaloyan Velkov. See the websites of Initiative 19. Februar Hanau, accessed
January 4, 2023, https://19feb-hanau.org; and Bildungsinitiative Ferhat Unvar,
accessed January 4, 2023, https://www.bildungsinitiative-ferhatunvar.de.
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possible entanglement with the violence taking place. Geographical dis-
tance becomes, then, emotionally safe distance.

This chapter explores the conceptual connection between emotional
and geographical distance in philosophical debates concerned with the
ethics of distant suffering. Violence elsewhere, I argue, is a specific form
of distant suffering, which is itself a recurring “phantasmatic scene” in
Western philosophical debates around ethical responsibility. A phantas-
matic scene, writes Judith Butler in The Force of Nonviolence (2020), is
formed by an “interplay of socially shared, or communicable, unconscious
and conscious fantasies” that provide a “structuring psychic modality, by
which reality is invariably interpreted.”* “Fantasy” here also retains the
Freudian elements of centering the subject as protagonist and the function
of a wish-fulfillment. Thus, by creating a phantasmatic scene of suffering
at a distance, philosophical ethics may contribute to an understanding of
the ways violence elsewhere, as a specific form of distant suffering, is inter-
preted and represented in wider cultural contexts. A phantasmatic scene,
like a theatrical scene, includes a constellation of characters, one of whom
holds the position of the identificatory protagonist. Moreover, in keeping
with the theatrical metaphor, a phantasmatic scene entails a certain “stage
setting” within which the characters hold certain positions that are sepa-
rated by certain distances. A critical analysis of the phantasmatic scene of
distant suffering, of its protagonists, character constellations, and struc-
turing relations of proximity and distance, provides fundamental insights
for understanding the cultural fantasies and wish fulfillments that are at
work in narratives of violence elsewhere.

With reference to the work of literary scholar Arlene A. Teraoka on
the topos of the so-called Third World in the works of German post-
Second World War leftist writers, Bielby and Davies explain that German
“representations of violence elsewhere are simultaneously images of
Germany itself.”> “If discourse about others is self-referential,” I too
want to ask, with Teraoka, What function does the conceptualization of
distant suffering serve for the construction of “self” in the philosophical
texts I discuss in this chapter?® And what kind of “self” that is “here,”
and not “distant” or “elsewhere,” is being constructed in this way? While
in this chapter I focus on twentieth- and twenty-first-century texts that
can be broadly located within the fields of “Western political philosophy
and philosophical ethics” that lie mostly outside the German-language

4 Judith Butler, The Force of Nonviolence: An Ethico-Political Bind (London:
Verso, 2020), 35.

5  Bielby and Davies, “Introduction,” 2.

6  Arlene A. Teraoka, East, West, and Others: The Third World in Postwar Ger-
man Literature (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996), 1.
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context, these questions retain a crucial and perhaps particular urgency in
constructions of German national identity today.

As the analysis of some texts in Teraoka’s study suggests, solidar-
ity with victims of violence elsewhere can take a form of overproxim-
ity: engagement with the so-called Third World provided some postwar
German writers with a way to imagine a German identity “liberated from
[its] fascist past” via an identification with an unspecified oppressed oth-
er.” I will return to these questions and tentatively reflect on the connec-
tion of this more specific German context to the phantasmatic scene of
distant suffering at the end of this chapter. At the same time, if the over-
proximity of identification and projection is undoubtedly problematic,
my focus in this chapter lies on what could be called the opposite side of
the same coin: not overproximity but an idealized notion of detachment
that lies at the root of the phantasmatic scene of distant suffering.

An innovative and crucial aspect of Bielby and Davies’s conceptual-
ization of “Violence Elsewhere” is, in my view, the way it runs contrary to
the conventional focus of the philosophical debates around morality and
geographical distance, as the selected examples discussed in this chapter
will suggest. These examples tend to be primarily concerned with peo-
ple’s indifference, ignorance, and inaction in the face of distant suffering:
When things are happening far away from us, so the argument goes, we
tend to care less about them. Of course, one can easily think of many
examples that support this observation. COVID-19—about which the
world only started caring when it was no longer just China’s problem—
and the reluctance of Western governments to waive patent rights for the
vaccines against it belong to the more recent examples that illustrate this
truth.

Although the COVID-19 pandemic in some ways highlighted a cer-
tain “reversibility of proximity and distance” (“elsewhere” can be “here,”
and vice versa, within a few months or even weeks), this heightened
sense of interdependency and shared physical vulnerability has so far not
engendered lasting forms of global solidarity and care.® At the time of
writing, too, the UK government had recently introduced fundamental
changes to the country’s asylum system via its controversial “Nationality
and Borders Act,” which was passed on April 28, 2022. This new set of
policies will likely prevent the rescue of people who, seeking refuge from
violence elsewhere, are drowning in the English Channel: intentionally
refusing to provide safe routes into the UK, and criminalizing those who
will attempt to enter the country regardless, will make the journey even

7 Teraoka, East, West, and Others, 169; see also 165.

8  Judith Butler, Notes toward a Performative Theory of Assembly (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 2015), 120. Butler uses this formulation in a dif-
ferent context.
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more perilous.” These examples also show the complex and at times con-
tradictory layers of violence elsewhere. The new legislation is an attempt
at keeping distant suffering distant, denying the political responsibility
that the recognition of proximity—migrants requesting entry at the bor-
ders—could entail.

Inquiries into ways of creating a sense of ethical responsibility for dis-
tant strangers therefore remains an important ethical and political task,
and it is not my intention in this chapter to dismiss concerns about the
human capacity for caring at a distance per se. Where the philosophical
approaches I discuss in this chapter aim to overcome an ethics of proxim-
ity that does not go beyond a “parochial, communitarian, exclusionary”
form of care, as Butler writes, they offer important interventions at both
philosophical and political levels.!? While, however, a narrow ethical con-
cern only for those in immediate emotional, social, or geographical prox-
imity is obviously problematic, an ethical concern predominantly focused
on those suffering at a distance entails dangers too. If, as Butler points
out, “I am only bound to those who suffer at a distance, and never those
who are close to me, then I evacuate my situation in an effort to secure
the distance that allows me to entertain ethical feeling and even myself to
be ethical.”!! This evacuation of one’s own situation must be understood
as an expression of solidarity with the suffering of distant others for whom
one feels compassion but no responsibility, which replaces an engage-
ment with the violence at one’s doorstep. The exclusive focus on suffer-
ing at a distance can therefore help obfuscate one’s own entangled role
within such violent structures and secures one’s own position as ethical.
Such an evacuation, I will propose, implicitly exists in the phantasmatic
scene of suffering at a distance developed in the philosophical ethics that
I will analyze in this chapter. Amjahid’s comment on antiracist protests in
Germany could hint that they might entail an element of this very kind
of evacuation. This chapter will seek to explore how such theorizing can
illuminate the phenomenon of violence elsewhere, also and particularly in
the German context. At the same time, the discussion of the theoretical
texts in this chapter shows that the questions arising from the exploration
of violence elsewhere have a wider cultural currency outside Germany.

9  For more background on the bill, see, e.g., “Amnesty International UK:
Nationality & Borders Bill; The Truth behind the Claims,” Amnesty Inter-
national, last modified September 22, 2022, https://www.amnesty.org.uk/
nationality-borders-bill-truth-behind-claims.

10 Butler, Notes toward a Performative Theory, 104.

11 Butler, Notes toward a Performative Theory, 104.
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Overcoming Distance for Moral Refinement

One of the most crucial interventions in the twentieth-century philo-
sophical discussion about ethical responses and responsibilities to suffer-
ing at a distance is the 1972 article “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” by
the eminent and controversial Peter Singer.!? The essay has since been
reprinted in over fifty anthologies with titles such as Western Philosophy: An
Anthology; Ethical Theory: An Anthology, or Moral Philosophy: A Reader.'3
These contexts demonstrate that it is considered one of the key texts in
modern Western philosophical ethics. Singer refuses “to take proximity
and distance into account” when considering moral obligations. Using
the by now often-cited scenario of a child drowning in a shallow pond
nearby versus a child suffering from famine in a country far away, Singer
argues that the moral obligations to help are the same in both cases.!*
He concludes that while physical nearness might make it more /zkely that
people assist a person in peril, for example, when a child is drowning right
in front of them, moral obligations do not depend on proximity. If it is
within our capabilities, we ought to help someone whether we are close
to them or not. In this way, spending money on things beyond the bare
necessities instead of donating to people in peril elsewhere is as morally
wrong as walking by the drowning child so as not to get one’s clothes
muddy. While the general premise that any person’s life should be consid-
ered worth saving or preserving irrespective of their location on the globe
will certainly form the basis of most ethical approaches and religious sys-
tems, Singer’s conceptualization of an individual’s ethical responsibility to
distant strangers does appear to be a paradigm shift. As Amia Srinivasan
has noted, Singer’s approach to moral responsibility is so radical that it
would require “us to overhaul our daily lives in ways unimaginable to
most.” 1>

12 DPeter Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” Phzlosophy and Public
Affwirs 1, no. 3 (Spring 1972): 229-43, here 232.

13 John Cottingham, ed., Western Philosophy: An Anthology (Cambridge, MA:
Blackwell, 1996); Russ Shafer-Landau, ed., Ethical Theory: An Anthology (Mal-
den, MA: Blackwell, 2007); Louis P. Pojman, ed., Moral Philosophy: A Reader
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003). See also Singer’s own preface to the book version
of his essay: Famine, Affluence, and Morality (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2016), xii.

14 Sce Singer, “Famine, Affluence, and Morality,” 231, as well as Singer,
“The Drowning Child and the Expanding Circle,” Internationalist (April 1997),
https://web.archive.org/web,/20200106211128 /https: / /www.utilitarian.net/
singer/by/199704--.htm.

15 Amia Srinivasan, “Stop the Robot Apocalypse,” London Review of Books
37, no. 18 (September 24, 2015), https://www.Irb.co.uk /the-paper/v37/n18/
amia-srinivasan/stop-the-robot-apocalypse.
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In practice, most individuals, and more importantly, most large orga-
nizations and nation-states, do not tend to comply with the obligation
Singer articulates. A reason for this general reluctance to accept Singer’s
understanding of moral responsibility can arguably be found in the way
geographical distance tends to be linked to emotional distance: several
thinkers have considered the role that the human capacity for empathy,
compassion, or pity may play in the context of ethical responsibility and
distant suffering. Moral philosopher Michael Slote, for example, has pro-
posed that we need an ethics of care that is based on the enhancement of
empathy for distant strangers. Slote’s approach relativizes Singer’s claim
somewhat, as he argues that people intuitively do have a greater ethical
obligation to suffering that is immediate. He concedes, however, that
this necessary ethical consideration of immediacy is linked to the thus far
limited scope of human empathy. The moral obligation of humanity at
large is therefore to widen that scope of empathy as much as possible, to
increase the human capacity of empathy through training and education,
which then ought to lead to more ethical and just decision-making at
both individual and social-political levels:

If we (as individuals, as societies, as a species) haven’t in fact made
our best efforts to stimulate and educate our empathic capacities for
concern for people we don’t know, then we presumably don’t know
how far those capacities can or eventually will take us; and although
I suspect (and have tentatively said) that those developed capacities
wouldn’t lead us to sacrifice our own welfare (and that of our fam-
ily and friends) on behalf of distant others to anything like the extent
that Singer ... et al. regard as obligatory, I also believe that (more)
fully developed empathic concern for others would lead to greater
personal sacrifices than most of us now make. 10

Here, then, the stimulation of empathy is promoted to bridge or over-
come interpersonal distance in the emotional as well as geographical,
and arguably also social, senses of the word. Slote concedes that there
are social biases—for example, regarding gender, race, or class—that may
impede empathic concern or cause an unjust distribution of it. He does
not accept this existence of bias as an argument against an ethics of empa-
thy, however: “I don’t think a moral philosophy that appeals to empathy
is in any grave danger of justifying unjustifiable distinctions.”!” Slote’s
hope is, therefore, that an ethics of empathy would actively work against
such empathetic biases.

16 Michael Slote, The Ethics of Care and Empathy (Oxtord: Routledge, 2007),
33 (italics in original).
17 Slote, Ethics of Care and Empathy, 35.
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A similar hope can be found in Martha Nussbaum’s project for the
cultivation of political emotions, where she argues that the conscious cul-
tivation of certain emotions—and the containment of others—should be
seen as an essential tool for societies to achieve both stability and jus-
tice.!3 For this undertaking to be successful, societies need to find solu-
tions for the problem that emotions are “‘eudaimonistic,” meaning that
they appraise the world from the person’s own viewpoint and the view-
point, therefore, of that person’s evolving conception of a worthwhile
life.”1? On this view, it depends heavily on a person’s individual perspec-
tive which incidents or situations stimulate deep emotions in them; and
that perspective in turn tends to be limited by emotional and geographi-
cal distance:

We grieve for people we care about, not for total strangers. We fear
damages that threaten ourselves and those we care about, not earth-
quakes on Mars. Eudaimonism is not egoism: we may hold that
other people have intrinsic value. But the ones who will stir deep
emotions in us are the ones to whom we are somehow connected
through our imagining of a valuable life, what I shall henceforth call
our “circle of concern.” If distant people and abstract principles are
to get a grip on our emotions, therefore, these emotions must some-
how position them within our circle of concern, creating a sense of
“our” life in which these people and events matter as parts of our
“us,” our own flourishing.?®

Nussbaum hopes that collective symbols, rituals, and culture can bring
about such movement. Societies that strive for justice, she argues, must
“build stable structures that expand compassion broadly, but, eudai-
monism tells us, this will require creating a bridge between our cur-
rent concerns and a broader circle of concerns that is still recognizable
as ‘us’ and ‘ours.””?! Rituals and spectacles (such as theatrical tragedy)
that stimulate cultivation of compassion, which she understands as a
“painful emotion directed at the serious suffering of another creature or
creatures,” could, then, according to Nussbaum, function as such bridg-
es.?2 Nussbaum distinguishes her concept of compassion explicitly from
empathy, which she understands as a more calculated understanding
of a suffering other’s situation. By contrast, compassion is seen as an

18 Martha Nussbaum, Political Emotions: Why Love Matters for Justice (Cam-
bridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2013).

19 Nussbaum, Political Emotions, 11.

20 Nussbaum, Political Emotions, 11.

21 Nussbaum, Political Emotions, 145.

22 Nussbaum, Political Emotions, 142.
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“outgrowth of empathy.”?3 Despite these (to some extent above all ter-
minological) differences, Slote’s and Nussbaum’s agendas are comparable
in the sense that they articulate a similar goal: to bring distant suffering
emotionally closer by stimulating feelings of co-suffering to stabilize ethi-
cal “response-ability.”?*

This hope that empathy, sympathy, compassion, and pity (under-
stood as the imagination of another’s pain or co-suffering) could be made
useful as ethical categories has a long philosophical tradition full of pro-
ponents and critics. As Katja Haustein’s brief summary of the history
of pity and the related concepts that surround it (which are not always
neatly terminologically separated) shows, these debates are far from being
resolved.?® Those who argue for the ethical usefulness of the human
capacity to imagine another’s pain appear to understand co-suffering as
a practice that may bridge interpersonal separation and help overcome
egotism; for instance, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Gotthold Ephraim Lessing,
and Arthur Schopenhauer. According to Schopenhauer, for example,
compassion (or Mitleid) “demolishes the separation between ‘you’ and
‘1”726 Nussbaum’s and Slote’s approaches to compassion and empathy,
respectively, can therefore be regarded within this tradition of thought
that regards the cultivation of emotional proximity to a suffering other as
an ethical practice that enables the subject to feel and act ethically.

If emotional connection and closeness are therefore seen as ethi-
cal motivators, then the ability to widen one’s scope of emotional care
appears as a particularly high achievement of moral refinement for both
individuals and societies at large. In this way, the phantasmatic scene of
suffering at a distance may entail an ethical subject who (emotionally)
cares about someone suffering far away and may therefore be able to
consider themselves as particularly ethical. As such, it has an ideological
function because it enables postures of ethical refinement and “decency”
without an interrogation of the subject’s or society’s own embeddedness

23 Nussbaum, Political Emotions, 144.

24 I am borrowing the term “response-ability” from Donna Haraway, who
highlights the dual meaning of “responsibility” as both obligation and (emo-
tional) capability of responding cthically. Donna Haraway, Staying with the Trou-
ble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016),
2.

25 Katja Haustein, “‘J’ai mal a ’autre’: Barthes on Pity,” L’Esprit crénteur 55,
no. 4 (Winter 2015): 13147, here 132-33.

26 Haustein, “‘J’ai mal a "autre,”” 136. Haustein cites Arthur Schopenhauer,
“Zur Ethik,” in Schopenhauer, Samtliche Werke in fiinf Binden, ed. Wolfgang
von Lohneysen, 5 vols., (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986), 5:242 (§110).
For a variation on this text, see Schopenhauer, “Die beiden Grundprobleme der
Ethik,” in Samtliche Werke in fiinf Binden, 3:763.
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in structures of violence and oppression.?” Examples of “Violence
Elsewhere” may then provide a specific version of distant suffering, where
such moral refinement can be cultivated and performed.

Against such approaches that emphasize the importance of empa-
thy and compassion in moral matters, the psychologist Paul Bloom has
claimed that such a widening of our empathetic scope is psychologically
unrealistic. In his popular book Against Empathy: The Case for Rational
Compassion (2016), he argues that our ability to feel empathy for other
people depends to a large extent on how geographically, socially, and
emotionally close we are to them:

Although we might intellectually believe that the suffering of our
neighbor is just as awful as the suffering of someone living in another
country, it is far casier to empathize with those close to us, those
who are similar to us, and those we see as more attractive or vulner-
able or less scary.?8

In other words, empathy reflects racist, sexist, nationalist, speciesist biases,
among others. While this argument appears still to be very much in line
with Slote’s and Nussbaum’s observations, Bloom does not share their
optimism that there is anything one could actively do to widen the human
scope of emotional concern in any politically sustainable way. He does
not deny that perceptions of difference are culturally contingent and can
change over time. He insists, however, that the specific feeling of empa-
thy will always be too reliant in some ways on proximity and sameness.
Even if it is possible to momentarily extend one’s empathetic concern to
someone or one specific group at a distance, this will always be a limited
operation, as empathy has a form of tunnel vision: “Indeed, you cannot
empathize with more than one or two people at the same time.”?? This
formulation is perhaps misleading, because Bloom’s own examples show
that it is very much possible to empathize with whole groups of people:
among other things, he mentions the empathy that was expressed by the
public with the families of victims of a school shooting.

Bloom’s point is, however, that humans are incapable of really feeling
empathy for more than one or two causes at once, and that this position
may have unjust political consequences. It is hard to deny, for example,
that the empathy stimulated by media coverage focusing public attention
on one incident of human suffering may come at the expense of others.

27 Nussbaum in particular frequently uses the notion of a “decent society,”
an ideal of'a society “worth aspiring to and sustaining.” Nussbaum, Political Emo-
tions, 19.

28 Taul Bloom, Against Empathy: The Case for Rational Compassion (Lon-
don: Penguin, 2016), 33.

29 Bloom, Against Empathy, 33.
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Of course, one could argue, like Slote and Nussbaum, that the problem is
not empathy itself but simply biased cultural conceptions of similarity and
difference. Bloom, however, insists that while we are intellectually capable
of grasping that all suffering deserves empathy, we are not able to fee/ it.
Therefore, the goal of increasing empathy is, from Bloom’s perspective
as a psychologist, unrealistic. He surmises quite persuasively that empa-
thy should therefore not inform anyone’s ethics and politics. For these,
Bloom argues, a more emotionally distanced approach is needed. Against
the ethics of empathy, he makes a case for what he calls in the subtitle
of his book “rational compassion”: “Much better,” he writes, is “draw-
ing on a more distanced compassion and kindness.”3? Emotional distance
is therefore introduced here as an ideal for ethical decision-making, pre-
cisely in order to widen the ethical scope beyond the proximity bias of
empathy. Or, in other words, instead of trying to feel closer to distant
strangers—or anyone one might not feel able to emotionally care about—
Bloom suggests that cultivating emotional distance is necessary to care for
them effectively and fairly.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, Bloom expresses an interest in Singer and
the social and philosophical movement of Effective Altruism (EA), which,
following Singer, is based on the idea that people in wealthy countries
have the moral obligation to donate large sums to save as many lives
overseas as possible.’! The movement originally started in the form of
two charities: Giving What We Can was founded by the philosophers
William McAskill and Toby Ord as well as the then physician-in-training
Bernadette Young in Oxford in 2009. Members pledge to give at least 10
percent of their income to selected charities that have been deemed by the
organization as effective.3? In 2011, McAskill also cofounded the non-
profit 80,000 Hours, which refers to the length of an average career.33
In the same year, the Oxford-based Centre for Effective Altruism was
formed as an umbrella for both organizations. Since then, the Centre has
incubated more charities, hosted several conferences, and published aca-
demic research as well as popular outputs.?* Like Bloom, the EA move-
ment puts a strong emphasis on rationalist decision-making, suggesting

30 Bloom, Against Empathy, 39.

31 See Bloom, Against Empathy, 102-5.

32 See Giving What We Can, accessed August 1, 2022, https://www.
givingwhatwecan.org. I would like to thank Mererid Puw Davies for pointing out
that this suggestion harks back to Christian tradition, 10 percent being literally a
“tithe” (tenth), formerly taken to support the church and clergy.

33 See 80,000 Hours, accessed August 1, 2022, https://80000hours.org.

34 See “History,” Centre for Effective Altruism, accessed August 1, 2022,
https:/ /www.centreforeffectivealtruism.org/history.
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the use of “evidence and reason in order to find the most promising
causes to work on.”3%

The principles of EA are surrounded by controversy: critics have chal-
lenged the fact that the approach seems to shift responsibility from poli-
tics to individuals; raised concerns that the movement is ultimately a form
of elitist philanthropy; or problematized the overvaluation of measurable
impact.3® Interestingly in the context of this chapter, American writer
Larissa MacFarquhar has described EA as the “drone program of altru-
ism,” referring to the ideal of emotional distance it ascribes to “doing
good” in the right way. EA requires one to “act upon people at such
a distance they become abstractions,” which MacFarquhar likens to the
detached brutality of drone warfare. It is this abstraction, she writes, that
makes the approach off-putting to many.?” Note that geographical and
emotional distance become entangled here: arguably, the problematic dis-
tance MacFarquhar observes as part of the EA approach is less related to
the fact that EA encourages people to (also) help geographically distant
strangers than to its exhortation that people override their intuitive emo-
tional responses to immediate urgency and consider whether their help
could go farther elsewhere. MacFarquhar argues that “to many people, to
suppress emotional connection to make way for a more rational altruism
is to crush their moral roots.”38 In other words, the emotional distance
required to follow EA principles may, according to MacFarquhar, prevent
people from feeling any ethical motivation in the first place.

According to Bloom, however, MacFarquhar’s line of thinking would
arguably be one of the detrimental effects of an ethics based on empa-
thy, because it may let emotional proximity guide our decisions on who
deserves our care or help. Bloom follows Singer’s ethical dictum that dis-
tance should not matter for morality; but as a psychologist, he is interested

35 See Effective Altruism, accessed May 25, 2023, https://www.
effectivealtruism.org. See also William MacAskill, Doing Good Better: Effective
Altruism and o Radical New Way to Make o Difference (New York: Avery, 2015).

36 Sece for example, Srinivasan, “Stop the Robot Apocalypse”; Paul Gom-
berg, “The Fallacy of Philanthropy,” Canadian Journal of Philosophy 32, no.
1 (March 2002): 29-66; Mathew Snow, “Against Charity,” Jacobin, August
25, 2015, https://www.jacobinmag.com /2015 /08 /peter-singer-charity-
effective-altruism/. Some of these criticisms have in turn been rejected by the
EA movement as “myths and misconceptions.” See, for example, Ben Chugg,
“Don’t We Need DPolitical Action Rather than Charity?,” Giving What We
Can, April 21, 2021, https://www.givingwhatwecan.org/post/2021,/04/
dont-we-need-political-action-rather-than-charity /.

37 Larissa MacFarquhar, “Response to Effective Altruism,”  Bos-
ton  Review, July 1, 2015, https://bostonreview.net/forum_response/
response-larissa-macfarquhar/.

38 MacFarquhar, “Response to Effective Altruism.”
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in explaining why it nevertheless does matter to most people in their every-
day ethical decision-making. So, while all four writers I have discussed
so far—Singer, Slote, Nussbaum, and Bloom—are concerned with creat-
ing ethical responses to distant suffering, their approaches differ: Slote’s
ethics of care and empathy and Nussbaum’s project of civic compassion
aim at bringing distant strangers emotionally closer, while both Singer
and Bloom propagate the cultivation of distance as a kind of universalist
“detachment from one’s own cultural affiliations” to cancel out the intui-
tive bias of empathic proximity.3?

Cultivating Distance for Rational Compassion

As the discussion above indicates, there exists a lack of terminological
clarity regarding the definitory separation between the related concepts
of empathy, sympathy, pity, and compassion. Bloom’s understanding of
empathy as an identificatory co-suffering could be specified, as he says
himself, through the distinction between cognitive and emotional empa-
thy. The former merely recognizes someone else’s emotion, whereas the
latter means that one individual experiences the same emotions as another
person.*? This distinction seems to have been originally made by psy-
chologist Paul Ekman.*! Bloom’s critique is therefore mainly directed at
emotional empathy, as it appears, just like Schopenhauer’s conception of
Mitleid, to do away with the interpersonal distance that separates the sub-
ject from the other in pain. His idea of “rational compassion” could then
perhaps best be described as a combination of cognitive empathy and a
third type of empathy; that is to say, “compassionate empathy,” which,
according to Ekman, refers to the willingness to help a suffering other.*?
Crucially, Ekman too highlights that cognitive empathy is a prerequisite
for compassionate empathy, but emotional empathy is not. Against critics
like MacFarquhar, the ideas of psychologists Bloom and Ekman there-
fore seem to resonate with Singer’s position that empathy understood as
a form of emotional identification is not necessary for, and in Bloom’s
argument is even detrimental to, ethical action.

Bloom’s criticism of empathy as ethical motivator is that, above all, it
tends to make the people acting on their empathy feel good about them-
selves, as it lets them identify as a caring, warm, generally good person,

39 Amanda Anderson, The Power of Distance: Cosmopolitanism and the Culti-
vation of Detachment (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2001), 63.

40 Bloom, Against Empathy, 17.

41 Paul Ekman, Emotions Revenaled: Understanding Faces and Feelings (Lon-
don: Phoenix, 2003), 180.

42  Ekman, Emotions Revealed, 180. See also Haustein, “‘J’ai mal a I"autre,””
132.
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while possibly yielding less effective or even harmful results.*3 It seems
indisputable that an informed and possibly unbiased approach is crucial
when considering ethical questions, at an individual or political level.
What interests me for the purposes of this chapter is how Bloom’s con-
cept of rational compassion offers an ideal of both emotional and physi-
cal distance. Arguably, this ideal also informs the psycho-social aspects of
ethical “response-ability” at a distance that play a role in the workings
of “Violence Elsewhere”: emotional detachment, as a form of cultivated
distance (Bloom suggests to “take a step back”), is here seen as a marker
of rationality and impartiality.** This oppositional juxtaposition of emo-
tionality and reason has its roots in the philosophy of the Enlightenment
and has since then informed many critiques of co-suffering long before
Bloom: “In the man who lives by the guidance of reason,” writes Baruch
Spinoza, for example, “pity is in itself bad and disadvantageous.”*

This subordination of emotion to reason has long been critically ana-
lyzed by feminist and critical race theorists. One of the most rigorous
critical analyses of these politics of emotion has been provided by Sara
Ahmed. The primacy of reason over emotions is, as Ahmed writes, “bound
up with the securing of social hierarchy,” in which expressions of strong
emotions are associated with stereotypes of femininity and of racialized
groups.*® Being personally and emotionally affected is, then, interpreted
as a lack of objectivity and of critical distance. This lack of distance in turn
allegedly leads to a limited ability to form valid moral judgments. The
Kantian separation of emotion and morality establishes, Ahmed argues,
those social hierarchies “which allow women and racial others to be seen
as less moral, as less capable of making judgments: it is such others, of
course, who are often presented as being ‘swayed by their emotions.””4”
Bloom is certainly right to criticize the “feel-good narratives” that an
empathy- or emotionality-based approach to ethics may create. At the
same time, I want to argue here that reason-focused approaches like
Bloom’s own concept of rational compassion offer a similarly comfortable
identificatory position. If an ethics of empathy, like Slote’s, may implic-
itly entail the judgment that a deeply felt emotional response to some-
one else’s suffering as the motivation to providing help is an attribute
of'a “good person,” Bloom’s “rational compassion” invokes the superior

43 Bloom, Against Empathy, 101.

44 Bloom, Against Empathy, 101.

45 Baruch Spinoza, Ethics: Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect and
Selected Letters, ed. Seymur Feldman, trans. Samuel Shirley (Indianapolis: Hack-
ett, 1992), 50, 181. I take this quotation from Haustein, “‘J’ai mal a I"autre,””
133.

46 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004; Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh University Press, 2014), 3.

47  Ahmed, Cultural Politics of Emotion, 195.
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position of the detached, unswayable, rational—implicitly conceptual-
ized as male—subject in the tradition of the Enlightenment. His idea of
distance, in the concept of “distanced compassion,” creates a Kantian
impression of neutrality, of an intellectual detachment that enables objec-
tive judgments, as opposed to the biased spotlight of empathy that favors
certain individuals or groups over others. These judgments are then sup-
posed to inform Bloom’s concept of “distant compassion”: the individual
responds here to distant suffering not based on emotions but on a pos-
sibly objective evaluation. This ideal of distance uncritically reproduces
the Kantian ideal of detachment and in this way runs the risk of also rees-
tablishing the same social hierarchies. As such, it provides readers with
the same comfortable identificatory subject position of impartiality and
superiority.

Several decades before Bloom, political philosopher Hannah Arendt
articulated a similar ideal of cultivated distance in politics in her seminal
book On Revolution (1963). According to Arendt, politics needs distance
and should avoid any kind of identificatory co-suffering. Arendt’s critique
of compassion corresponds here to Bloom’s problematization of empathy:

Compassion, by its very nature, cannot be touched off by the suffer-
ing of a whole class or people, or, least of all, mankind as a whole.
It cannot reach out farther than one person and still remain what it
is supposed to be, co-suffering. Its strength hinges on the strength
of passion itself, which, in contrast to reason, can comprehend only
the particular, but has no notion of the general and no capacity for
generalization.*8

Notably, for Arendt, compassion is characterized by a distinct lack of dis-
tance and resembles the element of co-suffering in emotional empathy:
“compassion abolishes the distance, the worldly space between men where
political matters ... are located.”*? By contrast, “pity” means “to be sorry
without being touched in the flesh,” and is thus perhaps comparable to
cognitive empathy.>? As such, pity is for Arendt a “perversion of compas-
sion” that may, by dint of its sentimental distance, reach farther than com-
passion and therefore enter politics but runs the risk of being enjoyed for
its own sake.?! A politics of pity, Arendt writes, depends on the existence
of suffering and therefore may be invested in its continued existence.>?
The real alternative to compassion is therefore not a politics of pity, but

48 Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (London: Penguin, 1963), 85.
49  Arendt, On Revolution, 86.
50 Arendt, On Revolution, 85.
51 Arendt, On Revolution, 87.
52 Arendt, On Revolution, 89.
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“solidarity,” a principle that enables “men” to establish “dispassionately a
community of interest with the oppressed and exploited.”>3

Like Bloom with his critique of the proximity bias of empathy,
Arendt dismisses what she calls compassion. Because it necessarily entails
emotional investment, it cannot reach further than the individual case.
Bloom’s concept of “rational compassion” would perhaps be dismissed
by Arendt as a politics of pity. With her principle of solidarity, however,
she puts a very similar emphasis on the separation of rationality and emo-
tion. For Arendt, the supposed lack of emotionality involved in solidar-
ity appears to count as evidence for its rational and therefore objective
quality. Emotional distance—or “dispassionateness,” in Arendt’s words—
is therefore presented as a necessary condition for a political approach
to suffering that is based on rationality. Arendt invokes here, therefore,
the same dichotomy of emotionality and reason as the tradition of the
Enlightenment. Another aspect in Arendt’s passage is insightful, however,
because it also reveals something that is only implicit in Bloom’s book.
Note the use of the passive voice in Arendt’s language, which entirely
removes the positionality and subjectivity of the oppressor: on one side,
there is the vague group of the “oppressed” (by whom?) and on the other,
we seem to have “men,” the universalist, unmarked, and “neutral” posi-
tion that seems to be the target group of address in Arendt’s writing here.
Solidarity is enacted by those who find themselves, as it were, lucky to not
be suffering, while their possible complicity with or implication in those
structures of oppression is not mentioned, let alone explored. In this way
Arendt creates a subject position that combines emotional distance (“dis-
passionately”) with a position of uninvolved distance.

It is undoubtedly easier to maintain this sense of distance when one
is also separated by geographical distance from suffering taking place
elsewhere. An ethical and political focus on violence elsewhere is there-
fore more likely to allow the subject to present themselves as rationally
detached and therefore ethically superior. In this way, the phantasmatic
scene of distant suffering, and “violence elsewhere” as a specific variation
of this scene that provides a “stage” for imaginable and representable vio-
lence, offer two—in themselves perhaps conflicting—invitations to iden-
tify with a protagonist position of moral superiority. As I have shown in
the first section of this chapter, the notion of “caring at a distance” carries
within itself the narrative of moral refinement through the cultivation of
emotions that is supposed to overcome distance. In this second section,
I have focused on the ideal of cultivated emotional distance as a stance of
moral superiority. Bloom’s concept of “rational compassion,” while put-
ting a strong emphasis on rational detachment, manages nevertheless to

53 Arendt, On Revolution, 86.
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offer both invitations by combining rationality with compassion (as a feel-
ing for, and not with, the suffering other).

One can argue that there is nothing wrong with such a concept of
rational compassion, in the same way that there is nothing wrong with the
strong turnout at the Black Lives Matter protest in Berlin that Amjahid
witnessed. In both cases, however, there emerges a sense of lack, of some-
thing crucial that is missing: “Where were all these people after Hanau?”
asks Amjahid, with good reason. One answer may lie in the very concept
of “distanced compassion”: in response to Nussbaum’s ideal of politi-
cal compassion, briefly discussed in the previous section, Srinivasan has
argued that compassion is not a useful concept in the political context.
Even though Nussbaum’s hope is that compassion could be cultivated
to overcome distance, it does, Srinivasan points out, quite the oppo-
site: “Compassion is,” in fact, “too distancing, representing the suffer-
ing as not having anything to do with our own actions or position.”>*
Srinivasan’s criticism reveals the tacit function of many ideals of cultivated
distance: it seemingly removes the subject from the entangled messes of
violence, oppression, and power.

In other words, the use of compassion as universal ethico-political
category tends to automatically center the subject position of the unin-
volved spectator who is not implicated in whatever injustice, violence, or
suffering that is seen as the cause for compassion in the first place. And
as convincing as Bloom’s critique of the proximity bias of empathy is, his
alternative proposal of distanced compassion also uncritically reproduces
the illusion of a neutral position that seems to lie completely outside of
any victim-perpetrator dynamic. On the face of it, “distance” has here
the function of countering biases. This detachment, however, also creates
a conveniently “safe distance” from suffering, violence, and injustice by
conceptualizing the ethical subject as an uninvolved spectator.

Accordingly, Bloom’s book does not address questions of asymmetric
power structures, positionality, complicity, or implication. Besides moral
refinement and superior ethical judgment, distant suffering and “violence
elsewhere” therefore offer another rather comfortable subject position:
that of innocence. Arguably, this is why a case of violence elsewhere, such
as racist police brutality in the United States, can engender more wide-
spread “rational compassion” in Germany than a racist terrorist attack in
the German central state of Hessen, for the latter would require a con-
frontation and deeper engagement with institutionally and culturally
embedded structures of racism within Germany itself.

54 Amia Srinivasan, “The Political Limits of Compassion,” in Political Emo-
tions: Towards a Decent Public Sphere, ed. Thom Brooks (London: Palgrave,
2022), 99-114, here 104.
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Standing By and Stepping Back:
Two Interrelated Idealized Myths of Distance

Despite the differing approaches of all the thinkers so far discussed in
this chapter, they all create a phantasmatic scene of distant suffering that
implicitly centers the uninvolved spectator as protagonist. I have argued
that this is the case in Bloom’s book with its focus on rational, distanced
compassion, and in Arendt’s principle of dispassionate solidarity. Singer
does discuss the fact that nations in the Global North tend to carry direct
and indirect responsibility for many forms of suffering happening in the
Global South, and he also addresses different forms of individual and col-
lective complicity.>® His signature scenario of a child drowning in a shal-
low pond, however, does not consider the ethical subject as being initially
involved or complicit in the victim’s peril. Rather, it is the classic scenario
of the uninvolved bystander and a discussion of the moral obligations that
emerge from that position. Slote creates in the cited passage a universally
shared “we” that consists of mostly detached bystanders who could be
made to care more for others suffering at a distance but who do not seem
to have to grapple with the ways they might be complicit in such suf-
fering. Nussbaum draws connections between the moral citizen and the
spectator of theatrical tragedy, thereby explicitly constituting the ethical
subject as compassionate spectator.®®

This commonality between the thinkers in question is not accidental
but, rather, has similar intellectual roots to the ideal of critical emotional
distance and rationality. As Luc Boltanski has shown in his book Distant
Suffering: Morality, Media and Politics (1999), the ethical subject who is
confronted with an other’s suffering has been conceptualized, since the
political philosophy of the eighteenth century, as an uninvolved specta-
tor. Boltanski offers a helpful account of the intellectual history of this
spectator figure, which in turn also plays an integral role in his own devel-
opment of what he calls a politics of pity: Adam Smith, in The Theory of
Moral Sentiments (1759), appears here as the most systematic and rigor-
ous architect of the figure of the “uninvolved spectator observing a suf-
fering unfortunate.”®” In order for Smith’s theory to work, Boltanski
explains, it is “absolutely necessary” that the spectator “be defined as some-
one uninvolved,” as Smith’s interest lies in exploring the “fundamental

55 DPeter Singer, Practical Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1979); e.g., 165, 210, 229-30, 237. See also Luc Boltanski, Distant Suffering:
Morality, Media and Politics, trans. Graham Burchell (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999), 16-17.

56 Sce the informative passage on the conceptual intersections between the
moral subject as a spectator and the theater as a metaphor for social life in Boltan-
ski, Distant Suffering, 24-27.

57 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 35.
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political question” of possibilities of agreement and communication
between “unequally affected or unequally concerned persons.”>8

At the same time, Boltanski, following Smith, asserts that speaking
of atrocities “with the same kind of detachment and precision one would
use to speak of a system of economic regulation” is immoral in its own
way. Therefore, a language of complete objectivity is not appropriate
for a discursive engagement with distant suffering. Boltanski argues that
while detachment and impartiality are crucial requirements for the role of
the spectator, it is nevertheless necessary to develop an “emotive style,”
which both guarantees the factual objectivity of an impartial spectator and
the ethical responsiveness and commitment that may inspire others to
act.%” To this end, spectators must not simply observe the distant suffer-
ing but must detach themselves from this observing position and report
the feelings they experience when confronted with the suffering. The
affectedness of the spectator, however, is explicitly not one of empathy
in the sense of co-suffering and identification but a more distanced form
of sympathy that is simply the presupposition for human morality.%° This
type of second-order observation, Boltanski argues, enables the ethical
subject to fulfill the demands of both objective factuality and subjective
affectedness. The latter is necessary for individual ethical commitment to
facilitate change. Despite the spectator’s own emotional affectedness and
introspective self-involvement in their report of suffering, “he” [sic, i.e.,
the spectator] is therefore a figure of “purity,” in the sense that “he [sic] is
completely independent of the scene he views.”6!

Michael Rothberg’s book The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and
Perpetrators (2019), however, has offered a generative critique of this tra-
dition of the “‘caring’ but detached bystander.”®? Rothberg writes that
discourses about injustice tend to invoke the three neatly separated figures
of victims, perpetrators, and bystanders. He argues persuasively that while
this third position is important because it goes beyond the perpetrator/
victim dichotomy, the innocent, uninvolved bystander is, in most cases, an
idealized myth.%3 Against this myth, Rothberg then introduces his own

58 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 36 (italics in original).

59 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 41.

60 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 37.

61 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 27.

62 Michael Rothberg, The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2019), 33.

63 Rothberg, The Implicated Subject, 202. Another category, frequently
invoked particularly in the context of German Nazism, is that of the “Mitldufer”
(passive follower). While certainly not a term that designates ethical superiority,
it nevertheless provides a “mantle of relative innocence in the face of forces pre-
sented as beyond their [the followers’] control or understanding,” according to
Jonas Bach and Benjamin Nienass, “Introduction: Innocence and the Politics of
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category of the implicated subject: “A theory of implication,” he writes,
takes into account “the fact that—except for some fantasized ultimate
victim or resistance fighter—most subjects find themselves enmeshed in
histories and structures of violence they may not realize they inhabit or
prop up.... Analysis of implication refuses a moralization of politics by
remaining skeptical of assertions of purity.”®* Rothberg’s theory of the
implicated subject has highlighted, then, that “unaffected” does, in fact,
not automatically equal “uninvolved.”

The disruptive potential of Rothberg’s critique becomes clear when
one considers how much the figure of the uninvolved spectator has domi-
nated the discourses of political philosophy and how influential this sub-
ject position remains in political debates today. Boltanski emphasizes that
the modern conception of the public sphere “presupposes the existence
of a detached, casual observer who can survey the peculiarities of soci-
ety in a way that the geographer, cartographer or painter inspired by the
cartographic ideal surveys the peculiarities of a landscape.”®® Boltanski
argues that while Smith’s original setting of this scene is primarily con-
cerned with a face-to-face encounter between the spectator and the
unfortunate, it can nevertheless serve as a “modelling of moral relation-
ships between persons when the political order incorporates a reference
to pity.”%® Boltanski’s reasoning is crucial for the discussion of “violence
elsewhere.” By basing their theory on the neat separation between the
spectator and the “unfortunate,” thinkers concerned with the ethics of
suffering since Smith have set the phantasmatic scene of suffering at a
distance, starring the uninvolved bystander as a safe, identificatory pro-
tagonist, a figure of purity and innocence. Boltanski’s own analysis both
complicates and upholds this separation at the same time. For example,
he makes clear that Smith’s positions of spectator and unfortunate in the
public sphere are not fixed identities but, rather, functions or roles within
a particular constellation of suffering: “The same person may be sufferer
and spectator in turn.”%” He also acknowledges that distant spectators, as
members of wealthy nations, may be called accomplices and beneficia-
ries in the exploitation of members of distant nations, which causes the

Memory,” German Politics and Society 39, no. 1 (2021): 1-14, here 5. I believe
that Rothberg’s category of the bystander does imply both the superior neu-
tral observer and the morally deficient, yet still relatively innocent, passive fol-
lower. Rothberg’s suggestion to complicate these categories through the concept
of implication effectively avoids the relativization inherent in the idea of the
“Mitldufer.”

64 Rothberg, The Implicated Subject, 49.

65 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 29.

66 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 37.

67 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 39.
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members of the latter nations to suffer.%® He dismisses such forms of col-
lective responsibility, however, for the development of his own politics of
pity, the exploration of which would exceed the scope this chapter.

The necessary distance between spectator and unfortunate is even
easier to maintain when both subject positions are additionally separated
through geographical distance. As we have seen through the selective
assembly of paradigmatic examples in this chapter, the idealized myth
of the bystander continues to be implicitly and repeatedly reproduced in
the philosophical approaches to distant suffering: the phantasmatic scene
of distant suffering and of “violence elsewhere” as a specific variation of
this scene precisely provide the position of such distanced spectatorship.
And this subject position of the uninvolved bystander appears to be inex-
tricably linked to yet another idealized myth of the same philosophical
tradition; that is to say, the ideal of emotional distance as a marker of
neutrality, objectivity, and intellectual inquiry. “Standing by” and “step-
ping back” are therefore two interrelated ideals of cultivated distance that
play an integral part in the way suffering at a distance is constructed as a
phantasmatic scene by many philosophical thinkers.

The intersection between these two idealized myths of distance in
the phantasmatic scene of distant suffering is not surprising. They both
belong to the “old saws of Western philosophy,” as Donna Haraway has
put it—in particular, to the idea of “bounded individualism.”%” The figure
of the uninvolved, detached, neutral bystander is an offspring of “the pri-
mary and founding figure of the human,” who is not only unequivocally
masculine but also, conveniently, from the start an independent, self-suf-
ficient adult, as Butler has argued.”® Both Haraway and Butler problema-
tize this figure of independent, detached individualism as a social-cultural
fiction that props up anthropocentric, androcentric, and Western-centric
narratives. In the context of “violence elsewhere,” I think it is worth mak-
ing this point explicit: the figure of the uninvolved but caring bystander
is above all a figure of innocence. But it is also connected to the figure of
the superior, detached observer; that is to say, to the constructs of ideo-
logical impartiality and objectivity. The notion of suffering at a distance
operates, then, as a phantasmatic scene in which the caring, uninvolved
bystander holds the role of the protagonist. This scene implicitly provides
the fulfillment of two ego-driven desires: a position of both innocence
and superiority.

Moreover, if ethical response-ability is primarily conceptualized
through distant suffering, this conception has more problematic effects
than just offering a comfortable subject position of neutrality and

68 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 16-17.
69 Haraway, Staying with the Trouble, 30.
70 Butler, The Force of Nonviolence, 37.
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innocence. It also excludes those with ties and proximities to the suffer-
ing from participating in the discourse around it. Boltanski’s insistence on
distance to suffering as essential for a politics of pity makes this exclusion-
ary aspect explicit:

It is inherent in a politics of pity to deal with suffering from the
standpoint of distance since it must rely upon the massification of
a collection of unfortunates who are not there in person. For when
they come together in person to invade the space of those more for-
tunate than they and with the desire to mix with them, to live in
the same places and to share the same objects, then they no longer
appear as unfortunates and, as Hannah Arendt says, are transformed
into “les enragés.””!

The idea of suffering that deserves pity but not a right to active participa-
tion seems to take the etymological roots of “emotionality” as “passivity”
literally: Ahmed points out that emotionality—that is, being moved by
the passions—comes from the Latin passio, suffering.”?> A suffering other
who encroaches on the fortunate’s space and who is actively and emo-
tionally making demands is no longer seen to be unfortunate and, one
may deduce, apparently no longer deserving of care. A politics of pity that
is defined in such ways therefore can never function as a form of solidarity
within one’s own societal structures. It is exclusively directed at suffering
others whose distance to the ethical subject (supposedly) secures that sub-
ject’s position of impartiality and innocence.

Additionally, the figure of the spectator does not only create an
assumption of purity at the individual level but seems to imply a homo-
gencous group of spectators looking at the suffering from a distance. In
her famous essay Regarding the Pain of Others, Susan Sontag has both
critiqued and analyzed the use of “we” that seems to crop up so easily in
the discourse of distant suffering: “No ‘we’ should be taken for granted,”
she writes in the beginning, “when the subject is other people’s pain.””3
At the end of her essay, Sontag herself slips into that “we,” but here she
makes its homogenizing function fully transparent. Writing about photo-
graphs of victims of war, she speaks about “us” as the spectators of these
images: “Why should they [the depicted victims] seck our gaze? What
would they have to say to us? ‘We’—this ‘we’ is everyone who has never
experienced anything like what they went through—don’t understand.
We truly can’t imagine what it was like.””# Sontag’s focus lies on the spe-

71 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 13.

72 Ahmed, Cultural Politics of Emotion, 4.

73 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (London: Penguin, 2003), 6.
74 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 113.
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cific function of images that bring distant suffering affectively closer and
on the ethical implications this new proximity might carry.

A differentiated engagement with the topic of distant suffering and
media images lies beyond the scope of this chapter and has been discussed
by thinkers like Boltanski and Butler.”> My interest here lies in Sontag’s
delineation of the “we,” which, I believe, may give productive impulses
for the discussion of “violence elsewhere,” perhaps also specifically in the
German-language context. If “we” always designates a distance to suf-
fering, it creates the illusion of a homogenous community of spectators.
The phantasmatic scene of distant suffering therefore relies not only on
a “massification of a collection of unfortunates,” as Boltanski puts it,
but also on a generalization of “fortunate spectators.””® As such, this
phantasmatic scene relies on the notion of what the literary scholar Jessica
Berman has termed the assumption of a “shared conception of ‘we.””””
This assumption becomes problematic, Berman explains, when it fails to
account for “the metaphysics that make such a ‘we’ possible.””8 In other
words, this shared conception of “we” tends to assume a neutral univer-
sality without considering the different positionalities, perspectives, and
power imbalances that may structure such a “we.”

This tendency is reflected quite literally in the writing discussed above
in the frequent use of the word “we” in the subject position: Bloom,
Slote, and Nussbaum are prone to this rhetorical move that implicitly cre-
ates the sense of a both universal and homogenous group of subjects.
In the context of suffering at a distance, this “we” stands homogenously
apart from those who suffer, which simplifies and obscures the complex
ways different positionalities may imply different entanglements with such
suffering.

Distant Suffering and the
“Shared We” in the German Context

This problematization of a “shared we” and its “metaphysics” has a
distinctive significance in the German context. As the author Deniz
Utlu writes in his important essay of 2018, “Empathische Solidaritit:
Gegenwartsbewiltigung als Emanzipation” (Empathetic Solidarity:
Coming to Terms with the Present as Emancipation), the German
dominant culture suffers from an “unbewiltigten nationalistischen

75 See, for example, Boltanski, Distant Suffering, Butler, Notes toward a Per-
Sformative Theory, 102—4, 120-21.

76 Boltanski, Distant Suffering, 13.

77 Jessica Berman, Modernist Fiction: Cosmopolitanism and the Politics of
Community (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 12.

78 Berman, Modernist Fiction, 12.
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Pathologie” (unresolved nationalist pathology) that is rooted in a para-
doxical construction of its national identity. The dominant cultural nar-
rative that defines German identity is inextricably linked to the idea of
Vergangenheitsbewiltigung.”® The common English translation of this
term as “coming to terms with the past” appears to lose the compli-
cated elements of “mastering” and “overcoming” that are inherent in the
German original term. The term seems to suggest that the German nation
has now worked through its past as perpetrators and is now defined by
this process and its supposed result: an “open” society.

But how can a society really be open if its national identity is defined
by the task of having come to terms with its Nazi past? Utlu asks, How
can immigrants and their descendants, people who do not share family
histories implicated in the “Third Reich” and the Shoah, become part of a
nation that defines its identity precisely by the overcoming of that past?89
Moreover, a society whose self-image is based on the necessary assump-
tion that it sees itself as “open” is incapable of investigating and showing
accountability for its own prevailing racist and discriminatory structures:
“Eine Gesellschaft wie die deutsche, die sich von anderen durch Offenheit
abgrenzen mochte, kann den eigenen Rassismus nicht leicht eingestehen,
weil dies ihre Identititskonstruktion destabilisieren wiirde” (For a soci-
ety that wishes to distinguish itself from others through openness, as the
German society does, it is difficult to acknowledge its own racism because
this would destabilize the construction of its identity).3!

Here, the phantasmatic scene of distant suffering that appears with
great frequency in North American and European philosophical dis-
courses on the ethics of suffering makes a convenient identificatory ofter
whose reliance on the purity of the spectator chimes well with the wish
in German dominant culture to sever all ties to the former role as per-
petrator. For an ethical response-ability that avoids the evacuation of
one’s own situation as described by Butler, however, a different, critical
interrogation of one’s subject position is required: “A clear understand-
ing of one’s own implication in multileveled conditions of violence and
injustice is not a sufficient condition for social change, but it may be a
necessary step for the creation of alliances among differently situated sub-
jects,” writes Rothberg.8? Utlu makes a case for such an alliance when
he discusses the emancipatory potential of Turkish-Jewish solidarities in
Germany that could create new forms of belonging that are not geared

79 Deniz Utlu, “Empathische Solidaritit: Gegenwartsbewiltigung als Eman-
zipation,” Jalta: Positionen zur jiidischen Gegenwart 4, no. 2 (2018): 65-72, here
65. Unless otherwise stated, translations are the author’s own.

80 Utlu, “Empathische Solidaritit,” 65.

81 Utlu, “Empathische Solidaritit,” 68.

82 Rothberg, The Implicated Subject, 33.

Open Access License: CC BY-NC-ND
Funding Body: University College London



“VIOLENCE ELSEWHERE” AND “DISTANT SUFFERING” ¢ 41

to the recognition practices of German dominant culture.®3 Crucially,
the concept Utlu proposes for this alliance, empathetic solidarity, draw-
ing upon the work of sociologist Uwe Schimank, overcomes the simplis-
tic dichotomy of emotion, on the one hand, and reason, on the other:
empathy for the other group’s position overcomes the particular strategic
interests of one’s own group. Through this process of empathetic under-
standing, a common goal is reached that is ultimately a better result for
all. Utlu highlights that in the case of empathetic solidarity between two
marginalized groups, the common goal goes beyond the strategic aims of
each individual group and produces a reorientation of both groups away
from the dominant culture.84

Utlu’s essay is only one of a number of important intellectual con-
tributions that in recent years have critically interrogated the construc-
tions of a “shared we” in German culture. Other selected examples are
Czollek’s books Desintegriert Euch! (Disintegrate Yourselves!, 2018)
and Gegenwartsbewiltigung (Coming to Terms with the Present, 2020);
the anthology Ewre Heimat ist unser Alptranwm (Your Home Country
Is Our Nightmare, 2020), edited by Fatma Aydemir and Hengameh
Yaghoobifarah; Asal Dardan’s Betrachtungen einer Barbarin (Reflections
of a [Female] Barbarian, 2021); or the unscripted Instagram live con-
versation between the artist Moshtari Hilal and the political geographer
Sinthujan Varatharajah, in which they coined the term “Menschen mit
Nazihintergrund” (people with a Nazi background).8?

Hilal’s and Varatharajah’s term “people with a Nazi background”
is supposed to serve as a countercategory to the expression “Menschen
mit Migrationshintergrund” (people with a migration background) to
mark the group of Germans who usually reserve the right to mark oth-
ers and the privilege to exist as the unmarked, universal norm. Moreover,
it is meant to highlight the material continuities of Nazi heritage and,
indeed, concrete inheritance that allow some Germans still to benefit
from the appropriation of Jewish property during Nazi rule.86 Hilal’s

83 Utlu, “Empathische Solidaritit,” 72.

84 Sece Utlu, “Empathische Solidaritit,” 71.

85 See Max Czollek, Desintegriert Euch! (Munich: Hanser, 2018); Max
Czollek, Gegenwartsbewiltiguny (Munich: Hanser: 2020); Fatma Aydemir and
Hengameh Yaghoobifarah, eds., Eure Heimat ist unser Alptranm (Berlin: Ull-
stein, 2019); Asal Dardan, Betrachtungen einer Barbarin (Hamburg: Hoffmann
und Kampe, 2021); Moshtari Hilal and Sinthujan Varatharajah, “Nazierbe,” Ins-
tagram Live, February 15, 2021, https://www.instagram.com/tv/CLU2dZiqv
MG/ ?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y=.

86 See the interview with both thinkers in ze.zz, the youth magazine of
Zeit Online, March 19, 2021, https://www.zeit.de/zett/politik /2021-03 /
ns-familiengeschichte-instagram-diskussion-nazihintergrund-moshtari-hilal-
sinthujan-varatharajah#comments.

Open Access License: CC BY-NC-ND
Funding Body: University College London


https://www.instagram.com/tv/CLU2dZiqvMG/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y=
https://www.instagram.com/tv/CLU2dZiqvMG/?igshid=YmMyMTA2M2Y=
https://www.zeit.de/zett/politik/2021-03/ns-familiengeschichte-instagram-diskussion-nazihintergrund-moshtari-hilal-sinthujan-varatharajah#comments
https://www.zeit.de/zett/politik/2021-03/ns-familiengeschichte-instagram-diskussion-nazihintergrund-moshtari-hilal-sinthujan-varatharajah#comments
https://www.zeit.de/zett/politik/2021-03/ns-familiengeschichte-instagram-diskussion-nazihintergrund-moshtari-hilal-sinthujan-varatharajah#comments

42 ¢ MaArIE KOLKENBROCK

and Varatharajah’s notion was picked up by none other than Rothberg
in an op-ed in the Berliner Zeituny that later appeared in English in the
Los Angeles Review of Books. Praising Hilal’s and Varatharajah’s important
contribution to the German memory discourse, he concluded,

The notion of “people with a Nazi background” produces discom-
fort. Yet it also provides an opportunity to address the paradoxes at
the heart of German society: the need to acknowledge both the par-
ticular and universal dimensions of historical responsibility. What we
need—in Germany and elsewhere—is a differentiated solidarity that
constructs commonality across the recognition of differences.8”

This acknowledgment could also invite critical engagement with the way
the phantasmatic scenes of distant suffering and “violence elsewhere”
have served, and continue to serve, in constructions of white German
innocence.

While an appropriately deep engagement with this question lies
beyond the scope of this chapter, work on “violence elsewhere” can give
some indication as to which directions such an exploration could take. An
example could be the internationalism of the German left in the 1960s
and 1970s, which has often been criticized as a self-reflexive projection:
identification with oppressed oppositions in faraway countries, so the
argument goes, helped German leftists to distance themselves from their
parents’ positionality as former Nazi perpetrators by siding with the not
necessarily further specified “oppressed Other.”88

At the same time, the real efforts of internationalist collaboration
in the West German student movement should not be reduced to mere
“projections” of the German psyche, as historian Quinn Slobodian con-
vincingly argues. Doing so means denying the important activist pres-
ence of actual individuals and groups in or from the Global South in West
German leftist circles and discourses: “The perverse legacy of [ Edward]
Said’s Orientalism has been that modern European historians pay atten-
tion to ‘the East’ primarily as a mirror with which to see the West more
clearly.”® This does not mean, of course, that the critical analysis of
Western-centric projection narratives is no longer necessary. Rather,
Slobodian suggests that historical research needs to look beyond those

87 Michael Rothberg, ““People with a Nazi Background’: Race, Memory, and
Responsibility,” Los Angeles Review of Books, May 2,2021, https: / /lareviewofbooks.
org/article /people-with-a-nazi-background-race-memory-and-responsibility.

88 Teraoka, East, West, and Others, 165. See also Bielby and Davies,
“Introduction.”

89 Quinn Slobodian, Foreign Front: Third World Politics in Sixties West Ger-
many (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012), 11. See also Bielby and
Davies, “Introduction.”
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narratives and make sure they do not occlude transnational “embodied
collaborations” as well as the agency and intellectual influence of political
actors from the Global South in so-called Western protest movements.””
The overproximity of identification and self-projection may have played a
problematic role in the affective solidarities of white German leftists with
oppressed minorities in what was then known as the “Third World.” It
appears to me, however, that the retrospective framing of such solidarities
also can turn them into narratives that follow the logic of the phantas-
matic scene of distant suffering that I have analyzed here.

One of the chapters in Slobodian’s study is concerned with the mem-
ory of June 2, 1967, the day German student Benno Ohnesorg was killed
in West Berlin by police during student protests against the state visit of
the Iranian shah. Against the conventional historical narratives of this
incident as the inner-German political moment that provided the zero
hour for the West German “1968,” Slobodian highlights the transna-
tional quality of these protests. It was the Iranian student organization
Confederation of Iranian Students, National Union, who organized the
protests, while the leadership of the Socialist German Students Union
was initially reluctant to get involved. The fact that the demonstrations
on June 2 turned out to be an “impressive showing of solidarity with a
group of Iranian dissidents” did therefore not emerge out of thin air but
was mostly due to the impressive educational and mobilization efforts by
the members of that very group.”! Moreover, Bahman Nirumand’s book
Persien: Modell eines Entwicklungslandes (Persia: Model of a Developing
Country, 1967), which criticized the Iranian regime, was circulated and
read widely in leftist student circles.”? In the historical narratives, how-
ever, as Slobodian notes critically, the central role of these Iranian activists
has become marginalized.??

In her excellent article “68, ein deutsches Unschuldsmoment” (68,
A Moment of German Innocence), the literary critic and Iranian studies
scholar Maryam Aras analyzes this systematic neglect of both the partici-
pation and the leading role of Iranian students in the German memory
culture of June 2, 1967.94 Aras highlights the construction of a “shared
we” of the white German students protesting against the shah and his
so-called Jubelperser (a goon squad hired by the shah) in the dominant

90 Slobodian, Foreign Front, 13.

91 Slobodian, Foreign Front, 101.

92 Mererid Puw Davies, Writing and the West German Protest Movements:
Textual Liberation (London: imlr books, 2016), 70-71.

93 Slobodian, Foreign Front, 13.

94 Maryam Aras, “68, ein deutsches Unschuldsmoment,” Collateral: Online
Journal for Cross-Cultural Close Reading 70 (June 2021), http://collateral-
journal.com/index.php?collision=70&tbclid=IwAR2k7Yr3tWmzlnxI18mkztxbHx
k9d3Keur5SNUPZITUCtOIXNLpd8_g9ztyg.
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cultural memory of this historical moment. This “shared we,” writes Aras,
was necessary for the liberating moment of “1968” that emancipated that
generation of German students from the Nazi past of their parents:

Mit 68 hatte man sich von den Nazi-Eltern und -Professoren eman-
zipiert. Geschichte wurde selbst in die Hand genommen. Und
irgendwie—auch wenn das niemand so sagen wirde—wurde man
damit selbst zu besseren Menschen. Moralisch tiberlegen; 68, ein
deutsches Unschuldsmoment.?®

[With 68, one emancipated oneself from one’s Nazi parents. History
was taken into one’s own hands. And somechow—even though
no one would put it this way—one became a better person for it.
Morally superior; 68, a moment of German innocence. |

As I have argued in the previous sections of this chapter, both moral supe-
riority and innocence are crucial elements in the phantasmatic scene of
distant suffering. It appears that the dominant narratives of “1968” fail
to acknowledge the June 2, 1967, protests as a “transnational” event,
as Slobodian calls it. And, as Aras rightly summarizes, they fail to rec-
ognize the history of the Iranian left in Germany as a part of German
history. Instead, June 2, 1967, as the initiating event of the “1968” era,
is turned into the narrative of white German students that tended to the
oppression of Iranian activists as a phantasmatic scene of distant suffer-
ing. Acknowledging the role of Iranian activists as an active part of this
German history would complicate the construction of the emancipa-
tory “shared we” and therefore of the elements of ethical superiority and
innocence.

It is this false sense of distance that arguably still informs some of the
dominant notions of white German innocence today. For instance, I do
not believe that Amjahid’s example of the antiracist protests in present-
day Germany—or, rather, their apparent inconsistency as mentioned at
the beginning of this chapter—suggests that for the white German major-
ity, the solidarity they demonstrate with victims of police violence in the
US is one of identification. Rather, there seems to exist a tendency to
excessive distance in this solidarity, which allows some white Germans to
position themselves as antiracist without critically questioning the image
of Germany as a postfascist society in which institutional racism is no lon-
ger a problem. The identificatory position of the uninvolved bystander
provided by the phantasmatic scene of distant suffering allows for pre-
cisely such uncritical position-taking. Of course, this interpretation does
not account for the multiple positionalities within the group of white

95 Aras, “68, ¢in deutsches Unschuldsmoment.”
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Germans supporting the Black Lives Matter movement. It merely offers
another aspect to Amjahid’s observation that the support for protests
against racist violence seems to be disproportionately stronger when that
violence is perceived to be happening elsewhere.

As the author of this chapter, I am writing from the positionality
of a German “with a Nazi background,” whose late parents played an
active part in the “1968” student movement. Critics like Slobodian and
Aras convincingly point to the existence of exclusionary, patriarchal, and
white hegemonial practices that allowed “1968” to become the moment
of German innocence that still prevails in the dominant public discourses
about German identity today. Although “1968” itself is arguably a con-
struct that glosses over the diversity of viewpoints, submovements, and
positionalities within this movement, I and many other Germans are
therefore not only implicated in the violence of Nazi Germany but also
in these problematic aspects of the narratives that surround “1968.” If
confronting “socially sanctioned denial and ignorance and unconscious
and conscious investments in privilege and hierarchy”?® is one of the
responsibilities that emerge from implication, then the understanding and
critical interrogation of phantasmatic scenes that facilitate and conceal
such forms of investment and denial appears like a necessary, albeit not
sufficient, component of such confrontations. I hope to have shown in
this chapter that “violence elsewhere” can function as a specific variant of
distant suffering that operates as one of those phantasmatic scenes.

96 Rothberg, The Implicated Subject, 203.
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2: War of Words/Words of War:
The “Normalization” of War in

the Context of Germany’s War in
Afghanistan (2001-21)

Kathrin Wunderlich

N 2011, CHrisTIAN Ruck, a member of the German parliament for the

Christian Democratic Union, stated that “Afghanistan hat Deutschland
verindert” (Afghanistan has changed Germany).! Ruck thus suggested
that Afghanistan, the country, had been reduced to a signifier for a war
that lastingly transformed Germany. Yet, more than a decade after Ruck
made this assertion, the exact nature of this transformation remains dif-
ficult to ascertain. In the first instance, the transformative nature of the
War in Afghanistan can be located in a series of superlatives and “firsts.”?
The military engagement of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG)
in Afghanistan lasted from December 2001 until June 2021, render-
ing it one of the longest missions in the history of the Bundeswehr, the
armed forces of Germany.? The Bundeswehr was founded by the West
German government in 1955 and absorbed the East German Nationale

1  Cited in Michael Daxner, “Heimatdiskurs—ecin deutsches Problem?,” in
Heimatdiskurs: Wie die Auslandseinsitze der Bundeswebr Deutschland verdndern,
ed. Michael Daxner and Hannah Neumann (Bielefeld: transcript, 2012), 15-68,
here 56. Unless otherwise indicated, all English translations of German quota-
tions are mine.

2 The term “War in Afghanistan” as it is used here refers to the successive
military interventions by United Nations (UN) and North Atlantic Treaty Organ-
isation (NATO) forces in Afghanistan, which lasted from October 2001 until
August 2021. The term will be capitalized throughout to reflect its status as a
proper noun both in German and in the Afghan dialects Dari and Pashto.

3 Discounting the evacuation mission in 2021, the Bundeswehr was
involved in four separate missions in Afghanistan: “Operation Enduring Free-
dom” (OEF), “International Security Assistance Force” (ISAF), “United Nations
Assistance Mission in Afghanistan” (UNAMA) and “Resolute Support.” Only the
Bundeswehr’s involvement in Kosovo, which began in 1999 and, at the time of
writing in mid-2024, is ongoing, lasted longer than the military engagement in
Afghanistan.
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Volksarmee (NVA [National People’s Army]) in 1990 in the aftermath
of unification. In Afghanistan, more than 150,000 German men and
women were deployed as part of the most expensive and deadly mission
the Bundeswehr has undertaken to date. Afghanistan also marks the first
time since World War II that a German soldier died in battle, the first
use of German heavy artillery in combat, and the first military offensive
in the Bundeswehr’s history.* For some, the War in Afghanistan fur-
thermore represents the Federal Republic’s loss of (military) innocence;
a perspective that highlights both the uncounted civilian victims of the
Bundeswehr’s actions and frames the country’s increasingly militarized
foreign policy as part of its coming-of-age process.’

Germany’s participation in the War in Afghanistan can be considered
part of the “normalization” of its foreign policy after unification.® After
decades of pursuing a largely civilian foreign policy that excluded the use
of military force beyond the country’s borders, the 1990s saw a gradual
remilitarization of German foreign policy that culminated in the partic-
ipation in air strikes against Serbian targets during the Kosovo War in
1999.7 The decision to participate in the United States’ military response
to 9/11 constituted a new level in the process of “normalization.” In
the aftermath of 9/11, the FRG aimed to articulate a new “normalized”
understanding of its foreign policy based on combatting terrorism at
its point of origin and confirming its status as a “normal” ally; that is, a
country that acted like its peers.3 In addition to these political “normal-
izations,” the FRG’s participation in the War in Afghanistan engendered
a significant sense of historical “normalization,” as it marked the first time

4 Richard Manner, “Die Bundeswehr in Afghanistan—Eine Chronik
von 2001-2010,” Bundeswehr.de, accessed June 23, 2022, https://
www.bundeswehr.de/de/aktuelles/schwerpunkte /abzug-afghanistan/
bundeswehr-afghanistan-2001-2010.

5 Daxner, “Heimatdiskurs,” 56; Ralf Beste et al., “Abmarsch in die
Realitit,” Der Spiegel, November 11, 2001, https://www.spiegel.de/politik/
abmarsch-in-die-realitaet-a-605b894c-0002-0001-0000-000020660098.

6  Quotation marks have been used to indicate that the meanings of this con-
cept and related terms are ambiguous and contested. The scope of this chapter
does not allow for an in-depth examination of “normalization.” For an introduc-
tion to Germany’s foreign policy “normalization,” see Philip H. Gordon, “Ber-
lin’s Difficulties: The Normalization of German Foreign Policy,” Orbis 38, no. 2
(1994): 225-42.

7 Thomas U. Berger, “A Perfectly Normal Abnormality: German Foreign
Policy after Kosovo and Afghanistan,” Japanese Journal of Political Science 3, no.
2 (2002): 173-93, here 175.

8  Kai Oppermann, “Der 11. September 2001 und die Normalisierung der
deutschen Auflenpolitik,” in Zeitenwende 9/11? Eine transatiantische Bilanz, ed.
Till Karmann et al. (Opladen: Verlag Barbara Budrich, 2016), 11542, here 118-
19, 130.
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that the German parliamentary debates about a military intervention did
not invoke the legacy of National Socialism to legitimate or delegitimate
the Bundeswehr’s involvement.” As a result, the military engagement in
Afghanistan has been termed the FRG’s first “Krieg ohne Hitler” (war
without Hitler).10

Many of these apparent “normalizations” and “firsts” simultane-
ously represent returns: for instance, the return to a state where German
military foreign policy was not primarily determined by the legacy of
National Socialism but by apparent self-interest in defending Germany
against potential future terrorist attacks; the return to war in the form of
offensive military action; and the return to a lexis of war. War returned
to German political rhetoric, which initially rejected the label “Krieg”
(war) but, in 2010, after almost a decade, conceded that the Bundeswehr
involvement in Afghanistan indeed resembled a war. The lexis of war also
returned to the German vocabulary via a number of terms, like “Front”
(front), “Gefallene” (the fallen; that is, soldiers who died in the context of
their deployment), and “Feldpost” (war letters), which, like “war” itself,
had previously been consigned largely to the German past.

The aim of this chapter is to trace the return of “war” to the political
lexis of the Federal Republic and its literary sphere and to determine the
extent to which these returns can be conceptualized as “normalizations.”
The chapter is divided into three parts. The first provides an outline of
Germany’s involvement in the War in Afghanistan and traces the return
of the lexis of “war” in the public realm. The second considers the return
of nonfictional war writing in the form of anthologized war letters and
military memoirs. The third part turns to Norbert Scheuer’s novel Die
Sprache der Vigel (2016; The Language of Birds, 2018).11 This work par-
adigmatically represents the return of fictional war writing to the German-
language literary realm, and the chapter proposes a reading of the text
based on its intertextual relationship with Erich Maria Remarque’s Im

9  Wilhelm Knelangen, “Die deutsche Reaktion aut'9/11: Eine ‘neue’ Politik
der Terrorismusbekimpfung?,” in Karmann et al., Zeitenwende 9/112, 87-114,
here 112. By contrast, political debates about military interventions in the Bos-
nian War and the Kosovo War made frequent references to the National Socialist
past. See Michael Schwab-Trapp, Kriegsdiskurse: Die politische Kultur des Krieges
im Wandel 1991-1999 (Opladen: Leske & Budrich, 2002).

10 Stefan Reinecke, “Krieg ohne Hitler,” zaz, November 8, 2001, https://
taz.de/!1142096/; Maja Zcehtuss, Wounds of Memory: The Politics of War in Ger-
many (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 7.

11 Norbert Scheuer, Die Sprache der Vigel (Munich: Fischer Taschenbuch,
2016). Subsequent references to this source will be indicated in the text and
footnotes by the abbreviation SDV and page numbers. The novel is translated by
Stephen Brown as The Language of Birds (London: Haus, 2018), unpaginated
eBook, which is the source of the English translations of quotations used here.
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Westen nichts Newes (1997 [first published 1929]; All Quiet on the Western
Front, 2005).12 In light of the absence of any references to the legacy of
National Socialism in Scheuer’s text, the novel’s intertextual dialogue with
Remarque is read as a return to a form of war writing that is untainted by
this legacy and thus echoes the historical “normalization” inherent in the
FRG’s “first war without Hitler.” To conclude, this chapter then draws
on the returns in language and literature to reflect on what these apparent
“normalizations” of war can tell us about the FRG’s contemporary rela-
tionship to, and role in, violence elsewhere.

Germany’s War in Afghanistan: The Return to War

In the immediate aftermath of the terrorist attacks on September 11,
2001, the UN Security Council passed a resolution declaring terrorism
to be a threat to global peace and international security and affirmed the
right of member states to individual or collective self-defense in line with
Article 51 of the UN Charter.!? At the same time, for the first time in
its history NATO invoked Article 5, which considers an attack on one
NATO member an attack against all NATO countries, thereby calling
upon its members to support the United States in its fight against ter-
rorism.14 US president George W. Bush presented the Taliban, a reac-
tionary Islamic movement that controlled the majority of Afghanistan at
the time, with an ultimatum, demanding that they hand over members
of al-Qaeda, including its leader, Osama bin Laden, who was suspected
of orchestrating the 9 /11 attacks and was believed to be in Afghanistan.
After the Taliban refused to comply with these demands, the United States
and Great Britain, under the banner of “Operation Enduring Freedom”
(OEF), commenced aerial attacks against suspected terrorist targets on
October 7, 2001, and were able, with the help of the Afghan Northern
Alliance, to defeat the Taliban by mid-November of that year.1?

The Federal Republic joined OEF in November 2001 and partici-
pated in the subsequent International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)

12 Erich Maria Remarque, Im Westen nichts Neunes (1929; Cologne: Kiepen-
heuer & Witsch, 1997). Subsequent references to this source will be indicated by
the abbreviation IWand page numbers. The English translation cited is A/ Quiet
on the Western Front, trans. Brian Murdoch (London: Vintage, 2005).

13 Klaus Brummer and Stefan Frohlich, “Einleitung: Zehn Jahre Deutsch-
land in Afghanistan,” ed. Klaus Brummer and Stefan Frohlich, Sonderbeft der
Zeitschrift fiir AufSen- und Sicherbeitspolitik: Zehn Jahve Deutschiand in Afyhani-
stan 3 (2011): 3-30, here 7.

14 Brummer and Frohlich, “Einleitung,” 8.

15 Margit Reiter and Helga Embacher, “Einleitung,” in Europa und der 11.
September 2001, ed. Margit Reiter and Helga Embacher (Vienna: Bohlau, 2011),
7-23, here 8.
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for Afghanistan, assembled by the UN, which specified as its primary
objective the support of the interim Afghan government by maintaining
security in and around the Afghan capital, Kabul.!¢ Initially, German
political discourse surrounding the OEF and ISAF mandates categori-
cally rejected the designator “war” for either mission. Despite German
involvement in OEF, during the parliamentary debates about this mis-
sion it was rhetorically delineated as a US combat operation, whereas
ISAF was categorized emphatically as a peacekeeping effort. A clear dis-
tinction between “war” and German involvement in Afghanistan was
established,!” to the extent that the Bundeswehr mission was expressly
labeled a “Friedensmission” (peace mission) and the Bundeswehr con-
tingent designated to be deployed in this context summarily dubbed
“Friedenstruppe” (peace troops).!3

The rejection and avoidance of the label “war” for the Bundeswehr’s
engagement in Afghanistan within German political discourse contin-
ued for almost a decade. From the late 2000s onward, however, politi-
cal rhetoric evolved as the conditions for the Bundeswehr in Afghanistan
deteriorated. According to Robert Clifford Mann, who was deployed
in Afghanistan twice during his ten-year career, Germany’s involvement
in the War in Afghanistan up to 2011 can be divided into three phases:
“Helferzeit” (helper period) from 2002 to 2006, “Opferzeit” (victim
period) from 2007 to 2009, and “Kimpferzeit” (warrior period) from
2010 to 2011.1° The first phase saw NATO take over control of ISAF
from the UN and the expansion of the mission to the whole of Afghanistan.
Germany assumed responsibility for the northern provinces, which were
considered relatively calm and stable.?? Photographs and film footage
from this period taken by news agencies often show Bundeswehr soldiers

16 Brummer and Frohlich, “Einleitung,” 10-11.

17 Semjon Borchert and Martin Wengeler, “Friedensmission, kriegsihnliche
Zustinde oder Krieg? Offentliche Sprachreflexion im Zusammenhang mit dem
Einsatz der Bundeswehr in Afghanistan,” in Sprachvariation und Sprachreflexion
in interkulturellen Kontexten, ed. Corinna Peschel and Kerstin Runschke (Frank-
furt am Main: Peter Lang, 2015), 263-82, here 268.

18 See Deutscher Bundestag, “Plenarprotokoll 14,/210,” December 22,
2001, https://dserver.bundestag.de /btp /14 /14210.pdf.

19 Robert Clifford Mann, “German Warriors,” in Deutschland in Afghani-
stan, ed. Michael Daxner (Oldenburg: BIS-Verlag, 2014), 139-53, here 145.
The remaining ten years of the war remain uncategorized by Clifford Mann, who
blends autobiography, sociology, and military analysis in his writing about the
Bundeswehr.

20 Thomas Wiegold, “Der Bundeswehreinsatz in Afghanistan,” Bundeszentrale
fiir politische Bildung, December 15, 2016, https: //www.bpb.de /themen/militacr/
deutsche-verteidigungspolitik /238332 /der-bundeswehreinsatz-in-afghanistan /.
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traveling in open, unarmored vehicles, often without helmets.?! Dirk
Meyer-Schumann, a Bundeswehr soldier who suffers from post-traumatic
stress disorder since his deployment in Afghanistan in 2003, stated that
early on, German soldiers were discouraged—presumably by their supe-
riors—from wearing helmets so as to not appear too bellicose.?> While
British and American troops were engaged in active combat in the south-
ern regions of Afghanistan, the Bundeswehr’s assignments focused mainly
on providing security and reconstruction efforts.>? From 2006 onward,
however, during what Clifford Mann refers to as the “victim period,”
targeted attacks on German troops increased.?* Confronted with rising
casualty numbers and, according to Clifford Mann, unprepared in terms
of equipment and “Mindset,” the Bundeswehr was increasingly forced to
travel in armored vehicles and to withdraw to its fortified camps.?®

The “victim period” came to an end in 2009, when the Bundeswehr
began to take an increasingly offensive approach in Afghanistan. In July
2009, the Ministry of Defense updated the Bundeswehr’s “Taschenkarte”
(pocket card). This classified dossier, a multipage document that speci-
fies the “rules of engagement” and is carried by all Bundeswehr soldiers
during their deployments, was altered to permit a more offensive use of
weapons.?® German soldiers were now allowed to shoot not only to
defend themselves but also to prevent potential attacks,?” leading to
what Clifford Mann refers to as the Bundeswehr’s “warrior period.”?8

21 See, for example, Wiegold, “Der Bundeswehreinsatz in Afghanistan.”

22 “Wenn die Seele krankt,” Nachtcafé, Stidwestrundfunk (SWR), March 11,
2022,  https://www.ardmediathek.de /video/nachtcafe /wenn-die-seele-krankt-
oder-talk/swr/Y3]pZDovL3N3ci5kZS9hZXgvbzE2MjcONDY.

23 Clifford Mann, “German Warriors,” 146.

24 It is not always clear who attacked the German troops. While the media
generally identifies the Taliban as the Bundeswehr’s main opponent in Afghani-
stan, Clifford Mann refrains from giving a precise source of the attacks, 14748,
while Johannes Clair states unequivocally that he and his colleagues frequently
knew neither who attacked them nor why. Johannes Clair, Vier Tage im Novem-
ber: Mein Kampfeinsatz in Afghanistan (Berlin: Ullstein, 2012), 163, 196.

25 Clifford Mann, “German Warriors,” 147.

26 Michael Schmidt, “Bundeswehr darf in Afghanistan schneller
schieffen,” Die Zeit, July 27, 2009, https://www.zeit.de/online,/2009/31/
afghanistan-taschenkarte-bundeswehr-jung.

27  Schmidt, “Bundeswehr darf'in Afghanistan.”

28 Clifford Mann, “German Warriors,” 148-49. Neither the opera-
tion itself nor its historically charged name, which is reminiscent of “Blitz-
krieg” (rapidly advancing warfare) and the “Blitz,” a common descriptor
for the German aerial bombing campaigns against the United Kingdom
during World War II, received much attention in Germany at the time.
See  “Unser Krieg—Kampfeinsatz in Afghanistan,” Zweites Deutsches
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The warrior period saw the first use of heavy artillery in the his-
tory of the Bundeswehr.?? German soldiers with support from other
ISAF and Afghan troops engaged in offensive combat missions with the
aim of recapturing territory from returning Taliban forces. “Operation
Halmazag” (the name was chosen by the participating Afghan military
forces and is frequently translated as “Blitz” [lightning] in German),
which took place in November 2010, marked the first such operation and
the first German military offensive since World War 11.30

It was also during this period, on September 4, 2009, that German
Colonel Georg Klein ordered the aerial bombardment of two hijacked
fuel trucks stuck in a riverbank near Kunduz, an action that led to the
deaths of an estimated 142 persons, the majority of them civilians.3!
Klein’s actions constituted “by far, the most aggressive and in its conse-
quences most deadly operational decision for which a German soldier had
been responsible since the end of the Second World War.”32 The news-
magazine Der Spiegel called it the bloodiest German military operation
since World War II and referred to the incident as a “Kriegsverbreche[n]”
(war crime).?® The sentiment circulated widely in the media that
Germany, a country that had for decades considered “Nie Wieder Krieg”
(Never Again War) to be among its foundational doctrines and prided
itself on its humanitarian approach in Afghanistan, had lost its “inno-
cence” in Kunduz.3* The evolution of the Bundeswehr in Afghanistan,
from a force that eschewed the use of helmets for fear of appearing too
hostile to one that engaged in full-scale offensive military battle using
heavy artillery, illustrates the gradual “normalization” of Germany’s War
in Afghanistan. That process was reflected in the political rhetoric as well.

With the transformation of ISAF from a security and reconstruction
effort into an increasingly offensive combat mission, political discourse
around it adapted. Under Angela Merkel’s chancellorship, politicians
abandoned the term “Friedensmission” (peacekeeping mission) in

Fernsehen (ZDF), October 8, 2013, https://www.fernschserien.de/zdfzeit/
folgen,/55-unser-krieg-1-kampfeinsatz-afghanistan-538803.

29 “Bundeswehr setzt erstmals schwere Artillerie ein,” Hamburger Abendblatt,
July 12, 2010, https://www.abendblatt.de /politik /ausland /article 107820690 /
Bundeswehr-setzt-erstmals-schwere-Artillerie-ein.html.

30 Manner, “Die Bundeswehr in Afghanistan.”

31 Timo Noetzel, “The German Politics of War: Kunduz and the War in
Afghanistan,” International Affairs 87, no. 2 (2011): 397417, here 397.

32 Noetzel, “German Politics of War,” 397.

33 Ulrike Demmer et al., “Ein deutsches Verbrechen,” Der Spiegel (Octo-
ber 6, 2016), https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/kunduz-bombardement-ein-
deutsches-verbrechen-a-1115445.html.

34 Demmer et al., “Ein deutsches Verbrechen”; Daxner, “Heimatdiskurs,”
56.

Open Access License: CC BY-NC-ND
Funding Body: University College London


https://www.fernsehserien.de/zdfzeit/folgen/55-unser-krieg-1-kampfeinsatz-afghanistan-538803
https://www.fernsehserien.de/zdfzeit/folgen/55-unser-krieg-1-kampfeinsatz-afghanistan-538803
https://www.abendblatt.de/politik/ausland/article107820690/Bundeswehr-setzt-erstmals-schwere-Artillerie-ein.html
https://www.abendblatt.de/politik/ausland/article107820690/Bundeswehr-setzt-erstmals-schwere-Artillerie-ein.html
https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/kunduz-bombardement-ein-deutsches-verbrechen-a-1115445.html
https://www.spiegel.de/spiegel/kunduz-bombardement-ein-deutsches-verbrechen-a-1115445.html

War oF Worps/Worps oF WarR ¢ 53

favor of terms like “Stabilisierungseinsatz” (stabilization deployment)
and “Kriseneinsatz” (crisis intervention effort).3® In the aftermath
of Kunduz, the newly appointed minister of defense, Karl-Theodor zu
Guttenberg of the Christian Social Union, was the first member of the
German government to acknowledge that the Bundeswehr’s military
engagement in Afghanistan resembled a war. He conceded that the sit-
uation in Afghanistan amounted to “kriegsihnliche Zustinde” (warlike
conditions) but maintained that according to international law, it did not
constitute a war, as the conflict was not fought between nation-states.3%

In 2010, the government officially categorized the situation in
Afghanistan as “bewaffneter Konflikt” (armed conflict), which essentially
equated it with a civil war, and equipped Bundeswehr soldiers with addi-
tional legal protections in events involving the use of lethal force.3” While
this legal framework was upheld, it was rhetorically softened. Guttenberg,
for example, described the conditions in Afghanistan “umgangssprachlich
als Krieg” (as war in the colloquial sense).3® Chancellor Merkel similarly
maintained the distinction between the legal and the colloquial under-
standing of the situation:

Dass die meisten Soldatinnen und Soldaten das, was sie in
Afghanistan tiglich erleben, Biirgerkrieg oder ecinfach nur Krieg
nennen, das versteche ich gut. Wer tiglich fiirchten muss, in einen
Hinterhalt zu geraten oder unter gezieltes Feuer zu kommen, der
denkt nicht in juristischen Begrifflichkeiten. Wer so etwas erlebt, der
fiirchtet vielmehr, dass derjenige, der volkerrechtlich korrekt vom
nicht internationalen bewaffneten Konflikt spricht, die Situation zu
verharmlosen versucht.3?

[T understand very well that most soldiers refer to what they experi-
ence every day in Afghanistan as a civil war or simply as war. Those
who must fear an ambush or being fired at every day do not think in
legal concepts. Those who experience such things fear instead that
the person who speaks of noninternational armed conflict in line
with international law is trying to downplay the situation. ]

35 Borchert and Wengeler, “Friedensmission,” 270.

36 Borchert and Wengeler, “Friedensmission,” 270-71.

37 Hauke Friedrichs, “Der Krieg um die Worte geht zu Ende,” Die Zeit,
February 10, 2010, https://www.zeit.de/politik /deutschland /2010-02 /
westerwelle-steinmeier-afghanistan /komplettansicht.

38 Borchert and Wengeler, “Friedensmission,” 273.

39 Klaus Brummer, “Uberzeugungen und Handeln in der Aufenpolitik: Der
Operational Code von Angela Merkel und Deutschlands Afghanistanpolitik,”
ed. Klaus Brummer and Stefan Frohlich, Sonderbeft der Zeitschrift fiir AufSen- und
Sicherheitspolitik:Zehn Jahre Dentschiand in Afghanistan 3 (2011): 143-69, here 152.
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Merkel’s statement is both an illustration of the continued avoidance of
the term “war” and a concession to the reality of the Bundeswehr sol-
diers in Afghanistan and to the German press, which had increasingly
employed the word “war” since 2008 and critiqued the government’s
reluctance to do the same.*® When Merkel, in December 2010, during
a troop visit in Afghanistan, used the term “war” even more explicitly
to refer to the Bundeswehr’s circumstances in Afghanistan, she gener-
ated headlines that affirmed the return of “Krieg” (war) to the German
political lexicon.*! In this context, linguists Semjon Borchert and Martin
Wengeler, who have chronicled and analyzed the evolution of terms used
to refer to the Bundeswehr’s Afghanistan mission, diagnose a “merkwiir-
dige ‘Rehabilitierung’ (curious “rehabilitation”) of the word “Krieg.”*2

“War” was not the only term to undergo such a rehabilitation. The
political scientists Daniel Jacobi, Gunther Hellmann, and Sebastian
Nieke note a similar reacceptance of terms like “Kameraden” (com-
rades) and “Ehre” (honor) into German political and public discourse.*3
Furthermore, they observe, from 2008 onward, a linguistic shift from
“getotet” (killed) to “gefallen” (fallen) as a descriptor for soldiers who
died during their deployment to Afghanistan.** In contrast to the reha-
bilitation of the term “Krieg,” however, this linguistic shift or return to a
term that would have last been used during World War II did not provoke
a public debate and was even welcomed in certain sections of the German

40 Borchert and Wengeler, “Friedensmission,” 270; Some publications used
the term “Krieg” from the beginning, see Daniel Jacobi, Gunther Hellmann,
and Sebastian Nieke, “Deutschlands Verteidigung am Hindukusch: Ein Fall
misslingender Sicherheitskommunikation,” Sonderheft der Zeitschrift fiir AufSen-
und Sicherheitspolitik. Zehn Jahve Deutschland in Afghanistan 3 (2011): 171-96,
here 181; Beste et al., “Abmarsch in die Realitit.”

41 “Merkel nennt Afghanistan-Einsatz ‘Krieg,”” Der Spiegel, December 18,
2010, https: / /www.spiegel.de /politik /ausland /blitzbesuch-der-kanzlerin-
merkel-nennt-afghanistan-einsatz-krieg-a-735432.html;  Stephan  Stickelmann
and Annamaria Sigrist, “Merkel Spricht von ‘Krieg’ in Afghanistan,” Deuntsche
Welle, December 20, 2010, https: / /www.dw.com/de/merkel-spricht-von-krieg-
in-afghanistan /a-6354840; Hauke Zepelin, “Angela Merkel erklirt den Krieg,”
Financial Times Deutschland, December 20, 2010, Factiva, https://global-
factiva-com.proxy.jbs.cam.ac.uk /du/article.aspx/?accessionno=FTD000002010
1220e6ck0000u&fepil=en&napc=S&sa_from=&cat=a.

42 Borchert and Wengeler, “Friedensmission,” 279.

43 Jacobi, Hellmann, and Nicke, “Deutschlands Verteidigung am Hindu-
kusch,” 183. The term “Kamerad” does not translate straightforwardly into Eng-
lish. In German it is increasingly used as a synonym for Bundeswehr soldiers but,
when used by soldiers, can also denote a colleague and the comradeship that con-
stitutes one of the foundational principles of the German Bundeswehr.

44 TJacobi, Hellmann, and Nieke, “Deutschlands Verteidigung am Hindu-
kusch,” 183.
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media.#> Thus the “normalization” of war in the context of Afghanistan
could be seen to extend into the realm of language.*¢

The Return of War Writing

The War in Afghanistan also precipitated the return of German-language
war writing. In the realm of nonfiction, war writing returned in a variety
of formats, such as war letters and military memoirs. A notable exam-
ple emerges in the form of a collection of letters written by Bundeswehr
soldiers while in Afghanistan, which was published by the Siddentsche
Zeitung Magazin in December 2009.47 Journalists Marc Baumann,
Mauritius Much, Bastian Obermayer, Martin Langeder, and Franziska
Storz, who compiled more than one hundred letters against the express
wishes of the Bundeswehr and the Ministry of Defense, were awarded the
prestigious Henri Nannen Prize for journalism, sponsored by the Gruner
+ Jahr media corporation, in 2010.#8 In her award speech, the literary
critic and author Elke Heidenreich praised the letters, stating, “Diese
Feldpost vermittelt ein authentisches Gefiihl dafiir, wie die Deutschen in
den Krieg und der Krieg zu den Deutschen kam. Eine ferne Front ist
plotzlich ganz nah” (These war letters convey an authentic sense of how
the Germans got into war and how war got to the Germans. A distant
front is suddenly very close).*” The following year, the collection was
expanded and published as an anthology titled Feldpost: Briefe Deutscher

45 Jacobi, Hellmann, and Nieke, “Deutschlands Verteidigung am Hindu-
kusch,” 183-84.

46 The “normalization” of war in the realm of language is furthermore docu-
mented by the fact that in the context of the War in Afghanistan, the practice of
naming battles returned. The so-called Karfreitagsgefecht (Good Friday Battle),
which took place on Good Friday, April 2, 2010, near Isa Khel, exemplifies this.
For further details, see Deutscher Bundestag, “Der Afghanistan-Einsatz 2001-
2021: Eine sicherheitspolitische Chronologie” (Wissenschaftliche Dienste, Janu-
ary 20, 2022), 124, https: //www.bundestag.de /resource /blob /881198 /27td4f
597cld4ee43350aaftfc69d8c/WD-2-062-21-pdf-data.pdf.

47 Originally published as “Die Weihnachtspost der deutschen Soldaten
in Afghanistan,” the collection has been retitled “Gestern Abend mit einem
komischen Gefiithl meine Ausriistung fertig gemacht,” Siddeuntsche Zeituny
Magazin, December 22, 2009, https://sz-magazin.sueddeutsche.de /leben-und-
gesellschaft/gestern-abend-mit-einem-komischen-gefuehl-meine-ausruestung-
fertig-gemacht-76914.

48 Marc Baumann et al., eds., Feldpost: Briefe Deutscher Soldaten aus Afyhani-
stan (Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 2011), 10-14.

49 1In Jens Ebert, “Ein Gefallen fiir die Bundeswehr,” in Attitudes to War: Lit-
eratur und Film von Shakespeare bis Afyhanistan, ed. Claudia Glunz and Thomas
F. Schneider (Gottingen: V&R unipress, 2012), 139-42, here 140.
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Soldaten aus Afhanistan (War Letters: Letters by German Soldiers from
Afghanistan).?0 In their introduction to the volume, the editors declare:

Es gibt wieder Feldpost aus cinem Krieg mit deutscher Beteiligung,
es gibt wieder deutsche Briefe von einer Front. Wieder.
Viele Jahrzehnte stand der Begriff Feldpost fiir etwas aus der
Vergangenheit, das in staubigen Kisten auf Grofimutters Speicher
lag und das ungemein anriihrte, weil in jedem Brief ausgesprochen
oder unausgesprochen mitschwang, dass diese Zeilen das Letzte sein
konnten, was man voneinander hort.

Der Krieg der Deutschen ist ein anderer, die Angst der Soldaten
und die der Daheimgebliebenen bleibt die gleiche: Dass es kein
Wiedersehen gibt.>!

[Once again, Germans are sending letters home from a war they’re
in; once again, German letters are coming home from a war front.
Again. For many decades the term “war letters” stood for something
from the past that lay in dusty boxes in grandmother’s attic and was
immensely touching because every letter resonated with the said or
unsaid sentiment that these lines could be the last thing one person
heard from another.

This is a different German war, yet the fear of the soldiers and
those who stayed at home remains the same: That there will be no
reunion. |

While these words do not quite amount to a celebration of the return
of German war letters, they are apparently devoid of any regret regard-
ing their existence. The literary historian Jens Ebert, who has extensively
researched the history of “Feldpost,” notes that the term, like “Front”
(front) and “Gefallene” (fallen soldiers), belongs to a period of German
history that he had believed to be firmly in the past:

Feldpost war bislang ein Begrift, der einem vergangenen, vermeintlich
abgeschlossenen und zudem beschimenden Teil der deutschen
Geschichte zugerechnet wurde. Das Nie wieder Krieg nach 1945
schloss ein, dass nie wieder Feldpost geschrieben werden miisste.>?

50 The editors refer to them as letters; these are, however, short, out-of-
context excerpts from letters, emails, and text messages, followed by the author’s
name—many of them fictitious to protect the soldiers’ anonymity—and the
year in which the message was written. See also Ebert, “Ein Gefallen fiir die
Bundeswehr,” 141.

51 Baumann et al., Feldpost, 9.

52 Ebert, “Ein Gefallen fiir die Bundeswehr,” 139.
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[Until recently, “war letters” was a term that was attributed to a
supposedly closed, and moreover, shameful part of German history.
The dictum Never Again War atter 1945 also meant that war letters
would never again have to be written. |

The editors of Feldpost appear to ignore the historical dimension of the
term they have revitalized. The memory of those who last wrote war let-
ters, including those German soldiers who witnessed or committed atroc-
ities all over Europe, is supplanted here by the nostalgic image of their
letters gathering dust in grandmother’s attic. The memory of World War
IT and its consequences is here only present in its negation: “Der Krieg
der Deutschen ist ein anderer” (This is a different German war).>3 With
this sentence, the editors appear intent on divorcing their volume from
Germany’s twentieth-century military legacy.

But their choice of title, Feldpost, which is expanded in the table of
contents to “Feldpost—Briefe von der Front” (War Letters—Letters from
the Front), evokes the image of an anachronistic war. It conjures impres-
sions of a war fought on a battlefield, with clearly drawn battle lines and
clear distinctions between soldiers and the civilian population—none of
which was the case in Afghanistan. The volume’s cover design, which
displays the title in a rugged and uneven font that looks as though it
was produced by a battered old typewriter and imitates the look of an
old-fashioned envelope, seems to signal the return of a historical type of
war correspondence. This design appears entirely anachronistic, given
that—while some soldiers certainly did write letters on paper—they also
had access to email and sent text messages home. The positive reception
of Feldpost by reviewers not only conveys the successful rehabilitation of
terms like “Feldpost” and “Front” but also signals a pronounced interest
in soldiers’ perspectives on the War in Afghanistan.>*

The growing interest in the soldiers’ perspectives is furthermore
illustrated by the number of military memoirs that were published about
Afghanistan from the late 2000s onward.>® These memoirs represent a

53 Baumann et al., Feldpost, 9.

54 For examples of positive reviews, see Andreas Rosenfelder, “Wie deutsche
Soldaten Afghanistan erleben,” Die Welt, February 8, 2011, https://www.
welt.de /kultur/literarischewelt/article12471991 /Wie-deutsche-Soldaten-
Afghanistan-erleben.html; Andreas Niesmann, “Post aus dem Kriegsgebiet,”
Der Spiegel (February 19, 2011), https:/ /www.spiegel.de /politik /deutschland /
briefe-deutscher-soldaten-post-aus-dem-kriegsgebiet-a-745092 . html.

55  See, for example, Achim Wohlgethan, Endstation Kabul: Als deutscher Sol-
dat in Afghanistan—ein Insiderbericht (Berlin: Econ, 2008); Achim Wohlgethan,
Operation Kundus: Mein zweiter Einsatz in Afghanisation (Berlin: Econ, 2009);
Heike Groos, Ein schoner Tag zum Sterben: Als Bundeswehravztin in Afghani-
stan (Frankfurt am Main: S. Fischer, 2009); Andreas Timmermann-Levanas, Die
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novelty, in the sense that the genre had previously been practically non-
existent in the Federal Republic.%® There is no comparable body of work
about Kosovo or any of the other missions the Bundeswehr had engaged in
since the 1990s.57 These texts thus constitute the first accounts by German
soldiers that relate their experiences in war since World War I1.58 The mem-
oirs, like Feldpost, represent the return and a rehabilitation of a form of writ-
ing that, to paraphrase Andrew Plowman, is deeply enmeshed with Adolf
Hitler’s military, the apologetics of Wehrmacht officers after the war, and
the attempted revision and construction of a useable World War II past.>?
Plowman, who is among the few scholars who have critically engaged with
contemporary German military memoirs so far, argues that some of the
recent memoirs represent a “partial ‘normalization’ of the figure of the sol-
dier and of the military memoir as a literary form.”%? While Plowman con-
siders the resurgence of the genre “striking,” he also notes that in terms of
content, recent German military memoirs resemble less those of Wehrmacht
officers or older writings about the Bundeswehr and more those written by
soldiers from other NATO countries.®! Furthermore, Plowman argues that
the memoirs’ publication by mainstream rather than specialist military pub-
lishers suggests a certain demand for these texts.%>

The success of Johannes Clair’s memoir, Vier Tage im November:
Mein Kampfeinsatz in Afghanistan (Four Days in November: My
Combat Deployment in Afghanistan, 2012),%3 seems further to confirm
Plowman’s assessment. The memoir reached the Spiegel bestseller list
and is currently in its eighth edition.%* Clair stated publicly that rather

reden—Wir sterben: Wie unsere Soldaten zu Opfern der deutschen Politik werden
(Frankfurt am Main: Campus, 2010); Robert Sedlatzek-Miiller, Soldatengliick:
Mein Leben nach dem Uberleben (Hamburg: Edel, 2012).

56 Andrew Plowman, “The Return of the Military Memoir: The Bundeswehr
Deployment to Afghanistan and the Re-Emergence of a Literary Form,” Modern
Languages Open 1 (2020): 1-19, here 2. For an examination of military memoirs
written by members of the NVA, some of which were published after unification,
see Tom Smith, Comrades in Arms: Military Masculinities in East German Cul-
ture (New York: Berghahn, 2020).

57 DPeter Goebel’s volume constitutes a rare exception. Peter Goebel, ed.,
Von Kambodscha bis Kosovo: Auslandseinsitze der Bundeswehr seit Ende des Kalten
Krieges (Frankfurt am Main: Report, 2000).

58 Plowman, “The Return,” 2.

59 Plowman, “The Return,” 1,4, 7.

60 Plowman, “The Return,” 16.

61 Plowman, “The Return,” 8.

62 Plowman, “The Return,” 1, 2.

63 Subsequent references to this source will be indicated in the text and foot-
notes by the abbreviation VT and page numbers.

64 Henning Sufliebach calls into question the public success of Clair’s mem-
oir. While Sulebach acknowledges the bestseller status of the work, which sold
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than writing the text of his own accord, he was approached by his pub-
lisher, who, keen to fill a gap in its existing catalog, was interested in
the account of a rank-and-file soldier who was in Afghanistan during the
Bundeswehr’s offensive period.®® This aspect of the memoir is advertised
in its title, which also refers to the four-day-long “Operation Halmazag,”
in which Clair had participated in November 2010. Only the first and
last chapter of the memoir are dedicated to that offensive, however. The
remainder of the text chronicles Clair’s journey from volunteering for the
Afghanistan mission to his arrival, routine tasks, and combat experiences.
What stands out is Clair’s openness about his emotions, which range from
desiring revenge for his colleagues who were killed during the so-called
Karfreitagsgefecht (Good Friday Battle; V7, 29, 101), to fear after being
trapped in an ambush (V7, 208-38), to elation and euphoria during
combat scenarios (VT 191, 195, 403, 406). After the successful comple-
tion of “Operation Halmazag,” for example, Clair records an incredible
“Hochgefiihl ..., das uns wie ein Rausch erfasst hatte” (V7, 406; a sense
of elation ..., that seized us like intoxication). With equal frankness, he
describes the moments before he is about to shoot another person:

Gleich wiirde ich abdriicken. Konnte ihm mit einem Schuss das
Leben wegnehmen. Nur ein Druck mit dem Finger, dem so grofle
Macht innewohnte. Alles, was er jemals getan hatte, alles, was er
noch tun kénnte, wire vorbei. Es war der vierte Tag im November,
als ich abdriickte. (VT, 403)

[In a moment, I would pull the trigger. Could take away his life with
one shot. Just one press of the finger that holds so much power.
Everything he had ever done, everything he could still do, would be
over. It was the fourth day in November when I pulled the trigger. ]

While the reader never learns whether Clair killed anyone, his memoir
illustrates the return of narratives by German soldiers who had engaged in
lethal combat. Vier Tage im November, like other military memoirs and the
collection of soldiers’ letters, furthermore illustrates, through its language
and style, the rehabilitation of the lexis of war. And while the writing

more than twenty-five thousand copies, he claims that only soldiers read the text,
which, he notes, did not receive a single review in any major German newspa-
per. Henning Suflebach, “Krieg im Frieden,” Die Zest, March 20, 2014, https://
www.zeit.de /2014 /13 /bundeswehr-veteranen-afghanistan.

65 Clair made this statement as part of a lecture he gave about his deployment
to Afghanistan, a recording of which he subsequently uploaded to his YouTube
channel: “2015: Ehemaliger Fallschirmjiger tiber Afghanistan und Kampfein-
satz—XKlartext #1,” accessed November 8, 2023, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=SjtuyKMgl7s.
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about Afghanistan by soldiers, including Clair’s, is not entirely uncritical
of the war, the “striking” return of these kinds of texts signifies the “nor-
malization” of war in the domain of German-language nonfiction.

The Return of War Writing
in German-Language Fiction

In addition to war letters and military memoirs, Germany’s participation
in the War in Afghanistan also prompted the return of fictional German-
language war writing. For the first time in the history of the FRG, a
corpus of literary texts about a war with Bundeswehr involvement
emerged, many of which were written from the perspective of soldiers at
war or of those who had returned from war. The existence of this corpus
of texts further affirms the “normalization” of war in the German cul-
tural sphere. The return of contemporary fictional war writing is illus-
trated, for example, by Ingo Niermann and Alexander Wallasch’s novel
Deutscher Sobn (German Son, 2010) and Dirk Kurbjuweit’s Kriegsbrant
(War Bride, 2011).66

Among this new crop of German-language war writing that emerged
from the late 2000s onward, Scheuer’s Die Sprache der Vogel stands out as
one of the more “self-consciously literary” engagements with the war.%”
The novel received generally favorable reviews and was shortlisted for
the Leipzig Book Fair Prize in 2015.9% Scheuer’s text consists of 120

66 Additional examples include Timo Hemmann’s novel Und weil die Stunde
kommet (Leipzig: Engelsdorfer Verlag, 2007); Stephan Waldscheidt’s short narra-
tive “Funf Tage im Bernstein,” Am Erker: Zeitschrift fiir Literatur (2007), 41-53;
Wolfgang Schorlau’s thriller Brennende Kilte: Denglers vierter Fall (Cologne:
Kiepenheuer & Witsch, 2008); and Dea Loher’s play Land obne Worte, in Loher,
Das letzte Feuer: Land obne Worte (Frankfurt am Main: Verlag der Autoren,
2008). On these texts, see Kai Kohler, “Frieden, Nation, Kultur: Ambivalenzen in
deutschsprachigen Werken zum Krieg in Afghanistan,” in Kriegsdiskurse in Liter-
atur und Medien nach 1989, ed. Carsten Gansel and Heinrich Kaulen (Gottingen:
V&R unipress, 2011), 275-96.

67 Andrew Plowman, “Afghanistan, Soldiers’ Experiences and Literary Inven-
tion in Dirk Kurbjuweit’s Kriegsbraunt (2011) and Norbert Scheuer’s Die Sprache
der Vogel (2015),” Oxford German Studies 47, no. 4 (2018): 523—40, here 525.

68 Sandra Kegel, “Der Krieg am Hindukusch aus der Vogelperspektive,”
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung, April 4, 2015, https://www.faz.net/aktuell /
feuilleton/buecher/norbert-scheuers-neuer-roman-der-krieg-am-hindukusch-
aus-der-vogelperspektive-13461815.html; Sebastian Hammelehle, “Das deutsche
Ungliick wird am Hindukusch bekimpft,” Der Spiegel (March 9, 2015), https://
www.spiegel.de /kultur/literatur /norbert-scheuers-sprache-der-voegel-ueber-
afghanistan-einsatz-a-1021249.html; Katharina Granzin, “Nicht eine, sondern
viele Welten,” zaz, March 10, 2015, https://taz.de /1213613 /.
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short chapters, the majority of which are taken up by a journal written by
the protagonist, Paul Arimond, during his deployment in Afghanistan.
The continuity of this journal is consistently interrupted by chapters that
alternate between Paul’s childhood recollections; excerpts from another
journal, attributed to Paul’s ancestor Ambrosius, which details his eigh-
teenth-century travels in the Hindu Kush region; and third-person nar-
ratives that revolve around Paul’s ex-girlfriend Theresa and his former
teacher Helena. Based in Paul’s small hometown Kall in the Eifel region,
Helena also emerges as the recipient of Paul’s loose-leafed notes (SDV,
32), which she organizes and reconstructs into his journal (SDV, 179),
rendering her an implied editor of the journal.

Paul joined the Bundeswehr as a medic (SDV, 11) and volunteered to
be sent to Afghanistan after he caused a car accident that left his best friend
permanently injured (SDV, 165-66). Paul’s journal begins with his arrival
in Afghanistan on April 14, 2003, and details his everyday life, which
takes place in an unnamed Bundeswehr camp where he works, interacts
with fellow soldiers, and feels increasingly trapped, a feeling that is barely
alleviated by occasional missions that take him beyond the camp’s heav-
ily guarded and fortified walls. As a narrator, Paul appears less concerned
with the war and his tasks as a medic and more focused on the local bird
population, which he avidly observes and catalogs, and which takes up
considerably more space in his journal than everything else that goes on
around him. As a result, contemporary Afghanistan remains something
of a blank space in Scheuer’s novel. The war is depicted as a frequent
obstacle to Paul’s bird-watching and provides a consistent backdrop that
grows more dangerous and threatening as the text advances. Paul’s orni-
thological obsession is so extensive that it gets him into trouble with his
superiors and leaves him increasingly socially isolated. His personal crisis
intensifies when he learns that the friend he injured prior to enlisting has
suddenly died (SDV, 224). Seemingly driven to insanity, Paul escapes the
Bundeswehr camp (SDV, 225-26) and roams the Afghan countryside for
months, until an American military unit picks him up as a suspected insur-
gent and returns him to the Germans (SDV, 227).

The details of what happened to Paul after he left the camp are no
longer part of his journal but are reconstructed by Helena (SDV, 227).
This reconstruction is supplemented by a news report, attributed to the
Deutsche Presse Agentur (dpa; German Press Agency), dated June 9,
2004, reporting a suspected suicide attack on a bus filled with German
soldiers on their way home, which leads the reader to believe that Paul,
likely a passenger on the bus, was killed just hours before he was due to
fly back to Germany (SDV, 229).% The article in the novel is fictitious,

69 The fact that Paul survived the attack but was severely injured and is now
confined to a wheelchair is revealed in Scheuer’s subsequent novel, Am Grund
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but an attack on a Bundeswehr bus on its way to the airport did take place
on June 7, 2003.7% Scheuer has merely pushed the date of the attack back
by one year to fit with his novel’s timeline.

This blending of fact into fiction is paradigmatic for the whole
text. In the same way that the novel is a montage of different narrators
and perspectives, Paul’s journal is a montage of approximately thirteen
years of war in Afghanistan, which condenses real events, persons, anec-
dotes, and observations into a work of fiction that covers Paul’s one-year
deployment to Afghanistan from 2003 to 2004. In some cases, the ori-
gins of Scheuer’s characters and the events depicted remain identifiable.
The protagonist, for example, is based at least in part on the American
soldier Jonathan Trouern-Trend, who was stationed with a medical sup-
port battalion in Iraq and published his war journal Birding Babylon in
2006.71 Another influence was Frank Joisten, a Bundeswehr officer who
was deployed to Afghanistan three times and, unlike Paul, was allowed
to indulge in his love for ornithology.”? Additional characters are also
based on real Bundeswehr soldiers. Paul’s roommate Sergej appears to
have been modeled on Sergej Motz, who was the first German soldier
to die in combat since World War I1.73 The fictional and the real Sergej
are connected by the fact that their fathers had already fought a war in
Afghanistan in the 1980s as members of the Soviet Army (SDV, 59).74
Another example is an unnamed character in Paul’s journal who commits
suicide (SDV, 101); the details recall the story of Oliver Pref8, who died at
Camp Marmal in Mazar-i-Sharif in 2013 of a suspected self-inflicted gun-
shot wound.”® Even the anecdote Paul hears from a fellow soldier about
children who act as human scarecrows on the fields of Afghanistan is
based in reality (SDV, 194); a similar observation can be found in Clair’s

des Universums (Munich: C. S. Beck, 2017). Monika Wolting, Der neune Kriegsro-
man: Reprisentationen des Afghanistankriegs in der deutschen Gegenwartsliteratur
(Heidelberg: Universititsverlag Winter, 2019), 30-31.

70 “The incident marked the first time German soldiers have been attacked
since they were first deployed in Afghanistan in January 2002.” Deutsche Welle,
“4 Germans Killed in Kabul Suicide Bombing,” June 7, 2003, https://www.
dw.com/en/4-germans-killed-in-kabul-suicide-bombing,/a-888028.

71 Trouern-Trend’s military memoir is listed in the bibliography of Die
Sprache der Vigel, 237: Jonathan Trouern-Trend, Birding Babylon: A Soldier’s
Journal from Iraq (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 20006).

72 Joisten is mentioned in the novel’s acknowledgments, 231-32.

73 Lars Gaede, “Das ist Krieg, Sergej, Krieg!,” taz, October 2, 2010, https://
taz.de/!1377809/.

74  Gaede, “Das ist Krieg, Sergej, Krieg!”

75 Matthias Gebauer, “Bundeswehr ritselt tiber Tod eines Soldaten,” Spregel
Ausland (June 12, 2013), https://www.spiegel.de /politik /ausland /tod-eines-
bundeswehr-soldaten-in-masar-i-scharif-wirft-fragen-auf-a-905383.html.
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military memoir (V7, 252).76 The blending of fact into fiction in this
process of montage allows Scheuer to compress the chronology of the
German War in Afghanistan, which, over the course of years, grew more
dangerous and more offensive, into the much shorter timeline of Paul’s
deployment.

Beyond that, Scheuer’s method fulfills an additional function. The fac-
tual elements of his novel invest it with authenticity. According to Elisabeth
Krimmer, authenticity emerges as the “gold standard of war writing.”””
Indeed, there is a long tradition of writing about war that elevates “the sta-
tus of truth in relation to that of art.””3 For his study of accounts of World
War 1, Témoins—Witnesses (1929), Jean Norton Cru analyzed over three
hundred fictional and nonfictional representations of the war, only twenty-
nine of which met his standard for faithful witnessing.”® That similar stan-
dards are still applied to war writing today is evidenced by the covers of
military memoirs about Afghanistan.3? Almost every single one shows the
author, usually in uniform, which serves to authenticate their experience
and authorizes their account as that of a witness.

Scheuer, who has never been to Afghanistan, is not a witness, yet his
montage of fact and fiction strives for a sense of authenticity nonethe-
less. He not only includes a range of characters based on real soldiers and
events that took place during the Bundeswehr mission in Afghanistan but
supports the narrative with a glossary of terms (SDV, 234), an exten-
sive bibliography (SDV, 236-38), and acknowledgments that verify and
legitimate his sources (SDV, 231-33).81 Scheuer even appends a note
that invokes poetic license for a single error he believes he made, when
he placed a Dead Sea sparrow in a location in Afghanistan where this
bird has never, in fact, been observed (SDV, 235).82 By authenticating

76 Clair’s memoir is also listed in the bibliography of Die Sprache der Vigel,
236.

77 Elisabeth Krimmer, The Representation of War in German Literature: From
1800 to the Present (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 5.

78 Michael Minden, “The First World War and Its Aftermath in the German
Novel,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Modern German Novel, ed. Graham
Bartram (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 138-51, here 140.

79  See Jay Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and
History in the Twentieth Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2000),
249.

80 For a discussion of the relevance of authenticity in contemporary war writ-
ing, see also Plowman, “Afghanistan,” 526-28.

81 Plowman, “Afghanistan,” 527; Stephanic Willeke, Grenzfall Kriey: Zur
Davstellung der neuwen Kriege nach 9/11 in der deutschsprachigen Gegenwartslit-
eratur (Bielefeld: transcript, 2018), 131.

82 This is by no means the only factual error in the novel. Scheuer’s process
of condensing thirteen years of war into a si