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A Genealogy of Guilt and Shame

The horrific conditions of the death camps, where
Nazis forced victims to do the “dirty work” in order to
survive, generated incredibly complex long-term psy-
chological problems for survivors. The concept of sur-
vivor guilt is a central part of Holocaust scholarship and
pedagogy. Historians have relied on it to understand
the psychological underpinnings of memoirs by Primo
Levi or interviews with survivors in documentaries like
Claude Lanzmann’s Shoah (1985). Influential scholars
like Lawrence Langer, who raises concerns about the
idea deflecting responsibility from the real culprits to sur-
vivors, have problematized survivor guilt.[1] Neverthe-
less, the concept of guilt has become a vital part of schol-
ars’ thinking about the psychology of survivors, a testi-
mony to the long-term influence of 1950s and 1960s psy-
choanalytic work on survivors, their unconscious fears
of collusion, and the effects of coping with unfathomable
layers of violence. More recently, in an effort to move
away from the implication that survivors unconsciously
identified with perpetrators, scholars have placed greater
attention on shame rather than guilt as a central category
of analysis.

In this volume, Ruth Leys considers this debate over
Holocaust survivors as a phenomenon with broader cul-
tural significance, and, she contends, “the change from a
culture of guilt to a culture of shame inWestern thinking
about the emotions is highly significant and has impor-
tant consequences” (p. 4). The focus on survivor guilt
has long been seen as problematic, because it suggests
survivors mimicked perpetrators in the “grey zone” of
the camps, where the boundaries between victim and
perpetrator blurred, when in fact the “grey zone” was
a necessary location for survival.[2] Leys contends that
the shift from guilt to shame can also be understood in
the context of a larger conflict between mimetic and an-
timimetic approaches to trauma theory, which she ex-
plored in her previous book Trauma: A Genealogy (2000).
The key question for Leys is whether the recent focus on
shame theory reflects antimimetic theory; that is, the idea
that rather than being “caught up or blindly immersed in
the scene of the shock” (mimetic theory), the subject of
trauma remains “a spectator of the scene, which he can
therefore see and represent to himself” (p. 9). According
to shame theory, the trauma survivor is in no way collu-
sive with the violence suffered, and the victim’s psyche

1

http://www.h-net.org/reviews/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0691130809


H-Net Reviews

has greater potential for recovery. The development of
shame theory, Leys argues, represents a shift from psy-
choanalytical emphasis on the survivors’ emotions and
intentions toward an emphasis on identity and differ-
ences in personal experience.

Leys stresses that her book is not a study of the
psychiatric responses to survivors of the Holocaust, but
rather an intellectual history of the shift from guilt to
shame theory since World War II. Thus, her chapters are
organized to trace the genealogy of guilt and shame. The
first chapter traces the development of the concept of sur-
vivor guilt since 1945, focusing on theories developed by
psychoanalysts consulted in the creation of West Ger-
man reparation laws, which granted compensation for
individuals who suffered emotional disabilities because
of their experiences in the camps. In particular, restitu-
tion was made to those suffering under what was diag-
nosed as “survivor syndrome,” a term used to describe the
long-term depression and guilt in response to traumatic
stress experienced in the war. Leys argues that many
survivors applying for compensation did not distinguish
between guilt and shame–the present-day debate over
the difference between these emotions is actually a rela-
tively recent development. Nevertheless, these emotions,
which consisted of a whole range of feelings including
innocence and culpability, were interpreted according
to mimetic theories by psychoanalysts who stressed the
guilt felt by survivors, exemplified in accounts like those
of Levi’s, which suggested identification with perpetra-
tors and feelings of collusion.

In the second chapter, Leys traces widespread attacks
in the 1970s on psychoanalytic concepts of survivor guilt.
This chapter focuses on the work of Terrence Des Pres
and others that emerged after the controversy over the
role of the Jewish councils, which was raised by Han-
nah Arendt in Eichmann in Jerusalem (1963). Des Pres
rejected the notion of survivor guilt because of its impli-
cation of collusion. Instead, he characterized survivors
as coming through the camp experience with their in-
tegrity intact. According to Des Pres, survivors did not
identify unconsciouslywith their Nazi oppressors, but in-
stead consciously imitated perpetrator behavior in order
to cover up their own essentially ethical and compassion-
ate feelings. Des Pres spearheaded widespread criticism
of the Freudian approach, which he criticized as offering
only a narrow interpretation of the emotional universe
of survivors. By the late 1970s to early 1980s, the shift
from guilt to shame theory had not yet taken place, but
the decades-long psychoanalytic paradigm had been sub-
stantially weakened, creating conditions for revising the

concept of survivor guilt altogether.

In chapter 3, Leys links the erosion of survivor
guilt theory to the reconceptualization of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) in the 1980s. When the Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association removed survivor guilt from
the diagnostic criteria for PTSD in 1987, the path was
opened to greater focus on shame in discussions of PTSD
symptoms. The “traumatic image” became the center
of PTSD, which was now defined as caused by exter-
nal stress, rather than mimetic, or internal identification
with the cause of the trauma (p. 93). In treatment of Viet-
nam veterans or victims of sexual violence and genocide,
shame has taken on central significance as the emotion
that defines traumatic stress. Leys argues that this re-
assessment of PTSD was just the beginning of a broader
cultural focus on shame, a development explored in chap-
ter 4. In an overview of psychological, biological, and
literary-critical works on trauma, Leys traces a radical
reconsideration of shame as a potentially positive, rather
than destructive emotion which, unlike guilt, can bring
forth healing. This new trend in trauma theory follows
what Leys describes as an anti-intentionalist paradigm,
in which no emotional identification takes place between
the traumatized and the oppressor, as was assumed by
the intentionalist paradigm developed by psychoana-
lysts. Many theorists, Leys notes, believe that shame is
more productive than guilt, and they follow an “affect
program theory” of the emotions that defines shame in
anti-intentionalist, biological terms, completely replac-
ing the survivor guilt theory, which embraced an inten-
tionalist paradigm and assumed the traumatized subject
emotionally identified with the aggressor.

In chapter 5, however, Leys critiques this intentional-
ist approach to modern shame theory as untenable. Here
she returns to the topic of the Holocaust to analyze recent
studies that re-think the significance of survivors’ mem-
oirs. Leys concentrates on Giorgio Agamben’s Remnants
of Auschwitz (1999), which de-emphasizes the experience
of survivor guilt in Primo Levi’s The Drowned and Saved
(1988). Leys interprets Agamben’s work as part of the
anti-intentionalist paradigm of trauma theory and raises
the question of whether or not it accurately interprets
Levi’s emotional response to survival in Auschwitz.

Leys’ book is successful as an intellectual history of
survivors’ guilt and shame theory. It will be most valu-
able to scholars across disciplines dealing with the psy-
chological legacy of the Holocaust. By presenting her
work as history of trauma, rather than an ethical or po-
litical critique of guilt and shame theory, Leys’ work
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maintains its focus and provides a balanced assessment
of the context in which these different interpretations
of trauma have unfolded. For scholars interested in the
larger historical context that shaped theoretical interpre-
tations of survivor accounts, Leys’ work will be a fas-
cinating contribution to the vast historiography on the
traumatic legacy of the Holocaust.

Notes
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