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Abstract

Jonathan Safran Foer’s first novel, Everything is Illuminated, blends historical 

fiction, moral dilemmas, and post-modern techniques to examine the relationship 

between victims and perpetrators during the Holocaust and how this relationship affects 

later generations. Foer focuses on memory and stories within families and cultures, and 

within these records o f identity, concepts o f opposition and duality figure prominently. 

Although Foer implies a worldview is too simple when composed of opposites, such as 

absence/presence, good/evil, Jew/non-Jew, the ideas o f opposition and duality signify 

conflict and unfilled potential for reconciliation. Patterns of opposites add weight and 

permanence to fleeting experiences and give purpose to memories; however, continual 

cycling of patterns in opposition creates heaviness or solemnity in memory and history. 

This heaviness and obligation can be seen in Holocaust Literature, where the need to 

write down accounts of collusion and atrocities has created a permanent place for second- 

and third-generation survivors, and also a place for examining the moral dilemmas within 

the human condition. Foer chooses Ukraine as his setting, and its unique role during the 

Holocaust makes it a vehicle for showing the tragedy of impossible choices and the 

relationship between two young men as they uncover truths about their families.
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Chapter 1 The Commencement of a Very Rigid Journey: Introduction

Jonathan Safran Foer titled his first novel Everything is Illuminated as a tribute to 

Milan Kundera and his views of the repetitions and intertwining patterns in people’s 

lives, especially how memories of the past so often throw light onto the present. Kundera 

writes: “In the sunset of dissolution, everything is illuminated by the aura of nostalgia, 

even the guillotine” (4). Unique lives and experiences are fleeting, ephemeral: in 

opposition, certain patterns repeat and add weight to existence, creating a heaviness of 

memory and history that is substantial and meaningful, yet also burdensome. The one

time fleeting experience is defined by its sad transience, yet it also retains a glimpse of 

the unknown and the divine. During dissolution, break up, disintegration, and 

impermanence, people are homesick for memory and patterns—the heaviness that comes 

with familiar actions, no matter how fearsome or chaotic: even the guillotine. The light of 

the past illuminates the ideas and actions of the present, allowing memory to inform the 

present and determine the choices for the future. The ramifications of past traumatic 

choices for future relationships is a topic that haunts much of Holocaust literature, 

including Everything is Illuminated.

In 1991, Foer traveled to Ukraine to look for the woman who may have saved his 

grandfather from the Nazis during World War II. Foer claims that he “found nothing but 

nothing, and in that nothing - a landscape of completely realized absence - nothing was to 

be found” (“Jonathan Foer”). He admits that he did not put a great deal of thought into 

the search, and because he did not ask his grandmother for help, and indeed was too



anxious even to tell her where he was going, he achieved nothing and felt the weight of 

failure. Yet when he arrived in Prague and began writing a non-fiction travelogue, he 

realized quickly that the nothingness had unleashed his imagination, allowing him to 

invent the story of Trachimbrod, the shtetl where his grandfather supposedly lived before 

World War II and the Nazis engulfed Ukraine and Eastern Europe.

In Foer’s novel, an eponymous character Jonathan visits Ukraine with a faded 

picture of a woman named Augustine, who possibly helped his late grandfather escape 

the Nazis. He employs a young man named Alexander Purchov, whose father works for a 

tour company called Heritage Touring. Alex describes the company:

It is for Jewish people, like the hero, who have cravings to leave that 

ennobled country America and visit humble towns in Poland and Ukraine. 

Father’s agency scores a translator, guide, and driver for the Jews, who try 

to unearth places where their families once existed. (3)

Alex brings along his “driver,” his grandfather, who is apparently blind. Alex’s 

grandfather is crotchety and shows a propensity for anti-Semitism when he says, “I do 

not want to drive ten hours to an ugly city to attend to a very spoiled Jew” (7). The old 

man continues to show contempt as they drive closer to Lutsk. He claims: “I hate Lvov. I 

hate Lutsk. I hate the Jew in the back seat of this car that I hate” (57). He has a “seeing- 

eye bitch” named Sammy Davis, Junior, Junior, and when Jonathan tells Grandfather that 

the actor Sammy Davis, Jr, was Jewish, Grandfather reacts as if Jonathan is slandering 

the entertainer’s good name. The grandfather represents the racist stereotypes of the 

older, “unenlightened” generation—those who lived through World War II and had to

2



fight for survival, often at the expense of the Jewish population. Jonathan would be wary 

of the old man because, in general, Jonathan would have been taught about the Eastern 

European stereotypes of anti-Semitism and the Eastern European collusion with the 

Nazis. The irony of this racist old man helping his son with a company that aids in 

unearthing family history for American Jews signals to the reader that secrets and truths 

of complicity and shame may also be unearthed in the story. Just as Jonathan’s family 

story is unearthed, so too is Alex’s family story. In Ukraine, Jews were not killed in 

concentration camps; they were usually shot and thrown into pits, alive or dead. So 

literally the Jews are “unearthing” their relatives. However, the Ukrainians are taking 

advantage of the Jews yet again because as Alex says: “They [Jewish people] paid Father 

very much currency in order to make vacations from  America to Ukraine” (3). This 

characterization allows Foer to seduce the reader into complacency and judgment about 

the elder Alexander (the grandfather). The reader judges the grandfather as slightly 

ridiculous even through the racism because of the pairing of the comic elements of 

Sammy Davis, Junior, Junior, and the inherent overblown anger and melodrama of the 

grandfather. The reader laughs at such images as the dog humping Jonathan and throwing 

herself at the windows of the car or the idea that the grandfather is blind, yet he appears 

to actually be somewhat deaf. By lulling the reader into complacency, however, the 

author surprises the reader with Grandfather’s dark secret and the shame that he has 

carried with him since the war. The juxtaposition of the ridiculous with the seriousness of 

the secret allows the reader to sense the intensity of Grandfather’s moral dilemma that 

much more strongly.

3



Slowly Jonathan and the two Ukrainians come to coexist peacefully, if not 

become friendly towards one another. Yet a distinct naivete is always connected to 

Jonathan and Alex. Alex is trying to be cool for his potential American friend, and the 

reader realizes immediately that America holds a mystique for Alex, e.g. he claims to 

love Michael Jackson and discos. The novel blends genres: epistolary (Alex’s letters to 

Jonathan); folkloric fiction (the unfolding of the history of Trachimbrod as imagined by 

Jonathan); and memoir (Alex’s story, moving from present back to the past, illuminating 

the truth of Alex’s own identity and his family’s involvement in the Ukrainian 

Holocaust). As in Foer’s own personal experience with Ukraine, Jonathan is never quite 

sure he has found Augustine— he discovers a woman; however, readers are led to believe 

that this woman the men meet is possibly Augustine’s sister, Lista, who was shot but 

lived to return and collect the mementos of the dead. Augustine’s identity, however, 

quickly becomes less important than the truth about Alex’s grandfather as a man who 

chose to save his family and let his best friend die at the hands of the Nazis. Moral 

dilemmas, shame, and complicity weave through the stories, attempting to mingle with 

forgiveness, reconciliation, and the heaviness of memory. This tension between 

opposition and duality dominate the novel.

This thesis will argue that Foer’s novel has a unique place in the genre of 

Holocaust literature for his fresh depiction of trauma and memory of the Holocaust. In 

Chapter One, I introduce the novel and argue that Foer’s choice of characterization lulls 

the reader into believing the story is one of reconciliation and humor, providing a stark 

contrast and sharper reaction when the storyline turns tragic. Chapter Two explores the

4



Holocaust genre and places Foer’s book firmly within the canon because of his use of 

common Holocaust literary topics and themes. Chapter Three introduces the historical 

context of the novel, exploring the history of the Holocaust as it played out in the 

Ukraine, which was different from events in Germany, Poland, and other more familiar 

settings for Holocaust literature. Ethnic cleansing in the Ukraine took place mostly in 

situ, with entire Jewish populations murdered right in front of their neighbors, rather than 

being shipped off to concentration camps where the murders could take place out of sight 

and out of mind. Because Ukraine did not have the depersonalized killings of the 

concentration camps, Chapter Four argues that Foer sheds new light on impossible moral 

and ethical dilemmas faced during this time, expressing the heartache of the characters as 

they struggle with the shame and guilt of past choices. Finally, Chapter Five argues that 

Foer’s writing style and focus on dualities within the story effectively reflect the conflicts 

between victims and perpetrators, expressing the choices that the characters must make 

when they learn the truth of the past. Although unusual within most Holocaust literature 

because Foer’s novel takes place in Ukraine instead of a concentration camp or ghetto, 

the novel examines common ethical dilemmas occurring among victims, perpetrators, and 

bystanders. Foer unexpectedly uses humor very effectively in exploring tragedy, as well 

as showing the familiar choices victims, albeit second-and third-generation, must make 

for forgiveness, reconciliation, silence, and enmity.

5
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Chapter 2 The Persnicketiness of Memory: The Holocaust Literature Genre

History books present the facts: In 1933, Adolph Hitler became Chancellor of 

Germany, and within six months, Jews were shut out of civil service and any legal 

professions. Within five years, Jews were excluded from public areas, schools, and 

businesses (Sicher xxvi). Five years after that, the Nazis then decided on the “Final 

Solution,” the desire to destroy the entire Jewry of Europe. Jews were already being sent 

to forced labor camps or rounded up and shot by the Einsatzgruppen in Ukraine as well 

as other occupied territories. But by 1945, Adolph Hitler had committed suicide. 

Liberating the forced labor and death camps, the Soviet, British, and American armies 

confirmed the rumors about the atrocities perpetrated within the Nazi Regime.

The first testimonies of the survivors were published quickly and consisted of 

diaries and journals written in desperation to document the genocide. One of the first 

texts to be shared, in 1946, was by an author named Yehiel Fajner, using the pseudonym 

“Ka-Tzetnik 135633,” (an acronym of a death camp combined with the number the Nazis 

tattooed on Fajner’s wrist). His story, called Salamandra, is considered to be the first 

novel published about the Holocaust. In 1947, Anne Frank’s Diary was transcribed and 

published by her father, describing in journal form the suffering of an innocent child that 

was all the more powerful because she did not survive the Holocaust. A journalist wrote 

in a book review: “To me, however, this apparently inconsequential diary by a 

child...stammered out in a child's voice, embodies all the hideousness of facism, more so 

than all the evidence at Nuremberg put together” (Romein). These diaries and novels 

were the beginning of years of poetry, literature, and film attempting to preserve the
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memories of the six million dead who cannot tell their own stories. Efraim Sicher claims 

that “six million stories will never be told” (xix), making writing about the Holocaust an 

obligation for the survivors to memorialize those who died. Yet what defines Holocaust 

Literature as a genre has yet to be firmly established, creating questions of authentic 

voice, veracity, memory, and reconciliation with the past, as well as sensationalism, over- 

indulgent melodrama bordering on pornography, and the generalization of the term 

Holocaust to denote victimization of other groups of people.

The word “genocide” describes the plan for the extermination of Jews by the 

Nazis. Raphael Lemkin published a book in 1944 titled Axis Rule in Occupied Europe, in 

which he coined the term from the Greek gen, people, and cide, murder. Having lost over 

forty members of his family to the Nazis, he became known as the “Father of the 

Genocide Convention,” as he helped push through the legislation in the United Nations to 

help prevent future genocides and punish perpetrators of genocide (Horan). Using this 

powerful term to describe the extermination of a group of people attempts to show the 

seriousness and intensity of a situation and increase awareness of the necessity of aid.

Any event that conjures the horrors of the Holocaust by being identified as genocidal 

forces a moral reaction from others, who then have an obligation to help end the 

suffering. Tied to action is first the ethical notion that if one knows that bad is being 

done, one must act to stop it. Because of the social and ethical concerns spawned from 

the genocide of the Jews and other targeted groups, the literature of the Holocaust, then, 

has obligations on several levels. The literature must reflect social and ethical concerns 

about wrongdoing in order to reveal the ambivalence to or the collusion in the events
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surrounding the Nazis during World War II. With these revelations, the literature also 

should have a further obligation to transfer the knowledge of man’s capabilities for evil 

during World War II to the present and future, in order to prevent future atrocities in the 

world.

Since the word holocaust denotes a burnt offering to a god, a willing sacrifice, the 

term lacks the true picture of the horrors perpetrated by the Nazis and instead elevates the 

systematic murder of six million Jews and approximately six million others from 

marginalized groups to a quasi-religious significance in the form of a sacrifice to God. A 

more appropriate term for the events is Shoah: “calamity.” The term “holocaust” was first 

used in the Middle Ages to denote a burnt religious offering, and in 1833 the term was 

used to mean the massacre of large groups of people. “The Holocaust” to denote “the 

Nazi genocide of European Jews during World War II” was first used by scholars in 1957 

(“Holocaust” Dictionary.com). Yet defining the term “Holocaust Literature” is as 

complex and at times as controversial as the memories that accompany World War II.

The term “Holocaust Literature” became popular in the 1970s with literary critics. 

Ephraim Sicher suggests that the My Lai massacre in Vietnam and other problems of the 

60s and 70s, e.g. civil rights and desegregation, Watergate, Nixon, and the Khmer Rouge 

regime, led to an examination of the literature dealing with atrocities (203). World War I 

writing grew in significance, along with World War II stories and inevitably, the horrors 

of the Nazi regime. As more scholars and survivors wrote about the Jewish experience in 

World War II, Holocaust Literature as a genre began to take shape.
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The last sixty years have seen the introduction of the term “Holocaust literature” 

as a separate literary sub-genre, defined as an attempt to document an incomprehensible 

time in history. For example, the horror of reliving memories led survivor Elie Wiesel to 

wait ten years before beginning to write Night in 1954. He felt anguish because he was 

“inadequate to the task of conveying the unimaginable experience that he has survived; 

nor are there words that can speak of the unspeakable horror” (Sicher x). If the stories 

remain silenced, however, Wiesel believes that the memory of the victims will be lost and 

their deaths will have been in vain; therefore, writing down the stories is essential. Wiesel 

is cautious of fictional narratives of the Holocaust, because he believes that “only those 

who were there can approach the gates of the camps” (Sicher x). Authentic voice is 

imperative to Wiesel because if not told by a survivor, the story could perhaps devolve 

into sensationalism and a trivialization of the horrors.

Alvin Rosenfeld believes the survivor testimonies must be told in order to 

preserve the memories of the dead; however, he also defends the fictional genre because 

Holocaust literature “was unique in marking how Auschwitz changed the way we thought 

about the human condition” (Sicher x). Man is truly capable of evil, and fiction has the 

capabilities to stretch the human imagination to accommodate the seemingly ineffable 

evil of the crematoriums. Elie Wiesel’s Night is a book that exemplifies the ill-defined 

boundary between story and historical fact. The book is considered part document, part 

memoir, and yet many have called it a novel. Wiesel does not consider this book a novel, 

and does not see it as a fictionalized account of his journey through suffering. Common 

sense dictates that most literary critics will not question the validity of Wiesel’s
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experiences out of respect for the suffering at the hands of the Nazis; since his presence at 

the Buchenwald concentration camp was a fact, no one openly doubts his account. 

However, fact and fiction sometimes blur, and Sicher explains the paradoxical nature of 

the literature arising from the Holocaust:

Memory is always reconstructed, always mediated, and always filtered 

through subjective hindsight. No story can be told with any degree of 

coherence without being reordered, emplotted, and retold from a point of 

view that will allow imaginative empathy. Imagination and fantasy do not 

necessarily impair authenticity. Fiction and history are not exclusive.

Both, in fact, are narrative constructions. (xiii)

Narrative constructions, then, are an intrinsic part of even the most truthful documents 

from survivors, so fiction also has its place even when writing about the Holocaust.

While Wiesel says that the only way to understand or depict the experience of being at 

Auschwitz is to have actually experienced Auschwitz, Sicher implies that the fictional 

accounts have their value in that they keep people from forgetting about the limitless evil 

man can perpetuate on other men, and that maintaining the memory of the event is more 

important than exclusively allowing first-hand, primary accounts.

As the survivors of the Holocaust aged, a new phenomenon emerged in the form 

of second-generation narratives. The children or relatives of the survivors found that they, 

too, were deeply affected by the Shoah; for example, Iris Milner writes of a repressive 

silence that precedes the stories of the survivors (197). This silence was born of a cultural 

shift among many Jews, not just the survivors, to prevent the appearance of weakness,
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which meant that the survivors were seen as too passive even by other Jews and 

somewhat deserving of their suffering (Sicher 26). General public sentiment was not 

sympathetic to the plight of the survivors; in 1947 a number of displaced persons, 

including orphans, tried desperately to immigrate, albeit illegally, to Palestine, then under 

British control. British ships surrounded the Exodus 1947 and forced the passengers back 

to Europe. This seemingly cold-hearted act led to a hunger strike among the passengers 

following their return to France and British-occupied Germany. The hunger strike swayed 

public sentiment and may have led to developing popular sentiment in favor of the notion 

of the formation of the state of Israel. Nonetheless, many World War II survivors found 

that they were not welcome in Israel, and indeed many Israelis saw them as weak and 

unable to assimilate into the new ideas of Jewish survival. Sicher explains that the Israeli 

sabra, or natives, called many of the survivors derogatory terms such as “soap,” since 

that is what the Nazis wanted to make from the Jews in the concentration camps. This 

cruel division among Jews was born out of fear of weakness and vulnerability of the 

Jewish people, since the survivors were constant reminders of victimization and 

helplessness. The sabra saw “strangers in their midst, who were their own unrecognized 

brothers” (Sicher 27). The sabra wanted to exclude those considered weak or unable to 

fight back. The survivors were often denied understanding and compassion because few 

sabra wanted to admit that sometimes surviving is resistance—this concept seemed too 

weak for those not present in Europe during World War II.

Because of the divided and uncomfortable attitude many Jews had towards 

survivors of the Holocaust, survivors chose to keep silent, even among their own



12

children. Seeing themselves as survivors because of the pain transferred to them by silent, 

suffering, anxious parents, second-generation survivors have a body of literature 

revolving around three major ideas:

A) “the life after” as a continuous experience of emptiness and void; B) 

the destructive quest for the missing biographical link; C) and the 

continuous rejection of the newly revealed past as manifested in secret- 

hiding second-generation stories. (Milner 196-7)

These three ideas form much of the body of second-generation narratives, creating a 

vibrant part of the Holocaust literature genre. Sicher calls these children “survivors” 

because of the “latent damage inflicted on the survivors’ children through the 

intergenerational transmission of anxieties about food, fears of separation, expectancy of 

over-fulfillment, and constant reliving of traumatic experiences” (133). Jonathan Safran 

Foer is the grandchild of Holocaust survivors, and since speaking of third-generation 

survivors is a new and novel expression of the Holocaust experience, one may examine 

the second-generation narrative commonalities in order to see where Foer’s novel fits or 

veers away from this form.

Second-generation narratives have a tendency to be engulfed in loneliness and 

emptiness, as a result “of unbridgeable gaps within the nuclear family of the survivors” 

(Milner 198). If survivors faced the pain of being labeled passive and weak by many 

other people, including some Jews (such as the sabra), then for many silence became the 

best method of coping and raising their children. They needed to assimilate into the 

contemporary society, and their children would only realize that many of their family
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members were dead, but not understand the stories behind these deaths. The children 

eventually discover truths they did not understand before, and this discovery forms the 

basis of much of their literature about the Holocaust. As a third-generation survivor, Foer 

discovers that many of the same themes and conflicts exist as his second-generation 

counterparts. Several times in his narratives Foer allows the Hero to be surprised by the 

truth and to acknowledge how little he knows of his grandparents. He realizes his lack of 

knowledge when Alex, the travel guide, asks him about America and about Jonathan’s 

grandmother. At first Jonathan is condescending to Alex, so when Alex asks Jonathan to 

tell him about his grandmother, Jonathan replies, “I told you she left Kolki [a Ukrainian 

shtetl] before the Nazis” (157). But when Alex persists, Jonathan begins: “I don’t know 

what to say.” He discovers his knowledge of her intertwines with the security she has 

always offered him, and not necessarily with her past and who she is as a person. She is 

too closely tied to safety for him; for example, he hides under her skirts, and he tells a 

bittersweet story of his visits to her on Fridays:

“On the way in, she would lift me from the ground with one of her 

wonderful terrifying hugs. And on the way out the next afternoon, I was 

again taken into the air with her love. I’m laughing because it wasn’t until 

years later that I realized she was weighing me.”

“Weighing you?”

“When she was our age, she was feeding from waste while walking across 

Europe barefoot. It was important to her—more important than that I had 

a good time—that I gained weight whenever I visited.” (158)
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Foer reveals his grandmother’s concern to protect her grandchild and her obsessions with 

weight and eating healthy. These concerns stem from being denied healthy food and 

enough to eat during her experiences in the war and the aftermath of survival. Jonathan’s 

grandmother had family who could not protect her from starvation and malnutrition, so it 

becomes her job to protect her grandchildren.

The truth about Jonathan’s grandfather is also elusive. Jonathan discovers his 

grandfather had other children of which Jonathan was unaware. During a conversation 

about the picture of Augustine, Jonathan tells Alex that his grandfather “just lost a wife 

and daughter when the Nazis raided his shtetl’ (61). Yet when Lista, or the woman they 

had hoped was Augustine, relates what she knows, she says: “We were very good friends. 

He lost a wife and two babies, you know, in the war. Does he know that?” “Two babies?” 

I [Alex] asked. “Yes,” she said. “He knows,” I said (153). Alex the translator knows that 

Jonathan’s grandfather had two babies, but Alex does not translate this information to 

Jonathan, at least not in the narrative presented to the reader. Jonathan never hears this 

information until he reads the section of the story sent to him by Alex much later. This 

contradiction of historical facts about Jonathan and his family could be Alex changing the 

story in order to impress Jonathan, but the reader most likely assumes Alex is relaying the 

truth in his narrative—a truth that eluded Jonathan. This piece of missing information 

shows the reader that Jonathan does not know the complete truth about his grandparents, 

and this inconsistency shows the reader that family history is illuminated for both Alex 

and Jonathan. Truth is elusive when confronting the past.
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Later Jonathan reveals to Alex that he was afraid to ask his grandmother what a 

Yiddish word meant (159), and Alex confronts Jonathan by wondering if the 

grandmother had perhaps wanted Jonathan to ask her about the past. Jonathan replies: “I 

was just too afraid. I knew I wasn’t supposed to ask, so I didn’t” (159). Jonathan’s fear of 

hearing the horrible truth fits Iris Milner’s commentary on survivors’ testimonies being 

“forever partial and incomplete” with silence always at the center (196). Jonathan runs 

out of topics to discuss with Alex when they are left alone to have a conversation; 

Jonathan is increasingly uncomfortable with the exchanges about his personal life 

because he realizes he knows very little about his grandmother or the reason she has 

chosen to wait so long to give her family the picture of Augustine, which starts the whole 

adventure to Ukraine. He cannot answer Alex with any specifics when Alex asks him 

why his grandmother waited until only “two years ago” to give her daughter the picture 

of the woman who supposedly saved Jonathan’s grandfather from the Nazis. He merely 

answers: “She held on to the photograph for fifty years. If she had wanted to tell us 

anything about it, she would have” (61). Jonathan knows that Ukraine and World War II 

are taboo subjects for his grandmother, and accepts the silence even as he travels secretly 

to find traces of Augustine. (His grandmother believes he is in Prague.)

Collecting of minutiae is an attempt to fill this emptiness and gaps in 

understanding of the past. Because so many items were lost during World War II and 

during the relocation, deportation, or murder of the Jews, many stories by second- 

generation survivors tell of the desire to collect even “bits and pieces of authentic 

documents” (Milner 199). Letters, pictures, newspaper clippings all serve to give
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authenticity to the nightmares the survivors experienced. Foer supports this need for 

collecting through the focal point of a photograph. The photograph depicts his 

grandfather standing with a girl and two other people. On the back it reads (or so 

Jonathan thinks in his less-than-proficient Yiddish): “This is me with Augustine,

February 21, 1943” (60). Jonathan clings to this photograph and translation on the back 

because he wants to know Augustine’s identity in order to fill in the gaps about his family 

history.

Jonathan’s Jewish family displays a need for collecting details and having 

authentic documentation, yet Alex also shows a need for mementos and some truth about 

the past. When Jonathan, Alex, and Grandfather are sitting in the restaurant after 

admitting defeat in trying to find Augustine, Alex is admiring a map labeled “Map of the 

World, 1791.” Jonathan tells Alex to take the map when Alex tells him that he loves it. 

Alex does not want to separate the documents, but he desperately wants the map to give 

to his little brother Igor. Jonathan claims that the map can be a “memento,” and the reader 

sees Jonathan caring less about authenticity and documentation than Alex. Alex wants 

mementos, or memories, in whatever form he can find, and he acts as if he will treasure 

the pieces of his trip. Alex becomes much more than simply a guide for Jonathan; he is 

on his own journey for truth, like many whose families lived in Eastern Europe during 

World War II. They seek knowledge and truth about their family’s role during the war, 

whether they were brave or complicit, heroes or accomplices. In contrast to Alex, 

Jonathan, however, is not as excited any longer about any information. He acts flippant
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about the memories from Lista, until of course he finds the picture of Alex’s grandfather, 

and the truth may be revealed.

The travelogue appears often in second-generation Holocaust literature and 

becomes the beginning driving force in the plot of Everything is Illuminated. While the 

novel includes the epistolary genre and the folktale within the narrative structure, the 

travelogue unites all the stories written by Alex and Jonathan, as well as Foer. Milner 

considers the travelogue an important feature of second-generation literature, since “a 

change of place might bring about the filling of a gap” (202). This gap or absence is 

echoed in Foer’s novel. If a travelogue was a common expression of the Holocaust 

experience, its frequency may be explained because the genre begins as an absence from 

the familiar, in setting or character. For example, in Jonathan’s folkloric story of his 

family’s origins, Safran, Jonathan’s ancestor, was making love to his Gypsy girlfriend for 

the last time. He was listening to her stories and convincing himself that she was telling 

him the truth, since he says that “the origin of a story is always an absence” (230), and 

she had been gone for a time. Foer understands that a story must arise out of conflict, a 

need that must be fulfilled, an absence that must have presence, if only through memory, 

as Jonathan discovers through his photograph of Augustine. This acknowledgement of 

absence—of leaving, of changing location—was reflected in the travelogue, and is in turn 

reflected in Everything is Illuminated.

Three very different stories create the novel, and each embodies its own degree of 

want or lack. Jonathan’s experience from Alex’s story is not fulfilled; he does not know 

who Augustine is, he does not see Trachimbrod other than through a small plaque
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honoring the dead, yet the great revelation comes from Alex and his grandfather when the 

grandfather chooses to tell his story of betraying his best friend Herschel to the Nazis. 

Both Jonathan and Alex discover truths they never expected, and the reader fails to 

remember that not only is Jonathan traveling into “his” -  as a relative—past, but young 

Alex is experiencing the same journey, albeit from a Ukrainian perspective and without 

the knowledge of being the relative of a survivor. Because his grandfather decides to 

confess his sins, Alex realizes that he, too, must learn the secrets of his family, in ways 

Jonathan cannot since his grandfather is dead. Alex freely admits: “I  do not think I  know 

everything” (100), and at first he wishes to rewrite history into a better story for 

everyone—one where everything ends happily for Safran and the Gypsy and no one has 

to admit that evil exists.

Jonathan Safran Foer represents a third-generation Holocaust survivor, revealing 

that the pain and justifiable neuroses can follow a family for three generations, showing 

the importance of stories and memory in light of a catastrophe. Sicher says: “Some have 

seen the post-Holocaust generation as sharing common problems of faith and identity in 

their confrontation with an amoral, post-apocalyptic world that had lost its humanity” 

(171). These generations share the scarring from their parents and grandparents, the way 

they raise children and the violence that many held in for years before their stories were 

told. Holocaust survivor and sociologist Zygmunt Bauman worries that younger 

generations, who may not even have parents who were survivors but choose to speak for 

those who suffered through the Holocaust nonetheless, “have created a martyrdom 

complex” (Sicher 173). He does not want these writers to portray a melodramatic victim
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mentality that stereotypes the experience of the Holocaust and devolves into an 

inauthentic, overly-emotional display of suffering. In general, most scholars and Jewish 

authors believe that for second and third-generation survivors, testimony comes in order 

to recover their own history (173). Third-generation writers are not as crippled by their 

parents’ emotional scars, and are indeed one generation removed from the direct 

influence of the violence of the Holocaust. Because of this, this generation may be able to 

present the Holocaust and their family history with more perspective and honesty than 

even the second-generation, who sometimes fell prey to the shame and embarrassment of 

thinking their parents were passive and did not fight the Nazis, as many tried to make 

these survivors believe.

Recording history and the oral tradition of storytelling are inherent in the Jewish 

religious tradition. The history of the Jews is tied to memory and stories. The Book o f 

Recurrent Dreams, 1791, appears in the Trachimbrod section that Jonathan is writing, 

and in this book, Foer writes about the narcoleptic potato farmer Didl S. claiming that 

remembrance is important. The others in the fictional congregation ask what they are 

supposed to remember. Didl S says:

The what, Didl said, is not so important, but that we should remember.

Is the act o f remembering, the process o f remembrance, the recognition o f 

our past... Memories are small prayers to God, i f  we believed in that sort 

o f thing. (36)

Foer portrays the importance of the oral tradition for transmitting memories, reinforcing 

the idea of memory and the Holocaust, yet he also underscores the necessity of writing
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and recording history: If the stories are not written down, they risk being forgotten or 

changed. The Jews equated memories with prayers to God, and even though Foer tends to 

minimize the seriousness of the belief, the underlying message is the same: We cannot 

trust others or ourselves to keep our memories alive, for they are sacred and as natural as 

prayer. Because of this high value placed on stories, the stories that formed from the 

Holocaust experience shake the very foundations of humanity. The Nazis wanted to 

exterminate the Jews: They wanted no one left to tell the stories of the experience, 

because the memories and stories shape the judgments about the past: Mankind would 

know what happened to the Jews and many other groups of disenfranchised people 

during World War II. Memory is vital to the Jewish culture and religion, so memory 

becomes a collective force to those who were not primary witnesses. These second- 

generation survivors are called “vicarious witnesses” because “they are maimed by 

history before their birth” (Sicher 134). These children are “memorial candles” for the 

dead children at the hands of the Nazis.
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Chapter 3 The Thickness of Blood and Drama: Ukrainian Historical Context

Ukraine, the setting for Everything is Illuminated, had a unique role in the 

Holocaust. Because the country was under Soviet control until fairly recently, only very 

small amounts of scholarly research have been completed in English, research addressing 

the fate of the Jews in this area. So many of the Ukrainians were impacted as well and 

manipulated by Soviet, then German, control that the Holocaust remains a very sensitive 

subject today. Ray Brandon and Wendy Lower edited a book entitled The Shoah in 

Ukraine: History, Testimony, Memorialization, one of the first accounts of Ukrainian 

history during the Holocaust. Brandon and Lower claim that after the Soviets seized 

territory from parts of Poland and Romania and claimed these areas as part of the 

Ukrainian/Soviet regime, the population of Jews numbered 2.47 million, making this “the 

largest Jewish population in Europe and the second largest Jewish population in the 

world” (273). They go on to state: “Between 1941 and 1945, more than 1.6 million of 

them perished at the hands of the Nazis and their accomplices” (273). The surprising lack 

of research up to this point may be explained by Soviet unwillingness to open up archives 

to researchers, but also by the manner in which the Jews died. More than seventy percent 

of the Jews who died in the Holocaust were murdered by the Einsatzgruppen rather than 

killed by extermination camps and gas chambers. Jews were frequently forced to dig their 

graves, strip naked and give up all their jewelry and belongings, then be shot. When 

ammunition ran low, they were forced to line up behind each other to make one bullet go 

further. The greater-than-life proportions of the death camps such as Auschwitz and
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Bergen-Belsen have held many researchers captive for years, while the roving bands of 

Nazi exterminators and their local recruits have only recently gained the attention of 

Holocaust scholars.

Many Ukrainians resisted the Soviet occupation, and when the Nazis arrived, 

most felt that conditions would not necessarily deteriorate, and hopefully improve. Even 

the Jews before June 1941 had reason to believe that the Nazis were only ridding 

Ukrainian territory of resisters; many non-Jewish Polish and Ukrainian intelligentsia were 

killed. The indiscriminate killing of everyone in Jewish communities—not just the Jews 

in politics or men in particular—began in September 1941 (Snyder 91). Many Jews were 

sympathetic to the Communist Party, so they were lumped together with the Soviets. The 

Nazis were then able to use this Soviet label to incite killings by local non-Jews. Because 

many non-Jews believed the Jews to be in league with the Soviet overlords, many 

willingly helped rid Ukraine of the Jewish populace. In 1941 and 1942, approximately

2,000 Jews were killed every day by Nazis and local citizens (Kruglev 288).

The Nazis depended on local citizens to help with their plans for deportation and 

genocide. Jews were not always recognized, and unless they were active in their 

synagogue, identification proved difficult for the Germans. This is where the non-Jews in 

communities ruled by the Nazis stepped in; today these communities must struggle with 

the fact that although many helped the Jews, many others participated directly in their 

deaths. Georg Bonisch and the writers at Der Spiegel put it succinctly in their article: 

Historian Feliks Tych estimates that some 125,000 Poles rescued Jews 

without being paid for their services. It’s clear that the perpetrators always
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made up a small minority of their respective population. But the Germans 

relied on that minority. (Bonisch)

Violence is often bred of insecurity. Insecurity over resources motivated many non-Jews 

before fear pushed them into violence. Food was scarce, and the promise of extra rations 

kept many Nazis busy. However, the Nazis were not the first to target the Jews when life 

was not economically secure, and the old stories about Jews still circulated through 

Eastern European towns: Jews always had money when no one else did and they took 

care of their own before anyone else; Jews kept to themselves too much and thought they 

were better than the non-Jewish peasants. These myths caused the non-Jews to remain 

wary and suspicious of the Jewish minority in rural, as well as urban, regions.

Catholic priest Patrick DesBois grew up learning that “believing in God and being 

aware of evil had to be expressed in prayers but also in actions, as a quest, and a 

responsibility toward others” (DesBois 4). He heard stories of his grandfather Claudius’ 

time spent in Rawa-Ruska concentration camp as a French prisoner of war in 1942. 

Claudius told his grandson that for him, the camp was not “too horrible,” but for “the 

others” it was terrible. Father DesBois came to understand that “the others” were the 

Jews. Since he was raised to believe that one faces the evil in the world through actions 

as well as prayer, he spent several years learning about the Jewish faith and the Holocaust 

before setting out to Ukraine to learn more about the Einzatzgruppen and its involvement 

in the Shoah. He wanted to find out where the Jews were buried and information about 

the remains of the Jewish communities in Ukraine, since Ukraine had sparse memorials, 

but no museums for this period of time, no concentration camps to tour like Auschwitz,
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nothing. Like a much wiser and older Jonathan Safran Foer, Father Patrick DesBois set 

out to discover what became of the nothing in Ukraine during the Holocaust.

Father DesBois sums up his experience with the witnesses of the Holocaust in 

once-beautiful Ukraine: “The Nazis had taken away beauty from everything” (98). 

DesBois lists the potential jobs of the Ukrainians pressed into service for the Nazis.

Under pain of torture or death, the Ukrainians were assigned to specific tasks:

There were those who mixed lime with the blood of the Jews; those who 

tied the Jews’ clothes up in bundles and then loaded them onto carts; those 

who patched up the clothes; those who prepared food for the oppressors 

during the executions; those who drove carts full of hemp or sunflowers 

with which to burn the bodies; those who placed sunflowers or hemp on 

the layers of bodies; those who tore out the Jews’ gold teeth while they 

awaited their execution, collecting them in a canvas bag that they gave to 

the Germans in the evening; those who transported Jews in their carts from 

the villages to the pits; those who stored the spades in their house at night, 

between shootings; those who packed down the bodies of the Jews in the 

pits and covered them with sand between shootings; those who surrounded 

the groups of Jews who arrived at the pit until all the families were shot; 

those who guarded the Jews to prevent them from escaping; and those who 

brought ash to clean up the ground after the executions. Most of them 

were children. (97)
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For the Ukrainians interviewed by DesBois, no joy existed by abetting the Nazis. 

Many witnesses were friends with the Jews or neighbors. A witness named Eugenia 

fulfilled the function of shabbes goy, lighting the Jews’ fire on Friday nights and 

Saturday when the Sabbath forbade Jews from using matches. Eugenia’s father had been 

requisitioned to help dig the pits in the town of Busk, and Eugenia had witnessed her 

neighbors being shot in the back of the head and thrown in the pit (169-70). Schoolmates 

would yell “Farewell” before being gunned down; many Ukrainians felt helpless to do 

anything.

Olena from Khvativ remembers seeing two German military trucks filled with 

Jewish women, including her mother’s friend. The woman began screaming Olena’s 

name and begging for Olena to save her, even as the doomed woman approached the pit 

to be shot. Olena says: “I was young, and I was afraid that the Germans would kill us like 

they were killing the Jews” (58). She had hidden in the wheat so that the Germans would 

not seek her out. Even after so many years had passed, she still mourned her inaction and 

her fear. She survived, though, and at the time, that was sufficient for her. A man named 

Ivan tells a story about a musician who had been requisitioned to play the Ukrainian 

drum every morning, probably to drown out the sounds of the killing—some peasants 

even had to bang saucepans together for the Germans to muffle the noise. One day the 

drummer saw a Nazi beating small children, and “he had thrown himself at him. The 

German had shot him and thrown his body in the pit along with the Jews from the 15 

villages” (136). Did the Ukrainians have a choice to witness the dehumanization of 

mankind? Their choices were shame and guilt, or death.
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Of all the witness testimonies in Father DesBois’ book, the most commonly 

repeated phrase is “The earth moved for three days.” Children were often thrown into the 

pits alive, and most Germans, especially as late in the war as the Ukrainian Holocaust 

was, would not have wasted bullets to ensure death for the victims, when death was 

imminent and inescapable anyway. The Ukrainians were subjected to the stench of death, 

the moaning of the dying, and the helplessness of the fear of approaching the pits because 

of the guards. Some say that “shouts were heard for three days,” (200), while in some 

villages the pits were set on fire and the pyre wiped away any evidence of the shootings. 

Many witnesses were told they could pilfer clothing and items of the Jews (a lady 

claimed she stole four buttons from a Jew’s shirt (87), while a man said he could not bear 

to touch these things, claiming his mother said “Don’t take the Jews’ clothes; they are 

covered in tears” (97). Paul Shapiro, the Director for The Center of Advanced Holocaust 

Studies, says that these bystanders and unwilling participants are considered failures by 

many today for empowering their perpetrators and “contributing to the immensity of the 

loss” (xii). He believes that the “long-suppressed inner torment” shows readers that one 

must never allow anti-Semitism, or any racism for that matter, to go unchecked (xii). The 

moral dilemma then becomes whether these people could have or should have made a 

difference when their own lives were in danger. Therein lies the dilemma: Is it an 

obligation to help others when the consequence is death?

One major reason DesBois wished to catalog the places Jews were murdered was 

to honor the dead and their burials. Jews are not to be disturbed from their resting places, 

and many of the pits were being looted or bones scattered. The irony of this is that
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German foundations are trying desperately to give proper burials to German soldiers, 

namely Nazis, who were killed in Ukraine and not buried on German soil. DesBois was 

shown a German cemetery where the bodies of German soldiers were being relocated, 

and a wall of names was being erected to ensure their memory. The warden of the 

cemetery explained that every body would be placed in an individual cardboard coffin 

and buried according to company—Wehrmacht, Waffen SS, etc. A private German firm 

was funding this project, and at the bottom of the cemetery one could see an SS square. 

DesBois believes: “We cannot leave the Jews buried like animals. We cannot accept this 

state of affairs and allow our continent to be built on the obliterated memory of the 

victims of the Reich” (34). It seems inconceivable that a civilization as orderly and 

ritualistic with its dead could be so inhumane and bestial towards another culture and 

people so similar. A woman named Maria from Nikolayev saw through the Nazis’ 

civilized veneer, however. She said:

As rich and cultivated as they [Germans] were, they still forced the 

prisoners to collect the rings, earrings, and gold teeth. If they were so rich, 

why did they do that?! We were poor at the time, and yet we weren’t the 

ones who took all those things. They who were so cultivated and well 

brought up, look at what they did. (159)

Father DesBois agrees that “there is only one human race—a human race that shoots two- 

year-old children” (67). He believes that the ideology of the Nazi Party allowed any 

ethical restraints placed upon the Nazi soldiers to evaporate and erase any recognition of 

the mutual humanity in the Jews and all the other persecuted minorities. DesBois said
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that it takes an active will to believe in the human race consciously and act upon this—to 

construct a powerful antidote to ideology that allows people to no longer see that they 

have become “human beings killing other human beings without realizing that they too 

are men” (68).

Money started much of the willingness to blame an entire group for the economic 

meltdown of Europe after World War I, and the old, ugly myths from the Middle Ages 

still remained in the European psyche to fuel the flames. Eastern European countries such 

as Hungary and Lithuania were swept up in a powerful nationalism in which any minority 

was a target, but money still trumped all racist ideals. Many European countries benefited 

during and immediately after the Holocaust; for example, “In France, 96 percent of 

aryanized companies remained in French hands. The Hungarian government used the 

assets seized from Jews to extend its pension system and reduce inflation” (“The Dark 

Continent”).

Foer makes use of his setting in Ukraine not only to construct the history and 

show the crippling guilt of Alex’s grandfather, the elder Alex (He is blind when the novel 

begins, symbolic on many levels.), but also to juxtapose Alex’s life with the coming of 

the Nazis in Foer’s fictional account of Trachimbrod. The reader knows Jonathan the 

Hero has invented this story of Trachimbrod, and he is writing it knowing the truth of 

Alex’s grandfather, so the reader must divine purpose and tone from this story. Is 

Jonathan holding this narrative up to Alex to show how the “other side” fared? How they 

also did not act as they should have and failed in their duties to protect those they loved? 

He narrates how the residents of Trachimbrod, when another area was bombed and they
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felt the tremors, had suddenly become inert and refused to act, becoming obsessed with 

memories and remembrance as if they already no longer existed. Foer relates how after 

the first bombs, the shtetl holds a town meeting. Rav D has proof of impending disaster in 

the form of a letter, warning his community that the Nazis are committing “unspeakable 

atrocities and that Trachimbrod should prepare for the worst,” yet Ari F claims: “It’s the 

Ukrainians who’ll do us in! You’ve heard what they did in Lvov!” (261). The entire town 

was unable to fathom such “unspeakable atrocities” and after no more bombings 

occurred, the shtetl quit worrying and did not prepare in any way to avert destruction. 

Foer writes:

So nothing was done. No decisions were made. No bags packed or houses 

emptied. No trenches dug or buildings fortified. Nothing. They waited like 

fools, they sat on their hands like fools, and spoke, like fools, about the 

time Simon D did that hilarious thing with the plum, which all could laugh 

about for hours but none could quite remember. They waited to die, and 

we cannot blame them, because we would do the same, and we do do the 

same... we must forgive them. (262)

The narrator of Jonathan’s section says that we must forgive the Jews for their inaction, 

even though this forgiveness implies blame for their not doing more to save themselves— 

for being even a bit responsible for what happens to them. The narrator claims that this 

inaction is what all people would do; the human failings rule behavior and for that 

humans must be forgiven for the guilt of being human and trying to maintain the status 

quo. The Jews were paralyzed by the thought of something so horrible that they only
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could stay sane by changing nothing and preserving their lives as long as possible, while 

Grandfather Alex was paralyzed by the thought of his own death and of his wife and 

child, so he did only what he could do and acted out of self-preservation. This same 

forgiveness may not extend to Alex’s family, however. Jonathan wants to forgive the 

Jews for inaction, but the actions of the Ukrainians may be unforgivable to him as a man 

whose family suffered from the actions of many Ukrainians, even if these actions were 

understandable because they were done under threat of violence or extreme duress. 

Jonathan would say that the Ukrainians should have been less afraid of death, and more 

afraid of losing any dignity and rights as individual human beings. Does Jonathan the 

Hero believe Grandfather Alex should be forgiven? The answer seems to be “No.” The 

key moral dilemma Jonathan must confront is this: If confronted with an impossible 

situation, should people be held responsible for their actions in that situation?

Another possibility for the inaction of the residents of the village is the lack of 

trust that existed between the Jews and the Ukrainians. The Ukrainians have a long past 

of ethnic violence against the Jews. Elias Heifetz writes:

The insane tragedy which we are considering from the historical and 

political standpoint in order to lay bare its roots and place the guilt, is so 

horrible that human speech is too poor in words to describe the infinite 

despair and hopelessness and the various phases of human misery which 

the Jews in the Ukraine have suffered. (141)

Heifetz is not speaking of the Holocaust during World War II; he is writing in 1921 about 

the massacre of Jews in Ukraine in 1919. Heifetz’s reaction is similar to how witnesses
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feel about sharing their Holocaust stories; the horror may justify silence because no 

words could truly describe what happened, yet memorialization dictates giving the dead a 

voice so the world will remember.

Peter Novick claims that before Kristallnacht, the number of German Jewish 

deaths were “a tiny fraction of those inflicted on Jews by murderous bands of Ukrainian 

anti-Soviet forces twenty years earlier” (21). He is referring to the series of pogroms after 

World War I. In 1919 the pogroms began in the rural villages, rather than occurring in the 

cities like the pogroms during the tsarist periods of the 1880s. Ever since the Jews had 

settled in the Ukrainian area in the 1600s, they had been associated with the overlords or 

landowners, namely the Polish and the Russians. The Jews thrived in commerce and 

leaseholding, so any insurrection by the farmers or renters usually affected the Jews first 

(Heifetz 5). Even though violence flared over the centuries, calm had settled over 

Ukrainian-Jewish relations in the 20th century, with most Ukrainians simply seeing the 

Jews as outsiders and strangers. Jews were forbidden to hold government office in 

Ukraine, as well as tsarist Russia, but when the Soviets came to power (before the 

Bolshevik Revolution and during the interim government), Jews were allowed to hold 

office in the Soviet Union and act as intermediaries. When the Soviets exerted their 

authority in Ukraine after World War I, the Ukrainians, generally harboring a fair amount 

of contempt for Jews, were forced to confront a Jewish authority figure involved in 

business most Ukrainians hated: communism. The Ukrainian military found a scapegoat 

in the Jews and used Jewish ethnic cleansing as a rallying cry to unite the Ukrainian 

soldiers, who were demoralized and hungry. The Soviet soldiers saved the Jews from
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complete annhilation, according to Heifetz, so many Jewish youth actually joined the 

Soviet army, perpetuating the suspicions of the Ukrainian populace (98).

In Kiev in 1919, a circular was distributed throughout the town discussing the 

Bolshevik army advancing towards Kiev. The writers of the circular discuss the problem 

of anti-Semitism in the region, and even relate the roots of the problem. They blame the 

Polish landowners who forced the farmers to suffer, as well as the Jews and the Russian 

peasants. The pamphlet goes on to blame the tsar’s government for spreading lies about 

the Jews, and it says that the government is completely to blame, and “the people, 

wearied by harassing, agitation and exhausted by long years of intolerable sufferings, 

vents its fury and hate on the innocent, unhappy, and tormented Jewish people” (123). 

This news would be a boon for the Jews if the circular had not been so completely pro

Bolshevik. The Ukrainians were not interested in Bolshevik “propaganda,” and felt that 

the revolution led to the desertion of the front in World War I and “a shameful betrayal of 

our common cause with the Allies” (124). This propaganda further inflamed Jewish- 

Ukrainian relations.

In reaction to the circulars in Kiev, the volunteer Ukrainian army began a 

devastating progrom. Whenever they entered a city: “The furniture was dragged out of 

the houses or destroyed; women were violated. All imaginable kinds of tortures and 

cruelties were perpetrated on the Jews. Even children of six weeks were slaughtered” 

(125). The total killed during the pogroms of 1919 in the Ukraine number between

30,000 and 100,000 (179), giving Heifetz reason to say that “the pogroms in the Ukraine 

in the year 1919 form one of the most tragic episodes in the dark history of the much-
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suffering Jewish people” (182). Good reason exists, then, for Foer’s Jews to be paralyzed 

and filled with inaction after they have heard of the atrocities in other areas. They must 

have felt the inevitable pull of history, tugging them into the horrors they could not 

escape in 1919 and will not escape in 1941.

Jonathan’s narrator says simply:

They [the Jews of Trachimbrod] hadn’t forgotten, but accommodated. 

Memory took the place of terror. In their efforts to remember what it was 

they were trying so hard to remember, they could finally think over the 

fear of war. The memories of birth, childhood, and adolescence resonated 

with greater volume than the din of exploding shells. (262)

What does it mean to accommodate? The residents are helpless in most ways; they cannot 

relocate easily. Modern American ideals of travel and movement are unique: Even with a 

nomadic past, the Jews of Ukraine did not consider leaving their land or place where their 

families had lived for centuries. For example, naive teenagers who read of the troubles in 

Romeo and Juliet automatically ask: “Why didn’t they just move away?” Why did Elie 

Wiesel stay in his little village in Hungary and wait to be rounded up in his tragic account 

Night? People do not leave their homes when they have nowhere to go and when they 

have so much to lose by leaving. The residents of Trachimbrod would lose everything by 

leaving; they would lose everything by staying. They simply try to remember everything 

they can, as if the memorialization has already begun. Their memories give testament to 

their experiences in Ukraine, long-suffering and bittersweet. As an American writer, Foer 

must realize that his narrator for the section on Trachimbrod is naive to wonder why the
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Jews did not move from the danger. Lack of mobility because of economic depression 

and tight immigration quotas plagued the Jews trying to escape Hitler’s reach. Foer 

knows his audience will first think of mobility as the solution; however, history teaches 

otherwise. Borders were closed.

If writing stories is so vital to remembering and honoring Jewish history, 

especially trying to understand the Holocaust, then the irony is that most Americans 

believe that Hitler and Nazi Germany were the only group to victimize the Jews in 

modern times. Knowledge of the Jewish past seems to stop with stories of the Holocaust. 

This lack of full understanding of the patterns of pogroms and violence towards Jews 

gives readers only part of the story. Heifetz says that the pogroms of 1919 cannot be 

compared in brutality to the pogroms in the 1880s, so none of this invidious behavior was 

new to the Ukrainian Jews: They had every reason to treat non-Jew Ukrainian citizens as 

suspect.
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Chapter 4 Recurrent Secrets: Impossible Choices

A popular topic to explore in contemporary Holocaust literature is best described 

by the German word Vergangenheitsbewaltigung. This term roughly translates as 

“coming to terms with one’s past” (Herf), and defines the issues and challenges deemed 

important for the contemporary author writing about the Holocaust. If one dredges up the 

so-called sins of the past, then one must confront the complicity, take the shame and 

punishment, receive the absolution eventually, and become a changed individual in some 

way, incapable of committing the sin again. Adam and Eve in the Garden could not hide 

from their sins, just as many upper-level Nazi officials were unable to hide and faced the 

Nuremberg Trials after World War II. However, many seemingly innocent bystanders 

were guilty of collusion and were never subject to the purging of their guilt; rather, many 

believed—however superficially—that they shared no guilt with the Nazis. Many felt 

coerced by threats of violence or life and death situations that they felt precluded a moral 

obligation or judgment. Yet, as Iris Milner says in her essay on second-generation 

Holocaust writers: “Literature, then, does participate in generating the social and cultural 

phenomenon of an increased presence of the Holocaust in public discourse” (210). By 

having the literature disseminated into culture and by having a literary presence for 

discourse, many secrets and issues of the Holocaust will be discussed and understood 

better. Different organizations exist to further the cause of understanding the complicity 

between Nazis and other groups. In January 2004, French Cardinals within the Roman 

Catholic Church along with the World Jewish Congress and many rabbis formed Yahad-
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in-Unum, a “joint initiative for human dignity, dialogue, and solidarity” (DesBois 219). 

This organization strives for strong ties and good relations between Jews and Christians, 

and encourages dialogue about potentially controversial subjects, especially the 

Holocaust. Its goal is “to respond to the great needs of today’s world through common 

projects based on an ethic inspired by the Law received on Mount Sinai” (220). Because 

of the prevalence of literature about the Holocaust and the responsibilities for guilt many 

groups share with the Nazis, these organizations have become a natural extension of 

dialogue.

Most countries and people involved in World War II have been hesitant at best, 

and unwilling at worst, to admit complicity in the Holocaust. Daniel Singer wrote of Paul 

Touvier, a Nazi collaborator who led a pro-Nazi militia and was responsible for the death 

of at least seven Jewish hostages during the puppet governement of France under Hitler’s 

control. Touvier received the death sentence in 1946, yet disappeared and was never 

executed. In 1966 French judges dismissed the death sentence based on a statute of 

limitations, and Touvier’s lawyers moved for a pardon. President Georges Pompidou 

issued the pardon in 1971, but the public outcry was so severe that he was again indicted 

on the charge of “crimes against humanity” in 1973. Apparently, President Pompidou 

allowed Touvier to return to his hometown to claim his property, but it was discovered 

that much of the claimed property belonged to Jews before the war. He escaped yet again, 

shielded by the Catholic clergy, many times disguised as a priest, yet when he was finally 

caught in 1989 and his charges reviewed, the French wished for peace and, as Singer 

describes it, “collective amnesia” (689). He received life in prison, and died in 1996 from
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prostate cancer. Although he was indeed found guilty, the fact that the Catholic clergy 

abetted the Nazis and shielded the war criminals was never mentioned. Singer believes 

that the French do not want to believe that any of their fellow citizens were collaborators 

with the enemy: if de Gaulle was a resister-- and de Gaulle stands as the national hero-

then all of France resisted. It is a comforting myth perpetuated since the war, but lately 

the myth rings hollow as France’s political and cultural institutions, as well as its citizens, 

are slowly examining the past.

France is not the only country experiencing its own Vergangenheitsbewaltigung; 

most European countries are struggling with having to admit to crimes during Hitler’s 

regime. Individual cases broaden and cause introspection in all. For example, the 

impending trial of Ivan Demjanjuk has forced even the United States courts to examine 

how important “justice” is and the very definition of justice after so many years have 

passed. Demjanjuk, a naturalized American citizen, had his citizenship revoked in 1981 

and was sentenced to death in 1988 by an Israeli court for being a Nazi prison guard, 

“Ivan the Terrible,” in the Treblinka death camp, yet his conviction was overturned in 

1993 in Israel due to lack of evidence. His American citizenship was soon reinstated, yet 

in 2001 he again was convicted of war crimes after more evidence surfaced from possible 

witnesses that he had worked at another death camp, causing the death of at least 29,000 

Jews in Sobibor, now a part of Poland. The United States revoked his American 

citizenship a second time; he had lived in Ohio since 1952, and since 2001, he has been 

ordered deported, granted stays, ordered again, on and on until May 11, 2009, when he 

was taken by ambulance to the private airplane that took him to face trial again, this time
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in Germany. He is 89 years old, and the German justice system has declared him fit to 

face trial “as long as court sessions are limited to two 90-minute sessions a day” (Baetz). 

The issues are complex obviously; Demjanjuk is old and infirm, and one may feel he is 

too old to truly feel justice is served. If, however, he truly was a murderer in a death 

camp and not just a victim of mistaken identity, then living the rest of his life 

uncomfortably is a small victory for the relatives of the people he killed.

A news article from Spiegel Online International claims that even though 

Demjanjuk was just a “cog in the wheel,” as a foreigner, he represents an important first 

step in exposing all of the outside help the Nazis received in order to carry out their 

“Final Solution” (“The Dark Continent”). Occupied countries tend to gloss over their 

own crimes against humanity, perhaps believing individuals had no choice or perhaps 

that they were not involved—only the Nazis were cruel. Demjanjuk was not a 

collaborator in the sense of a non-military civilian of an occupied country helping the 

occupying forces; he was a Ukrainian death camp guard for the Nazis in Poland.

Although he claims to have no knowledge of his alleged identity as “Ivan the Terrible,” 

the media show the image of the frail man who was not originally a Nazi, much less a 

German, and this image challenges contemporary American ideals of responsibility in the 

face of moral dilemmas. Americans do not like to accept the excuse of a soldier simply 

“doing his job,” although soldiers have used this excuse before; for example, during the 

Vietnam War and the My Lai massacre. Now Ukraine and other countries, including the 

United States, are forced to face the fact that genocide has no statute of limitations, no 

matter how upright a citizen may seem.



39

Nazi Germany was stereotypically an orderly and well-run machine, yet it still 

could not expect to identify Jews, gays, Communists, and other targeted groups simply by 

looks alone; the Germans had to look to the citizens of the occupied countries in order to 

identify the targets. Complicity and shame form the secret backbone of Everything is 

Illuminated, as Foer explores not only juggles three different, albeit related, stories, but 

also three different modes of writing. The first is the story of a young American named, 

aptly, Jonathan Safran Foer, who journeys to Ukraine to find the site of his grandfather’s 

village and the Gentile who saved him from death in the Holocaust; this story is told by 

the Ukrainian tour guide, Alex. Keith Gessen summarizes this section: “An American 

travels to the Old World in search of the darkness he cannot see at home, and finds it” 

(68). Jonathan, Alex, and Alex’s grandfather (also named Alex) travel together, along 

with the grandfather’s dog, literally to different parts of Ukraine, and they travel 

figuratively in time back to 1941, when the Einsatzgruppen was wreaking havoc on the 

Jews and anyone in Ukraine who stood in their way. The next story is Jonathan’s fictional 

account of his grandfather’s Jewish village, or shtetl: its beginnings, its characters, and 

their foibles. This story begins in 1791, and moves forward to 1942 in a non-orderly 

progression, converging with Alex’s account of Jonathan’s journey. The last story is the 

relationship between Jonathan and Alex, told through Alex’s correspondence to 

Jonathan—the reader can only infer Jonathan’s questions and responses to Alex. These 

letters begin in July 1997 and end a short time later, in January 1998. The account of the 

journey and the account of the shtetl form a collision course in time— they hurl towards 

each other on the timeline, with the resulting crash fully manifested in the third form, the
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letters from Alex. Foer mixes comedy with tragedy: All three stories begin as comedy, 

light and so assured of a happy ending—after all, Jonathan’s grandfather was saved from 

the Nazis. Yet when the stories converge, tragedy emerges and the reader realizes that for 

the Holocaust and World War II, no happy endings exist, and no true consolation occurs 

except in the knowledge of the truth.

At the beginning of the novel, the reader believes that the story is about heroism: 

how an everyday Ukrainian woman saves a Jew from being killed by Nazis. The Jewish 

American student can return home, satisfied with the knowledge that people are generally 

good and will help their fellow man in a crisis. Heroic deeds are done by the regular man 

or woman, and evil eventually is defeated by the side of truth and goodness. However, 

Jonathan finds only scanty evidence of Augustine, the woman who helps his grandfather, 

and the reader is left confused as to what exactly the three travelers find.

Aspects of language demand attention: Alex struggles with English in his letters, 

but in his story of Jonathan’s journey, Alex’s English is improved—the reader assumes 

Jonathan has been correcting the translation problems of word choice and returning the 

drafts to Alex. Finally, Jonathan uses Yiddish syntax and storytelling to create a 

whimsical, carnival atmosphere in the shtetl. Foer experiments with language not only to 

reinforce the change in genre, but also to facilitate the reader’s transition to the changes 

within the story. The comedy transitions to tragedy just as the reader is initially tricked 

into believing the journey is over and no news of the Holocaust has been discovered. The 

three men are sitting at dinner looking through a box (rather like Pandora’s box) that they 

have received from the woman who is perhaps Augustine, though she will not
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acknowledge that is her name and Foer gives the reader a vague unease that this woman 

is not at all who Jonathan seeks. The box is labeled “In Case,” and when they begin 

looking through the documents, Grandfather reveals his secrets, and the readers, along 

with Alex and Jonathan, discover the true Holocaust story that has waited to be revealed. 

The tragedy emerges.

The emotional climax of the novel comes as the reader hears the story of how 

Alex the Grandfather murders his best friend Herschel. The Nazis marched into their little 

village, lining up the residents. The Nazi soldiers killed anyone who would not point out 

a Jew, while those who did identify the Jewish residents were forced to watch the Jews 

being locked in the synagogue and burned alive. The Nazis have created an impossible 

situation for everyone in the town: The Jews will be destroyed because sooner or later the 

non-Jewish residents will choose their own and the lives of their families over the Jewish 

lives.

Foer employs a stream-of-conscious narration to reflect Alex’s turmoil at reliving 

the incident. Alex’s best friend Herschel is the last Jew standing, and Alex remarks that 

no one in the village knew Herschel was a Jew: “Herschel was never pointed to perhaps 

this is because I was his only friend and he was not so social and many people did not 

even know he existed” (250). Herschel was not a practicing Jew, or the rest of the town 

would have known. Foer underlines the absurdity of the Nazi extermination because 

many Jews were not religious and isolationist (as many non-Jewish villagers believed 

them to be), but instead they assimilated into the Ukrainian village life and believed 

themselves Ukrainians first.



42

Foer continues to enlighten the reader through Herschel’s words: “[H]e shouted 

tell them that there are no more Jews nomoreJews and you only said that I was a Jew so 

that you would not be killed I am begging you Eli youaremyfriend do not let me die” 

(251). When Herschel is shouting these words, he is simultaneously being dragged to the 

synagogue to burn with the other Jews. He accuses Alex of saving himself by 

condemning Herschel, for if Alex’s real name is Eli, then perhaps he is also a Jew who 

betrays his own people in order to save his family and himself. He chooses to implicate a 

non-practicing Jew rather than be shot for implicating no one, since as Alex says, there 

were no Jews left by the time the Nazis confronted Alex. Herschel realizes that Alex, or 

Eli, is ready to betray a friend to keep his own family safe. There is no honor here, only

survival. The guilt is complicated, because the Grandfather does not send his best friend

to his death because Grandfather works at a death camp or wants more rations of sugar 

and flour, yet the result is the same: He is ultimately why his best friend is dead and 

carries partial responsibility for the wrongs carried out by the Nazis. The guilt and shame 

still rests with the living.

Yet if he was meant to survive, Eli/Alex does a bad job of it. He puts it simply 

later in the narration:

I knew that I had to change everything to leave everything behind and I 

knew that I could never allow him to learn of whoIwas or whatIdid 

because it was for him that I didwhatIdid it was for him that I pointed and 

for him that Herschel was murdered that I murdered Herschel and this is 

why he is how he is he is how is he because a father is always responsible
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for his son and I am I and Iamresponsible not for Herschel but for my son 

because I held him with somuchforcethathecried because I loved him so 

much that I madeloveimpossible. (251)

To whom is the “he” Grandfather Alex refers? Perhaps he is speaking of his son, the 

father with the anger problems whom the younger Alex eventually throws out of the 

house. Grandfather’s choice was no choice actually; he would feel guilty no matter what 

he chose. His choice to keep his family alive caused him to hate his family, even though 

he claims he did this because he loved them, and if he had saved Herschel, he most 

assuredly would have died that night, along with his family and most likely Herschel too. 

Yet is it saner to die early when one faces an impossible situation? If one is forever 

scarred for choosing his life over another life, then life becomes meaningless.

The dilemma of impossible choices Grandfather experiences echoes the 

existentialist philosophers of the time. During World War II, Albert Camus and Jean-Paul 

Sartre opposed the Nazi regime and worked for the French resistance. Sartre spent time 

as a prisoner of war in 1940. Philippe Codde writes that Camus and Sartre shaped French 

existentialism into a philosophy about moral choices. It focused on the choices people 

made in extreme situations, such as war and life-or-death dilemmas. In an absurd world, 

in which leaders of countries can choose to exterminate an entire of race of people and 

not even consider this race as human, all that is left is a person’s right to dignity and 

choice in the face of adversity (64). The French existentialists struck a chord with many 

Holocaust survivors, who saw survival as the most difficult choice to make at times.
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When one is faced with the labor camps and is starving, simply keeping the will to live is 

more than sufficient.

Viktor Frankl, an Auschwitz survivor and psychologist, bridges French 

existentialism into a psychotherapy called logotherapy. He believed that man’s attitude 

was the only thing left to control, and that discovering why one should live and continue 

struggling was the basis for banishing apathy and inaction. He claims that man alone 

must answer for the meaning in his own life, and this responsibility leads to what Frankl 

calls “responsibleness” to answer not only for himself, but others:

This emphasis on responsibleness is reflected in the categorical imperative 

of logotherapy, which is: ‘Live as if you were living already for the second 

time and as if you had acted the first time as wrongly as you are about to 

act now!’ It seems to me that there is nothing which would stimulate a 

man’s sense of responsibleness more than this maxim, which invites him 

to imagine first that the present is past and, second, that the past may yet 

be changed and amended. Such a precept confronts him with life’s 

finiteness as well as the finality of what he makes out of both his life and 

himself. (109)

This “responsibleness” is missing in Grandfather Alex’s choices. He chooses life for 

himself and his family, rather than death and possibly Herschel’s life. No guarantee 

existed that Herschel would live through the Nazi assault. This choice he makes in an 

absurd world ruled by coercive monsters should be forgiveable—did he even have a 

choice? The French existentialists would say he did have a choice. In an absurd world, he
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was left with the dignity to choose to participate in the madness. If life is so toppled and 

devoid of morality, then living is not the supreme choice at all. Frankl may believe that 

since Grandfather chose his own life, then he needed to find meaning for this seemingly 

conflicted act and show that life was worth choosing. Grandfather stuffed his memories 

and moved away, denying any of the events occurred:

Because I did not want your father to grow up so close to death. I did not 

want him to know of it, and live with it. This is why I never informed him 

of what occurred. I wanted so much for him to live a good life, without

death and without choices and without shame I desired to remove him

from everything that was bad, but instead I gave him badness upon 

badness. A father is always responsible for how his son is. You must 

understand. (Foer 247)

This denial of choice was wrong in the end, since it spawned a dysfunctional, angry, 

alcoholic son and generations of unhappiness. Grandfather never found meaning in his 

act, and in fact believed that he had no choice, and that was the most destructive of all 

forces: to believe he had no choice.

In Justice Matters, Mona Sue Weissmark begins her exploration of justice and 

guilt with writer Hannah Arendt’s comments about the Nazis. She believed that the Nazis 

were not made up of monsters, but instead she called them bureaucrats who were 

“terribly and terrifyingly normal” (Weissmark 7), and Weissmark says, “Arendt’s point 

was that any person’s moral behavior could be altered by placing it in a particular 

context” (7). Having an ideology defined through economic hardship and survival
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instincts from the Depression and the shame of World War I, Germans and other 

Europeans who supported the Nazi Party had a reality to maintain devoid of autonomy 

and the individual understanding of right and wrong. Considering the viewpoints of the 

Nazis does not encourage one to forgive the atrocities, but indeed reveals the altered 

reality that allows for such skewing of morality and rejection of normal, humane 

responses to cruel behavior. The Nazis believed they had no choice but to obey in order 

to make a stronger Germany (36).

A similar twisting of morality occurred during the Holocaust with the Jewish 

kapos. Kapos were appointed Jews who guarded the camps and helped the Nazis keep 

order and dole out justice. During one interview by Weissmark with survivors’ children, 

the son of a kapo refused to see his father as anything but a victim and a survivor, 

summarily denying his father had any choice in his behavior. He describes his father’s 

suffering: “My father said many good Jews then did all kinds of jobs because they had no 

choice. That it’s not so horrible. That they suffered to do it and that to survive you 

couldn’t refuse to accept the job of a kapo” (61). The son of the survivor believes, unlike 

Camus and Sartre, that his father had no choice in this absurd world where 

meaninglessness abounds.

The kapos were not the only Jews to become entangled into collaborating with the 

Nazis. Many Jews worked for the Germans, and Jewish leadership was responsible for 

rounding up the Jews for deportation, even selling the yellow stars they were forced to 

wear on their clothing. Weissmark states: “To a survivor’s daughter—indeed, to most 

Jews—the cooperation of the Jewish Councils and Jewish leaders in the destruction of



47

their own people is the most disturbing information in the whole disturbing story” (97). 

Many members of the Judenrat, or Jewish Council, had tried to save themselves from 

certain death, and the coercion of the Nazis made an impossible choice—helping the 

Nazis to save themselves or perhaps saving a few other Jews yet dying anyway-- seem 

like no choice at all.

As a final example, even the author’s mother, a Holocaust survivor, reveals to her 

daughter the dilemmas she faced. She says the reason she survived Auschwitz was that 

she was “young and wanted to live” (121). While in the concentration camp, she was in 

charge of sorting through the shoes from the luggage of the new arrivals. When the 

Hungarian Jews were arriving faster and bringing more luggage than any of the workers 

could quickly sort, Weissmark’s mother discovered she could keep items more easily to 

trade for food and necessities. Weissmark was shocked that her mother was so callous 

with other Jews’ possessions, but her mother quickly dispels the notion of right or wrong 

in the camps. She claims: “In the camp everything one did was acceptable as long as it 

contributed to helping you survive” (122). Frankl echoes her sentiments when he writes: 

But apart from the selection of Kapos which was undertaken by the SS, 

there was a sort of self-selecting process going on the whole time among 

all the prisoners. On average, only those prisoners could keep alive who, 

after years of trekking from camp to camp, had lost all scruples in their 

fight for existence; they were prepared to use every means, honest and 

otherwise, even brutal force, theft, and betrayal of their friends, in order 

to save themselves. We who have come back, by the aid of many lucky
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chances or miracles—whatever one may choose to call them—we know: 

the best of us did not return. (6)

This type of moral dilemma appears time and again in the history of the Holocaust, and 

Foer’s story of Grandfather reflects this same suffering. The Nazis took away any 

thoughts of choice and any confidence that the lives of the suffering made a difference. 

They reduced the victims to animals and left survival as the only instinct. In this way, 

readers empathize with Grandfather’s plight and his decision to sacrifice his friend’s life 

to save his own. One does not have to agree with the decisions Grandfather made— Sartre 

and Camus both would say that life may not have been worth the sacrifice if the decision 

was made without regard to choice—but one sees the impossible dilemma with greater 

clarity.

Understanding another’s point of view does not come easily, in reality or in 

fiction. Weissmark explains the notions of assimilation and accommodation of new 

information. Assimilation occurs when one incorporates new information into the 

existing views of one’s world, while accommodation means changing one’s view “when 

the new information dictates such a change” (95). Jonathan finds out that often the people 

he wants to consider as evil or as perpetrators (Alex’s grandfather for pointing the finger 

at Herschel, the Ukrainians in general) felt they had no choice and were forced under the 

threat of violence and death to perform the acts of complicity. Grandfather tells Alex and 

Jonathan: “You had to choose, and hope to choose the smaller evil” (246). He cannot 

accommodate this new information into his views of the Ukrainians or other non-Jews.

He protects his grandmother; he does not want to hear about when the Nazis came into
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the villages of Trachimbrod and Kolki. Indeed, he creates his own story about the shtetls 

rather than the seemingly true account that Grandfather Alex gives him, as well as the 

story from the woman they think may be Augustine. The readers never hear from 

Jonathan except through the fictional account of the villages, and Alex realizes that there 

can be no reconciliation because Jonathan cannot accommodate his views of being the 

grandchild of a Holocaust survivor with the suffering his own grandfather has undergone.

Foer creates a very sympathetic character in Alex the Younger. Alex is the true 

“hero” in the novel, in that he confronts the horrible past of his forefathers, stands up to 

his abusive father, and takes on the role of the leader of the household as Grandfather’s 

life comes to a close. He has accommodated the new information of sin and moral 

dilemmas into his idea of who his family is and how that will affect his decisions. In his 

last letter to Jonathan, Alex says that Jonathan’s family are all cowards because they “are 

all in the proximity of love, and all disavow love” (240). Alex intimates that he wants to 

love Jonathan and reconcile the past with the love they can share. The sins of the older 

generation are redeemed through the new relationship. He says: “There is such a thing as 

love that cannot be, for certain. If I were to inform Father, for example, about how I 

comprehend love, and who I desire to love, he would kill me, and this is no idiom” (241). 

He is either speaking of homosexual love, or more simply as non-romantic platonic love 

that two friends would experience. Either way means that Alex will have difficulty 

justifying his relationship with Jonathan if Jonathan consents. The father does not want 

Alex having a homosexual relationship, and he doesn’t want Alex being close friends 

with a Jew. Alex reveals his existential leanings and his apparent split from the past when
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he says: “We all choose things, and we also all choose against things” (241). He realizes 

that, unlike his grandfather, he will acknowledge that he has a choice, no matter what he 

ultimately chooses. He will go into the future fully aware that he himself made the 

choices he made.

Before Jonathan is labeled cowardly and unforgiving, cold and heartless, one 

must take into account the nature of the injustice suffered by his family. Weissmark 

believes: “Injustices have a transcendent quality, which is one reason feelings about 

injustices are passed on from generation to generation. There are situations, like the 

Holocaust and World War II, where the evil done survives the person who has done it 

and can become a burden weighing on the memory of later generations” (167). Because 

Jonathan loved his grandparents, their pain and sense of injustice was passed along to 

him. Would a relationship between a Jew and a Ukrainian—a symbolic reconciliation of 

the past-- be a beneficial thing, or even possible? Is it Alex’s job to ask for forgiveness 

for something he feels that his grandfather could not control? Jonathan’s absence of voice 

in the narrative seem to imply that even if Jonathan accepts the fact that Alex’s 

grandfather felt helpless and put in an almost impossible situation, Jonathan still cannot 

forgive, and readers must question whether forgiveness is even an appropriate response. 

Jonathan does not want to be friends with Alex.
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Chapter 5 Illumination: Duality

This is the story that comes from nothing. Foer was discouraged when he came 

home from his journey to Ukraine in search of his grandfather’s village. He claimed that 

he found “nothing” (“Jonathan Safran Foer”), so he wrote Everything is Illuminated as 

the response to his finding “nothing.” Critics have used this anecdote to portray Foer as 

arrogant, naive, young, or perhaps misguided, but perhaps he did indeed find “nothing,” 

and that is the key to the novel and to Foer’s insight into Ukraine’s place in our history of 

the Holocaust. Auschwitz, Dacau, Bergen-Belsen, Teriesenstadt-- all have structures to 

memorialize the horrors of WWII. Survivors as well as the families of the dead may go to 

these places of sadness and find a centrally located structure to prove that the train cars 

led their family members or themselves to the very spot. In Ukraine, the Einsatzgruppen 

had local farmers and the soon-to-be executed dig ditches for the bodies. There are no 

ovens, no train tracks, nothing but caved-in earth or perhaps innocent-looking mounds, 

hiding their horrors beneath the dirt. Excavations and record-keeping of the dead have 

been slow-going because of Ukraine’s own history of instability within the local 

governance, and the lack of centralized death camps such as those found in Poland and 

Austria, prevent the Ukrainian populace from having to acknowledge collaboration or 

responsibility. A memorial stone exists near where Foer thinks his grandfather’s village 

was located, but Foer never comments on the stone. Foer did find nothing, in that he 

found no incontrovertible evidence that the Holocaust ever occurred on Ukrainian soil. 

The people he spoke with denied any genocide in their villages, and without a Dacau 

death factory to point to and say, “Really,” Foer was left as a naive college student,
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wondering why no one would speak the truth to him. The Outsider very rarely gets the 

inside truth.

The comic elements in the novel are an experiment by Foer, and a slightly 

controversial one when writing Holocaust Literature. Foer claims to be testing the 

boundaries of the genre when he adds comedy and magical realism elements to his novel. 

He questions the attempt: “The Holocaust presents a real moral quandary for the artist. Is 

one allowed to be funny? Is one allowed to attempt verisimilitude? To forgo it? What are 

the moral implications of quaintness? Of wit? Of sentimentality? What, if anything, is 

untouchable?” (“Jonathan Safran Foer”). The humor functions to balance the 

preponderance of sadness and melancholy; after all, emotion can be seen as a muscle, and 

it must relax in order to be strong. Foer recognizes what Shakespeare and countless other 

writers have understood: Emotions must be balanced for the audience to appreciate both 

happy and sad. Just as Rosencrantz and Guildenstern played the oafs that the audience 

loved to mock in Hamlet, and Polonius played the fool, readers characterize the dog 

Sammy Davis, Junior, Junior, and Grandfather looking ridiculous. Manachem Feuer in 

his article “Almost Friends” claims that the dog and other comic elements at the 

beginning of Everything is Illuminated serve to bring the travelers closer together in order 

to further the plot and allow the journey to unfold (29). Feuer believes that the comedy 

also allows Grandfather Alex to soften his anti-Semitic position towards Jonathan the 

Hero. He becomes more sympathetic towards this Jewish stranger who has no idea what 

he is doing in Ukraine and no real clues as to how to find Augustine. And so comedy 

leads to reconciliation. Or it should. Readers see from the silence—the absence of any
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letters written by Jonathan to Alex—that Jonathan does not feel reconciled with this 

cultural divide between himself and Alex. Alex desperately wants to be friends with 

Jonathan; the past can be smoothed over and made new, just as a story may be distorted 

and changed to make the narrative funnier or have a happy ending. Alex tries humor as a 

way of reaching out to Jonathan. He writes to Jonathan: “I know that you asked me not to 

alter the mistakes because they sound humorous, and humorous is the only truthful way 

to tell a sad story, but I think I will alter them. Please do not hate me” (53). Alex is 

uncomfortable with the fact that it soon becomes clear that Jonathan is mocking Alex’s 

accidents of language and malapropisms to further his story. By the end of the novel, 

readers only hear silence and see absence. Jonathan does not forgive the fact that Alex is 

Ukrainian and therefore somehow complicit in the death of his family members. Jonathan 

Safran Foer, the author, may want to explore whether comedy can be used in a Holocaust 

narrative, but in his novel his eponymous character seems to say that it is an inappropriate 

or insufficient means of bridging the gulf between perpetrator and victim. Perhaps Foer 

is imbuing Jonathan, the character, with the characteristics of the critics who say comedy 

has no place in traumatic stories, especially stories about the Holocaust. As time 

progresses, however, and as second and third generation survivors tell the stories, 

opinions will change perhaps as to what constitutes a proper memorial for the six million 

who cannot tell their own stories.

Foer employs the structure of duality in his novel in order to enhance the ideas of 

absence and presence, allowing his readers to understand the nature of betrayal in the
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face of tragedy. For example, when Safran, Jonathan’s grandfather, meets with his gypsy 

lover after a period apart, Safran says:

She told him of ship voyages she had taken to places he had never heard 

of, and stories he knew were all untrue, were bad not-truths, even, but he 

nodded and tried to convince himself to be convinced, tried to believe her, 

because he knew that the origin of a story is always an absence, and he 

wanted her to live among presences. (230)

The origin of a story is always an absence because life must be askew—an essential part 

missing—to create conflict and depth in a story. When conflicts are answerable and 

problems are solved, one has security. When life is unordered, chaotic—then the 

narrative begins. Order often comes in the form of duality. This, not that. Male, female. 

Right. Wrong. Foer weaves the duality of absence and presence throughout his novel: 

This pairing of opposites parallels the duality of light and dark, good and evil, right and 

wrong, even Jew and Gentile. By setting up the nature of conflict in the novel as a 

duality, Foer hints at the disruptive, not steady, nature of these dualities. He begins with a 

general, stereotypically obvious moral choice people should have made during World 

War II and the Holocaust: Augustine helped his grandfather escape the Nazis. In 

opposition to this heroic act, Jonathan shows disdain to the majority of the Ukrainians 

because they colluded with the Nazis. His reactions sound easy: Most Ukrainians were 

bad. All Jews were good. Foer exaggerates the exclusivity of these choices, thereby 

revealing the true nature of conflict: Nothing is as simple as it sounds, and rarely are any 

conflicts utterly right or utterly wrong once one looks more deeply into both sides of a



55

conflict. Conflict itself comes from the gray areas—the moral dilemmas, the difficult 

choices. The logical fallacy rests in the “Either/Or” argument, the false dilemma. Foer 

sets up the novel to work with pairs of opposites, such as absence and presence, in order 

to show the reader fundamentally that nothing could be simpler, which means nothing is. 

One could also argue that by using opposite dualities, Foer is suggesting that when 

dealing with life-or-death circumstances, choices should be black and white. Perhaps 

morals and ethics are not negotiable. Foer could be saying that the will of the individual 

to choose what is right in the face of extreme adversity is the only aspect of humanity that 

can save itself from the barbaric intentions of insecurity.

Foer has the reader see the differences between Jew and Ukrainian dissolve when 

one is not completely sure that Grandfather Alex is not himself a Jew, hiding his identity 

all these years. Simple matters of faith and identity are complex, and even though one 

could be a Jew by ethnicity, one may not be a practicing Jew. Jonathan himself as a 

character is not a practicing Jew in the novel, yet he completely identified himself as 

Jewish. The lines of demarcation between Jew and non-Jew become blurry. This 

disruption of the duality of identity mimics the complications during the Holocaust. The 

Nazis who came to Kolki, where Grandfather lived with his family, did not know who the 

Jews were; the identity and separation between Jew and non-Jew was not important. 

When Grandfather had to mark forcibly the differences by identifying and thereby 

betraying his best friend Herschel, Grandfather is forced into the simplistic idea of 

duality. He knows the gray area exists between identities, but with threat of death he is 

coerced into simplifying identity into two camps: Saved and Damned.
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The dualities within race and identity—the identification of who is like one and 

who is NOT-- serve to corrupt and cause chaos in an orderly community. History reveals 

the conflict between Jews and Ukrainians as a conflict over resources and religion. When 

resources are scarce, people begin oversimplifying complexities to try to bring order into 

a chaotic world. By identifying who is like each other and who is different, one can 

preserve oneself and survive. This survival is what Grandfather chose to do, rather than 

maintain the dignity of the individual in the face of extreme situations. Foer shows the 

complexity of this decision: Even though it may not seem fair for someone to suffer for 

choices he makes under duress, that person is still forever changed. Alex states it best in a 

letter to Jonathan discussing Jonathan’s grandfather’s untimely death after arriving in the 

United States after the war: “It is as if after surviving so much, there was no longer a 

reason to survive” (143). Grandfather finds it impossible to live with the shame and guilt 

of his decision. At the end of the novel, he finally discovers his will to live or die with 

dignity, and chooses suicide, itself a seemingly black-or-white conflict for those raised in 

the Western European Judeo-Christian world. Suicide for Grandfather, however, becomes 

an acceptable form of reconciliation with his will that was lost in World War II at the 

hands of the Nazis. Grandfather describes his reconciliation with his past after Alex’s 

father is kicked out of the house:

I  spoke with Sasha [Alex’s nickname] tonight, after his father left, and I  

told him that I  was proud o f him. I  told him that I  had never been so 

proud, or so certain o f who he was.

But Father is your son, he said. And he is my father.
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I  said, You are a good man, and you have done the good thing.

I  put my hand on his cheek and remembered when my cheek was like his 

cheek. I  said his name, Alex, which has also been my name for forty years. 

(275)

Grandfather realizes then that he has not been “himself’ for forty years when he made the 

decision to betray his friend Herschel and change his own name to Alex. Alex, his 

grandson, however, is certain of who he is (defender of his family in the face of an 

unstable, violent force—his father), and when Alex acts according to his will and honor, 

Grandfather appreciates the gesture and this gesture shows him that he also must act with 

honor. The last words of the novel are Grandfather’s expression of action and 

reconciliation with his shame. He says: “I  am complete with happiness, and it is what I  

must do, and I  will do it. Do you understand me? I  will walk without noise, and I  will 

open the door in darkness, and I  will ” (276). Grandfather will not live with the shame of 

his actions in the face of the Nazis and their forced dualities of identity.

Just as a story is often created out of an absence, creating conflicts, it also takes an 

absence to begin a letter. The epistolary genre has found a revival in contemporary 

postmodernists’ bag of tricks. Far from a gimmick, however, using letters in 

contemporary novels breathes new life into ideas of characterization, conflict, and 

discourse analysis, as well as emphasizing the ideas of absence and presence within a 

text. Foer includes only Alex’s correspondence to Jonathan, substituting for his half of 

the correspondence the folktale of the history of Trachimbrod, Alex’s story of the 

“illumination” of the facts of his grandfather, and Jonathan’s failed journey to meet
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Augustine, and the letters of Alex to Jonathan. Jonathan has not included his own letters 

to Alex for the obvious reason that Jonathan no longer possesses those letters. Readers do 

not hear Jonathan’s explanations to Alex about his writing, nor do they get to hear the 

conflict Jonathan undergoes as he struggles with reconciling with a Ukrainian whose 

grandfather betrayed a Jew to the Nazis, causing the Jew’s death. The interplay of 

absence and presence works in letters on a literal level, in that the letters were written 

because Jonathan was absent from Alex. He was home from his trip to Ukraine, yet still 

in contact with Alex for help in filling in the gaps of the story, and also in contact 

because of Alex’s need to stay in touch with Jonathan for as long as possible.

In his letters, Alex divulges much about himself to Jonathan, as in his first letter 

dated 20 July 1997: “In Russian my ideas are asserted abnormally well, but my second 

tongue is not so premium” (23). Since Russian was the primary language taught in 

Ukrainian schools in the 1990s, Alex is divulging the struggles of duality between 

Ukrainian and Russian (Not-Russian and Russian), even though many Ukrainians write 

Russian more fluently than their “native” language of Ukrainian. From the first letter, 

Jonathan hears of Alex’s conflicts, even as Alex attempts to appear strong and happy. 

Cracks appear in the wall of happiness he puts up for Jonathan. He tries to show Ukraine 

in the best light possible after the uncomfortable events of Jonathan’s visit, saying that 

even though Jonathan had a box of photos stolen from the train as he traveled home, 

Jonathan should see Ukraine “as a totally awesome former Soviet republic” (23). 

Jonathan’s absence has made Alex act as if reconciliation is possible as long as he 

remains cheerful.
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The nature of the letters from Alex changes as Alex realizes that Jonathan does 

not want to be his friend or reconcile the collective shame of the past between the Jews 

and the Ukrainians. The reader does not hear Jonathan’s off-putting words, but Foer 

implies this with Alex’s frustrations. Alex desires more interactions within the letters: 

“Please say hello to your family from me, except your grandmother, of course, because 

she is not aware that I exist.... Inform me more about your miniature brother, who I know 

you love like I love Little Igor” (104). He wants to have more intimate knowledge of 

Jonathan so that their relationship can progress, but Jonathan is happy with the absence— 

absence of friendship, absence of any kind of relationship. In Jonathan’s absence, Alex 

tries to redeem his grandfather’s actions with the Nazis and make Jonathan feel better 

about being friends with Alex. Alex expresses frustration at Jonathan’s reluctance to 

forgive the Ukrainians and progress into friendship. Alex says:

Everything is the way it is because everything was the way it was....

Grandfather is not a bad person, Jonathan. Everyone performs bad 

actions. I  do. Father does. Even you do. A bad person is someone who 

does not lament his bad actions. Grandfather is now dying because o f his.

I  beseech you to forgive us, and to make us better [in the novel] than we 

are. Make us good. (145)

Foer once again shows dualities as dangerous or naive because the letters tend to show 

sympathy to Alex rather than Jonathan. With dualities firmly in place about the 

Holocaust, Jonathan, as a Jew, would fall under the designation of “victims,” while the 

Ukrainians would receive the designation of “perpetrators.” By showing the suffering of
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the supposed perpetrators, Foer also disrupts the notion of easy lines of demarcation for 

victims. In Ukraine, everyone suffered. Granted, anti-Semitism was real in Ukraine and 

exists in Ukraine as well as all around the world today, but to assume that the majority of 

Ukrainians openly and insidiously acted against the Jews to collude with the Nazis is 

naive and too simplistic to be realistic. Once again, readers are faced with the moral 

dilemma of the coerced decision and the horror and shame and suffering that goes along 

with it. By only revealing one side of the letters, Foer supports the complexity of the 

relationship between Alex and Jonathan and emphasizes the gaps in understanding and 

reconciliation that reflect the absence of Jonathan’s voice.

The dualities of absence versus presence have implications for the setting of the 

novel. Time and place dissolve, and even characters struggle for identity. The journey to 

Trachimbrod as told by Alex is a study in the duality of what is there and what is not 

there. When Alex, Jonathan, and Grandfather set out to find Trachimbrod, they stop at a 

gas station to ask a local for directions. The man has no idea about Trachimbrod, and 

says: “ ‘Many of the towns have new names” (109). Foer reminds the reader that World 

War I, the Poles, the Soviets, and World War II changed not only the boundaries of 

Ukraine, but also the names of the villages. As they travel, they discuss the war. 

Grandfather tells Jonathan that the land was beautiful before the Nazis came and 

“’bombed with airplanes and then advanced through it in tanks’” (111). They encounter 

people who will not talk about Trachimbrod and act as if they’d never heard of the town. 

It had been wiped out of history, an absence for the Ukrainians and anyone in the future 

who sought it. Alex remarks: “It was seeming as if we were in the wrong country, or the
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wrong century, or as if Trachimbrod had disappeared, and so had the memory of it”

(115).

The group drives in circles until finally Grandfather points to a woman sitting 

outside of a dilapidated house. They do not know for sure if they have spoken to her 

before, but Alex decides to talk to her after Grandfather tells him to do so. She denies 

knowing anything about Trachimbrod, but after much prodding from Alex, she says, “’I 

have been waiting for you for so long’” and then in response to Alex’s statement that his 

group was searching for Trachimbrod, she says, “’You are here. I am it’” (118).

Suddenly, just by speaking into existence, Trachimbrod is present. The village moves 

from the absent to the present simply by the spoken word.

In the book Holocaust by Bullets, Father DesBois discusses a similar phenomenon 

with the residents of towns close to villages destroyed by the Nazis. He visited the camp 

of Rawa-Ruska, but had trouble finding it. A memorial existed 300 meters away from the 

site of the camp, yet most citizens denied remnants of the camp existed. He says:

This is, to me, one of the great mysteries of Eastern Europe: it has been 

my repeated experience that things pertaining to the war are officially 

invisib le.. Throughout my research for this project, I was often told that 

the camps, ghettoes, the synagogues, and the stones of the Jewish 

cemeteries had disappeared, and that nothing remained. (28-9)

This is an odd sort of variation of Holocaust denial; instead, this obliteration of memory 

seems to stem from a desire to take the shame from the past and an attempt to assuage the 

guilt and shame that more was not done to prevent such a catastrophe from occurring. In
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Everything is Illuminated, then, the elderly woman speaks Trachimbrod into existence to 

represent the many people of Eastern Europe who DO speak about the past, in contrast to 

the plenitude who erase it. The absence is felt by others, nonetheless, as strongly as the 

presence would have been. Even as the woman whom they believe to be Augustine leads 

them to Trachimbrod, the men look around and realize that there is nothing. It is dark, 

and she says, “’This is all that you would see. It is always like this, always dark’” (184). 

This darkness, the absence of the village rather than the presence, symbolizes how the 

Jews were destroyed and the others will it into the darkness of the past, beyond the reach 

of memory.

Augustine reflects the duality of absence and presence simply because so little is 

known of her. She is there in the house with Jonathan, Alex, and Grandfather, and she 

looks like the woman in the picture supposedly named Augustine, but there is so little 

information about the Augustine in the photo, that one is not particularly sure what is real 

and what is created in the heads of the traveling party looking for her. The question, then, 

becomes the identity of the woman speaking to them. They assume the woman is 

Augustine, and Jonathan offers her money for all the help she gave his grandfather during 

the war. This scene is joyful, everyone brimming with tears of happiness. Jonathan says, 

“’If it weren’t for her, I couldn’t be here to find her. She made the search possible’”

(150), which is actually a strange, circular statement, which says that Jonathan was 

thanking her for his own life, not just his grandfather’s life. Grandfather Alex asks her to 

return to Odessa with them, so that they can take care of her, and they all assume they
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will be living happily ever after. Until “Augustine” shatters the illusion of presence. She 

says, “’Who is Augustine?’” (150).

Jonathan is desperate for Augustine to be real; he says: “’We must help her to 

remember. Many people try so rigidly to forget after the war that they can no longer 

remember’” (151), yet Alex realizes something is amiss. The easy answers are not 

present; the obvious happy ending is not occurring. The woman is responsible for taking 

care of Jewish items until her friends could return to reclaim them, but the implication 

exists that no one is alive to reclaim them. Even Trachimbrod no longer exists to the 

majority of people in the area, so she has become suspended in time. Real, yet not real. 

She does not understand what an airplane is, and she thinks America is in Poland (149).

She belongs to a liminal space between the boundaries of absent and present, not 

fully engaged in either. This disruption of order leaves room for the foreshadowing of the 

illumination of Grandfather’s role in murdering his best friend. The reader hears it from 

another perspective, but at the time “Augustine” reveals the truth about Grandfather, no 

one knows it is Grandfather she is discussing. The woman is showing the men 

photographs, and one with two men in particular makes Grandfather very nervous:

He lived in Kolki, which was a shtetl near to Trachimbrod. Herschel and 

Eli were best friends, and Eli had to shoot Herschel, because if he did not, 

they would shoot him.” “Shut up,” he said again, and this time he also 

punched the table. But she did not shut up. “Eli did not want to, but he did 

it.” “You are lying about it all.” (152)
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Grandfather is finally being confronted with the truth of his activity during World War II, 

and his first reaction is violence and denial. He claims the woman is lying, but the 

woman, like a personified version of Truth itself, stands firm and tells the story the way it 

happened, adding a bit of sympathy for the dilemma Herschel faced.

As Not-Augustine tells her story to Jonathan, Alex, and Grandfather about the end 

of Trachimbrod, Foer reveals who the real “hero” is in the novel. For most of Alex’s 

account of the journey, he has been calling Jonathan “the hero,” yet during this section, 

Alex becomes the hero because he is willing to listen to the truth, while Jonathan refuses 

to hear what he has traveled so far to discover. Alex is heroic because he is willing to 

change his views of the past and what he believes about people and in fact his own 

family, while Jonathan asks Alex to stop translating, and instead of listening to the story 

of the town, he goes to collect dirt to save as a memento. Jonathan thought he was 

prepared for the horrors, but his abstract idea of traveling to find the truth about his 

grandfather has not prepared him for hearing of the horrors and suffering of others.

Alex still thinks in terms of right and wrong as he confronts the story of Not- 

Augustine. She reveals how her family died at the hands of the Nazis. The Nazis told her 

father to spit on the Torah, and when he refused, they killed his wife. Then they killed her 

little sister, then they shot the womb of her older sister (supposedly—later on one 

believes that she is actually the older sister who survived). Finally the father spits on the 

Torah when told they would shoot him—a mercy killing, in many ways. She says that her 

father did not believe in God, so he was not a practicing Jew, yet he refused to succumb 

to the demands of the Nazis until he could not stand the suffering any longer and knew he
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could die. The sister (possibly Not-Augustine) was left alive, and as she crawled away, 

she begged for help from the Gentiles watching from the windows. When Grandfather 

asks if they helped the wounded woman, she expresses the entire dilemma the Nazis 

created:

“No. They all turned away their faces and hid. I cannot blame them.” 

“Why not?” I [Alex] asked. “Because,” Grandfather said, answering for 

Augustine, “if they had helped, they would have been killed, and so would 

their families.” “I would still blame them,” I said. “Can you forgive 

them?” Grandfather asked Augustine. She closed her eyes to say, No, I 

cannot forgive them. (187)

Alex’s first response is frustration that the neighbors should have done something. He 

represents the natural reaction to learning of the bystanders and witnesses of the 

Holocaust. Yet the dilemma exists that life-threatening circumstances cause a re

evaluation of morals and the actions that should follow these morals. The Nazis twisted 

everything and disrupted the order of the duality between right and wrong. They took 

away the ease with which people make decisions about what is right and wrong. They 

reflected the nature of humanity, which is far more complicated than basic black and 

white. In a parenthetical note to the story, Alex shows his understanding of this moral 

dilemma by stating: “I thought about this for many moments, and I understood that he 

[Grandfather] was correct. I only had to think about Little Igor to be certain that I would 

also have turned away and hid my face” (187-8). The French existentialists would have 

been proud of the father who sacrificed everything to maintain the sanctity of the
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individual in the face of the Nazi threat, yet the family is still dead, and the only survivor 

realizes she had to save everything, even gold fillings of the victims, in case someone 

wanted to hear the story—a veritable Horatio, who lived to tell the tale. Like Horatio, she 

does not relish her role, though. She claims: “’She secured all of the things that she had 

hidden, and she brought them to her house. It was her punishment.’” Grandfather asks: 

“’For what?’” and she responds, “For surviving’” (189). The punishment for choosing to 

survive at all costs rather than die with dignity is the memory of the incident and having 

to inform the uninformed of the suffering of the dead. Her life has been a non-life, a 

paradoxical duality that is appropriate for the impossible dilemmas forced onto the 

Ukrainians, Jew and non-Jew, by the Nazis. At the end of the chapter she says her name 

is Lista, and asks if the war is over. She simply exists for the memory of the events, yet 

figuratively she symbolizes the struggles people must withstand in order to have their 

stories of suffering survive. Foer implies that within that survival, these same people may 

be Not-surviving as well.

Anti-Semitism is an age-old subject, and the history of the pogroms and even the 

Holocaust itself is far more complex than any novel can contain. The problems with 

moral dilemmas, and the guilt and shame associated with choosing selfishly even when 

threatened or coerced, resounds strongly throughout cultures and conflicts, not just the 

Holocaust. In modern Western European history, however, the Holocaust stands as not 

only a concrete representation of horror and impossible decisions, but also a figurative 

symbol for man’s capacity for unimaginable actions. Today many people in Europe and 

the United States are trying to understand their pasts through a clearer glass, for if the
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problematic economic times bring out the worst in everyone, another collective insanity 

such as the Holocaust is possible unless the underlying forces behind political and 

economic decisions are better understood. Unpredictable economic times may bring out 

the doubts and superstitions of the insecure “majority,” and an ideology of superiority 

with regard to race or any other method of separating people into the “other” only leads 

to dangerous notions of what is allowable in a society and what is cruel. Even in the 

world today, the media report stories of a White Supremacist 88-year old man blaming 

the government’s problems on the Jews, one who writes in his journal that “Obama does 

what Jew owners tell him to do. Jews captured America’s money. Jews control the mass 

media. The First Amendment is abrogated” (“Man C harged.). A synagogue is bombed 

in New York, and a girl is murdered because her stalker boyfriend has decided the world 

is better off without Jews. In England by the end of February 2009, the number of anti- 

Semitic crimes already numbered 270, and were mainly thought to stem from discord 

about the invasion of Gaza; however, many fringe groups have claimed that the economic 

crisis was caused by high-level Jews in the financial systems (Townsend).

The didactic nature of duality often precludes any ideas of another’s perspective 

or empathy for another’s suffering. For example, if one reduces the Holocaust into 

lessons of right and wrong and ways not to live with prejudice, then the lessons become 

naive judgments against those involved: Who should have done more, who did or did not 

act, who was evil and who was virtuous. Even Jews, then, become judged for their 

seemingly submissive walk to the gas chamber—and this harsh judgment occurred even 

within their own communities among the sabra of Palestine. By judging the actions of
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the individuals during this time period in such harsh dualities of right and wrong, then, 

contemporary students and historians fall into a dangerous trap of arrogance about their 

own behavior. Paul Salmons, the Holocaust Education Co-ordinator at the Imperial War 

Museum of London, England, argues:

Our attempt to galvanize our students to stand against injustice today then 

comes at the cost of denigrating people in the past, whose behavior we 

have not explained.. .Comfortable “explanations” that people made the 

wrong moral choices may lead to resolutions that we will act more morally 

than our forebears. We can then experience the catharsis of saying “Never 

again,” and congratulate ourselves on our strong moral values. Except that 

life choices were and are rarely straightforward options of “right and 

wrong.” (3)

Foer recognizes the paradoxical nature of relationships during the Holocaust, the absence 

and presence of memories, and the nature of shame and forgetting.

Foer never receives lukewarm reviews of his work. His novels attract extreme 

reactions; his writing style tends to demand a polarized response. Joyce Carol Oates 

taught Foer creative writing at Princeton, guiding him through a Senior Thesis that 

eventually became Everything is Illuminated, and she has remained a proponent of his 

writing, telling him he had the “energy” of a writer and calling him one of the “new 

sensations” (Birnbaum). The writer Isabel Allende said: “Underneath the wit and the fun, 

there is a tragic story, which Jonathan tells step-by-step, with suspense and rhythm, 

unlike anything I have read in a long time.”
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Foer met with acclaim when he published his novel in 2002—he was very young 

(25 years old), and when the novel was made into a movie, Foer became the young rock 

star writer along the same lines as Jay McInerny after Bright Lights, Big City. However, 

many critics, especially Harry Siegel and B. R. Myers, believe that Foer is “gimmicky” 

and the novel is far too self-consciously witty, throwing in every catchy technique known 

to postmodernists. For example, Siegel claims the novel is “the most self-involved work 

about the Holocaust since Maus,” which seems difficult to refute—if a novel is 

discussing the survival of grandparents and parents from the Holocaust, and this 

discussion must necessitate an inward reflection on one’s own life as a result of the 

relative’s survival, then, yes, self-involved would be a proper term to use to describe the 

self-reflection. The trauma affects the author because it affected the ones he loves, so he 

would reflect and come to conclusions about how it affected him and his family. If 

Everything is Illuminated had been written purely as a historical novel, the reader would 

have sensed the objectivity and the focus on the people within the history, but instead, the 

very definition of the novel genre means that the writer must self-reflect, must be self

involved if his characters are about his own ancestors and the lessons to be learned hold 

ramifications for him and other survivors’ progeny even today. This novel indeed brings 

up the struggle with readers of most Holocaust novels: If the Holocaust was a unique 

event in history, then why does one read it? For historical knowledge only? Most people 

have concluded that one reads about the Holocaust in order to acknowledge that this 

event may not be unique even though it was unimaginably horrible, to empathize with the 

suffering in the novel, and hopefully to transfer this empathy into one’s own life. If a
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writer is being self-involved when dealing with the Holocaust, this self-involvement 

naturally will evolve into an awareness of general applicability to today’s world

Robert Eaglestone defends Foer’s use of non-traditional narrative structures in the 

novel, claiming that his postmodern techniques enhance not only the identification 

process, but also the moral dilemmas presented in the novel. Foer focuses on dreams as 

he writes the folklore story of the shtetl and “odd, marginal moments” (129). By using a 

choppy storytelling for the history of the village before the Nazis destroyed it, Foer 

mirrors the challenges villages faced once the Nazis were gone. The villages were 

destroyed, and were unable to have the continuity and construction of their lineage and 

memories (129). The disjointed nature of Jonathan’s version of Trachimbrod’s past is 

seen in the disjointed nature of the narrative: The story is wildly unfocused at times, the 

characters are paralyzed with inaction during the decisions about protecting themselves 

from the Nazis, and the writing down of their memories is all they have left to do, as Foer 

so aptly expresses in the chapter called “Falling in Love, 1934-1941” when the village 

maintained The Book o f Antecedents for every idea and piece of history. At the end of the 

chapter, Foer underscores the importance of memory in the Jewish faith and history by 

repeating the phrase “We are writing” again and again. The writing technique may appear 

as self-conscious and an overextended attempt at letting the reader know what is 

important to the text, but in a very clear way Foer is communicating to the reader to state 

the plight of the Jews-- with no national homeland, no government protecting them, all 

they have left is their tradition of maintaining memory and history. The repetition simply 

lends the phrase more poignancy and depth.
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By using three strands of narrative discourse—the folk story by Jonathan, the 

narrative by Alex, and the letters from Alex, Foer allows for better reader identification 

with the characters. Readers empathize with Jonathan and his naive attempts to uncover 

the truth about his grandfather’s rescuer, then they see Alex’s vain attempts to befriend 

an American, to the point of lying about his life and then desperately growing into the 

role of the father-figure of his household once the other men have left him. The stories 

are intertwined and Alex even claims this twisting together in a letter to Jonathan:

We are talking now, Jonathan, together, and not apart. We are with each 

other, working on the same story, and I am certain that you can also feel it 

Do you know that I am the Gypsy girl and you are Safran, and that I am 

Kolker and you are Brod, and that I am your grandmother and you are 

Grandfather, and that I am Alex and you are you, and that I am you and 

you are me? Do you not comprehend that we can bring each other safety 

and peace? (214)

The identification that occurs as Alex feels he is empathizing with Jonathan and that they 

are all entwined in the same story reflects what the reader does as he/she identifies with 

the characters in the novel, becoming these characters and thinking of their situations as 

possibilities of the reader’s own life. The reader questions what he or she would do in the 

same horrific situations, just as Alex realizes he and Jonathan must consider how 

Grandfather was caught in an impossible situation that Alex thinks should be forgiven: 

[Foer’s narrative structure is] complex: within the narrative, it is the case 

that the stories of the two families, the victims and the bystanders, have
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become intertwined, and it seems as if—though it never occurs—there 

may be some possibility of forgiveness between the two. Outside the 

narrative, it seems to stress an awareness of the seamless web of human 

relations, and that a novel about the Holocaust is also a novel about all the 

others less or more involved. (Eaglestone131)

The Holocaust embodies the complexity of the moral dilemmas many people faced. By 

using multiple voices and genres in his narrative structure and postmodern techniques of 

stream of consciousness and fanciful diversions about dreams and history, Foer 

intertwines his characters. This intertwining connects the characters, suggesting 

reconciliation and a comedic, happy ending. By twisting the stories together, Foer 

expresses the proximity of forgiveness from collective guilt or shame, but because this 

reconciliation never occurs between Jonathan and Alex, between Jew and Ukrainian, the 

postmodern style illuminates the differences and reveals the complexities as starker and 

sadder, forcing the reader to acknowledge the monstrous choices during that time.

The genocide of six million Jews remains a controversial topic, mainly because 

the world had never seen such a systemic attempt at efficiently annihilating an entire 

ethnic group. This annihilation was sanctioned by the government of a widely educated, 

civilized group of citizens. Although one cannot look for one defining cause for the 

events of the Holocaust, Foer’s novel gives readers insight into some of the causes. By 

examining the events occurring in the novel—at times fantastical and other times brutally 

serious, readers sense an absurdity that the postmodern techniques highlight and 

emphasize. The comic elements with Sammy Davis Junior, Junior, and the language



73

gaffes of Alex reflect the absurd idea that Jonathan could have a serious quest for 

knowledge when he was woefully unprepared. Being unprepared, one may be open to 

more possibilities, some unwelcome and tragic. The contrast between the comic 

elements, leading the reader to believe the ending may be a happy one, and the tragic 

elements, such as the stream of consciousness Alex employs to tell his grandfather’s 

secret, show the reader how ethically difficult decisions were during this war. The tension 

between happy and sad, comedy and tragic stream of consciousness supports the theory 

of tension between doing what is right and what will keep you alive.

Zygmunt Bauman is a sociologist who believes the Holocaust can be best 

understood from a sociological perspective. He claims that the cold bureaucracy used by 

the Nazis reminds readers “just how formal and ethically blind is the bureaucratic pursuit 

of efficiency” (15), and readers can see the bureaucracy in how simply the choices were 

given to the victims of Nazi violence. The Nazis arrive in the shtetl, they ask each person 

to name a Jew, then they reward or punish accordingly. The choice-that-is-not-a-choice 

becomes life or death, leading people to choose life and then instantly regret the 

complicity in which they are entangled. At every stage in the genocide, “particular care 

was taken that victims should be put in a situation of choice, to which criteria or rational 

action apply” (23). Foer’s characters embody these choices and the anguished results. 

Grandfather is given the horrible choice of killing his family or killing his friend, ruining 

his life as a result. When Alex and Jonathan uncover this secret, they have the choice 

whether to forgive and reconcile or stay distant and remain aloof. Alex is more naive to 

the tragedy and suffering of the Holocaust and sees his grandfather as a victim of a
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horrible moral dilemma. He wants to end the story happily and be reconciled with his 

new Jewish friend. Jonathan, however, cannot fathom forgiveness and friendship with a 

Ukrainian who represents the cause of much suffering by his grandparents. Jonathan 

realizes that Alex should not be punished for something his grandfather did, yet the aloof 

and awkward knowledge of their families being victims and perpetrators then precludes 

any hope of a friendship.

Foer shows his Jewish protagonist as unable to change and forgive and live in 

present time, while he also shows the Ukrainians as too willing to release themselves of 

complicity. Perhaps Foer believes this is a natural and realistic reaction to the 

Holocaust—if Everything is Illuminated had ended happily and with a union of opposites 

(Jew and non-Jew, perpetrator and victim), the ideal would be achieved, but real life is 

not ideal. Foer writes with unconventional style, sometimes heavy-handedly, yet the 

message about pain, memory, and forgiveness overshadows whatever self-conscious 

writing approaches he creates.

The illumination for the reader is the epiphany that moral relativity gives no one 

absolute answers. If the Holocaust is a unique event in human history—not the fact that 

Jews were targeted, but that a systematic attempt by an educated and enlightened 

government could murder six million Jews-- then Milan Kundera would say the 

experience was fleeing and ephemeral. There would be no patterns to appear to bear 

weight and memory to the event. The Holocaust is not an event to fade into the mists of 

history, and therefore the memories and stories from the survivors and the children of the 

survivors add weight and a permanence to memorialize what should have been an utterly
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preventable tragedy. The oral tradition of storytelling brings the story back to readers 

who will then empathize and incorporate the stories into their own lives for introspection. 

Scholars and students are shining a light on some of the darker aspects of the past and 

seeking to learn a fuller truth about the effects of the Nazi regime on other countries in 

Europe. Many people are discovering the past to be shameful, full of complicity and the 

sins of collusion, or else they discover heroic sacrifices for a maligned other. Most 

discover what Alex and Jonathan discovered: The decisions of the past are far more 

complicated than just right and wrong answers.
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