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Excursus Two 

Martin Luther and Religious Stigmatization 

This section discusses antagonistic religious language in Martin Luther’s 1543 Von den 

Juden und ihren Lügen and argues that Luther employs adverse biblical images to condemn 

Judaism. Luther is known for his 1517 anti-papal theses that precipitated Protestant Reformation 

and for his 1522 translation of the Bible into German. His anti-Judaic works informed the Nazi 

anti-Jewish rhetoric. This part concludes that Luther maligns Judaism by associating the Jews 

with Christ-killers, diseases, dirt, and devil. The analysis draws on Robert Michael’s 

historiographical research on theological anti-Semitism. 

As Michael argues, the Nazis did not invent biblical images of the Jews but reactivated 

those that circulated in religious tradition (9). The Nazis revived the “consecrated attack-

language” that existed in religious texts (2). In particular, Luther’s anti-Judaic works “helped 

establish the groundwork and vocabulary for Nazi Jew policy” because he was a religious 

authority (3).182 However, Luther’s aversion to Judaism was religious and not ethnic.183 Luther 

maintained that the Jews were “satanically inspired enemies of the people of God.”184 

To denigrate Judaism, Luther employs religiously colored “evil tags.” For example, he 

mentions the biblical image of a Jew as a Christ-killer to reproach Gentiles for failing to take 

revenge on the Jews. Luther stresses, “So ists auch unser schuld, das wir das grosse unschüldige 

Blut, so sie [the Jews] an unserm Herrn und den Christen bey dreyhundert jaren nach zerstörung 

Jerusalem, und bis daher, an Kindern vergossen (welchs noch aus jren augen und haut scheinet) 

                                                 
182 For the Nazi appropriation of Luther’s style, see also Klemperer 297. 
183 See Miller 428. 
184 See Miller 428. 
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nicht rechen, sie nicht todschlahen”185 (522). In this passage, Luther justifies his rabble-rousing 

through his allusion to the biblical Passion of Christ: The Jews capture and crucify Christ. Luther 

also refers to the persecution of Christians in the early stages of Christianity. Without elaborating 

on those two references, he uses them to validate his call for violence suggested by the imagery 

of blood. Luther’s utterance offends because he writes his comment as a priest in his religious 

treatise.186 

 Luther resorts to another injurious label when he compares the Jewish people to 

gangrene.187 He instructs rulers to treat the Jews as a disease:  

Unsern Ober Herrn, so Jüden unter sich haben, wündsche ich und bitte, das sie 

eine scharffe barmherzigkeit wolten gegen diese elende Leute uben, . . . Wie die 

trewen Erzte thun, wenn das heilige Fewr [Rotlauf, Brand] in die bein [Knochen] 

komen ist, Faren sie mit unbarmherzigkeit und schneiten, segen, brennen fleisch, 

adern, bein, und marck abe. Also thu man hie auch. Verbrenne jr Synagogen, . . . 

Zwinge sie zur erbeit, Und gehe mit jnen umb nach aller unbarmherzigkeit, wie 

Mose thet in der Wüsten und schlug drey tausent tod. . . . Sie wissen warlich 

nicht, was sie thun, Wollens dazu, wie die besessen Leute, nicht wissen, hören 

noch lernen. Darumb kan man hie keine barmherzigkeit uben, sie in jrem wesen 

zu stercken. Wil das nicht helffen, So müssen wir sie, wie die tollen hunde aus 

jagen, damit wir nicht, jrer greulichen lesterung und aller laster teilhafftig, mit 

jnen Gottes zorn verdienen und verdampt werden.188 (541-42)  

                                                 
185 “So we are even at fault in not avenging all this innocent blood of our Lord and of the Christians which they 

[Jews] shed for three hundred years after the destruction of Jerusalem, and the blood of the children they have shed 

since then (which still shines forth from their eyes and their skin). We are at fault in not slaying them” (267). 
186 The Nazis cited Luther in their journal Der Stürmer and displayed the book during their rallies (Michael 6-7). 
187 Luther frequently characterizes the Jews as a burden and a plague (520).  
188 “I wish and I ask that our rulers who have Jewish subjects exercise a sharp mercy toward these wretched people. . 

. . They [our rulers] must act like a good physician, who, when gangrene has set in, proceeds without mercy to cut, 
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In this quote, Luther describes the Jews as a disease that one must eliminate. By “sharp mercy,” 

he means not compassion but burning synagogues, forced work, and expulsion.189 To justify his 

instructions, Luther warns that passivity toward Judaism amounts to a blasphemy, which was 

punishable by death.190 However, Luther’s call for “sharp mercy” is at odds with his doctrine of 

grace, according to which good deeds have no impact on human salvation. If, by Luther’s 

standard, kindness yields no salvation, then mercy is a vain effort. In this respect, his reference to 

“sharp mercy” calls for violence. He bolsters his call by commenting that the Jewish people do 

not want to convert.  

Luther’s instigations to violence contain biblical allusions. His remark about the Jewish 

lack of understanding refers to a section in The Gospel of Luke, where Christ asks God to 

forgive soldiers for mistreating him and states that they are unaware of his status.191 While the 

biblical scene is a request for forgiveness, Luther appropriates the scene to urge his followers 

toward revenge. His reference to Moses alludes to an event in the book of Exodus, where Moses 

requests killing those people who, in worshipping a golden calf, broke the covenant with God.192 

By not explaining those biblical references, Luther uses them to legitimize the stifling of Judaism 

for the sake of Christianity. 

Another toxic label is the image of a Jewish pig. For Luther, the Jewish pig symbolizes a 

Jew learning the Talmud “by kissing, sucking the teats, and eating the feces of a pig” (Michael 

                                                 
saw, and burn flesh, veins, bone, and marrow. Such a procedure must also be followed in this instance. Burn down 

their synagogues, . . . force them to work, and deal harshly with them, as Moses did in the wilderness, slaying three 

thousand . . . They surely do not know what they are doing; moreover, as people possessed, they do not wish to 

know it, hear it, or learn it. Therefore, it would be wrong to be merciful and confirm them in their conduct. If this 

does not help, we must drive them out like mad dogs, so that we do not become partakers of their abominable 

blasphemy and all their other vices and thus merit God’s wrath and be damned with them” (292). 
189 Luther also recommends confiscating Jewish books, prohibiting the Jews from practicing their religion, and 

razing their homes (268-72). His suggestions are reminiscent of Nazi anti-Jewish measures. 
190 See Arnhold and Lenhard 9. 
191 See Luke 23.34. 
192 See Exod. 32.28. 
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4). Luther rants, “Pfu euch [Schande über euch] hie, pfu euch dort, und wo jr seid, jr verdampten 

Jüden. . . . Seid jr doch nicht werd, das jr die Biblia von aussen sollet ansehen, schweige, das jr 

drinnen lesen sollet. Jr sollet allein die Biblia lesen, die der Saw unter dem Schwanz stehet, und 

die buchstaben, so da selbs heraus fallen, fressen und sauffen”193 (478). Here, Luther denigrates 

Judaism by linking its sacred texts with excrement. Furthermore, he denies the Jewish people 

access to Scriptures but fails to explain why a Jewish person is “not worthy” of reading the 

Bible. This exclusion is relevant because Christianity and Judaism share the Old Testament, the 

primary part of Scriptures. By connecting Judaism with filth, Luther glorifies his religion.  

Luther triangulates Judaism, filth, and the devil. He associates the Jewish people with dirt 

and devilish qualities in the following manner: “Recht ist jnen geschehen, die sie die Warheit 

Gottes verworffen, das sie dafur solche schendliche, tölpische, nerrichte Lügen musten gleuben, 

und fur das schöne angesicht Göttliches Worts dem Teufel ins schwarze, finster hinder 

Lügenloch kucken musten, und seinen stank anbeten”194 (513). Here, Luther tries to elicit disgust 

when he contrasts “the beautiful face of the divine word” with the devil’s dark back and stench. 

He evidently reviles Judaism for “rejecting the truth of God,” thus implying the legitimacy of his 

religion. In other words, Luther’s rationale for condemning Judaism is its difference from the 

Gentiles. He does not seek a dialogue between religions. Given that Christianity was the 

dominant religion in sixteenth-century Europe, one could argue that Luther’s vilification of 

Judaism advocates the hegemony of Christianity and, in turn, religious homogeneity.195  

 

                                                 
193 “Shame on you, here, there, or wherever you may be, you damned Jews. . . . You are not worthy of looking at the 

outside of the Bible, much less of reading it. You should read only the bible that is found under the sow’s tail, and 

eat and drink the letters that drop from there” (212). 
194 “It serves them right that, rejecting the truth of God, they have to believe instead such abominable, stupid, inane 

lies, and that instead of the beautiful face of the divine word, they have to look into the devil’s black, dark, lying 

behind, and worship his stench” (256).  
195 Luther’s Protestant Christianity was directed against Catholicism, a papal branch of Christianity. 



 96 

Conclusion 

Luther propagates Christianity through his antagonistic descriptions of Judaism, 

interlaced with biblical references. He connects Judaism with the biblical image of Christ-killers. 

He also characterizes Judaism as a disease and links it with dirt and devil. Luther employs 

biblical allusions to justify his appeals for eliminating Judaism. In this regard, his biblically 

colored rhetoric endorses religious homogeneity. 
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Chapter Three 

Creating Difference: Adorno on Language, Redemption, and Dissonance 

The previous chapter examined how Theodor Adorno challenges the German Romantic 

paradigm of national identity by both disproving the myth of linguistic purity and advocating the 

use of Fremdwörter, borrowings perceptible to native speakers as foreign. The analysis also 

explicated Adorno’s reflections on affinities between various forms of purity, especially between 

linguistic and racial purity and between linguistic purity and the Nazi idea of societal uniformity. 

The section concluded that Adorno rejects the concept of linguistic purity and promotes a notion 

of the mother tongue open to other languages.  

This chapter examines Adorno’s notion of language from the theoretical and aesthetic 

perspectives and argues that his redemptive writing strategies pluralize meaning in his works. 

His strategies create conceptual potentialities through challenging the existing theories and 

indicating their alternatives. His redemptive writing tools entail open literary forms 

(configurations),196 critique, defamiliarization (estrangement or alienation effect), contradiction, 

oxymoron (incongruous words), irony, and dissonance (contrasting voices). The theoretical part 

of this chapter analyzes Adorno’s secularization of Walter Benjamin’s mystical conception of 

language, Adorno’s reflections on the arbitrary (conventional) character of words, and his 

critique of the Romantic prioritization of transcendental music over language. The following 

aesthetic section explicates Adorno’s inversion of Hegel’s concept of totality, Adorno’s 

redemptive writing techniques, and their proximity to George Steiner’s notion of “falsity,” 

envisioning the world differently. The chapter concludes that Adorno’s redemptive writing 

                                                 
196 For Adorno, writing in configurations (or constellations) means presenting a central idea from various 

perspectives. This notion will be discussed in detail in the aesthetic part of this chapter. 



 98 

strategies construct semantic vistas by destabilizing and refuting the existing paradigms and 

suggesting alternatives. 

Scholars tend to examine Adorno’s notion of language philosophically and theoretically, 

with little attention to the textual analysis of his anti-systematic writing strategies.197 Roger 

Foster explains that Adorno seeks to secularize Benjamin’s mystical conception of language and 

that Adorno espouses a mode of writing that makes words expressive and less abstract through 

stressing relations between them (72-74). However, Foster does not analyze any textual 

examples that would show what types of relations Adorno creates.198 Robert Hullot-Kentor 

argues that the musical principle of dissonance (contrasting voices) occurs in Adorno’s writing, 

but he presents neither textual instances of such structures nor how Adorno creates them through 

foreign languages. Martin Jay argues that Adorno rejects the idea of authenticity in language but 

does not relate this point to Adorno’s use of foreign languages. Timothy Bewes discusses 

Adorno’s view on language reification, the decreasing expressiveness of words, but fails to 

examine how Adorno’s writing strategies—including his use of foreign languages—serve to 

invigorate German. Shierry Weber Nicholsen aptly notes that Adorno strives to musicalize his 

texts, but she does not elaborate how foreign languages contribute to this process.199  

Adorno on Benjamin’s Language Mysticism 

Adorno draws on Benjamin’s mystical theory of language while also secularizing it. 

Benjamin discusses the paradisiacal biblical language as a communication between human and 

God while Adorno portrays language as a communication between people. Benjamin seeks to 

                                                 
197 On Adorno’s dislike of schematic writing, see Rose 136. 
198 On Adorno’s relation to Hegel, see Foster 9-30. On Adorno’s critique of Kant’s overemphasis on conceptuality, 

see Jarvis. On Adorno’s critique of Heidegger, see Hohendahl, Palamarek, and Jay, “Taking On the Stigma of 

Inauthenticity.” On Adorno’s relation to Nietzsche, see Bayerl. For a critique of Adorno’s notion of language, see H. 

Müller. 
199 For a biographical reading of Adorno’s English expressions, see Levin. 
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revivify the lost paradisiacal tongue and describes the act of naming as a human spiritual task. 

Adorno, by contrast, secularizes Benjamin’s discussion of naming through his emphasis on 

human intellect rather than divine powers. Unlike Benjamin, Adorno aims to use the arbitrary 

nature of words to make them more expressive, and to generate new meanings, rather than to 

regain their primordial ones.  

Benjamin formulates his notion of language in his 1916 essay “Über Sprache überhaupt 

und über die Sprache des Menschen,” where he sets his reflections on language within the 

context of the biblical creation account. He describes language as “eine letzte, nur in ihrer 

Entfaltung zu betrachtende, unerklärliche und mystische Wirklichkeit”200 (38). For him, 

language is not a collection of arbitrary signs but a spiritual and inscrutable reality, a realm for 

connecting with God. According to Benjamin, people convey their spirituality to God when they 

name things because “im Namen teilt das geistige Wesen des Menschen sich Gott mit”201 (34). In 

this quote, Benjamin asserts that people express their spiritual being to the Divine in the act of 

naming things. Contrary to Benjamin, Adorno views language as an instrument of 

communication between people. 

For Benjamin, God, the epistemological pillar of the world, knows its meaning and can 

name things adequately. Benjamin explains, “Die Dinge haben keine Eigennamen außer in 

Gott”202 (47). He indicates here that only God’s word genuinely conveys the meanings of things. 

He shows the incommensurability between divine and human utterances through the following 

relation between name and knowledge: “Das absolute Verhältnis des Namens zur Erkenntnis 

besteht allein in Gott, nur dort ist der Name, weil er im innersten mit dem schaffenden Wort 

                                                 
200 “an ultimate reality, perceptible only in its manifestation, inexplicable and mystical” (67).  
201 “in the name, the mental being of man communicates itself to God” (65). 
202 “Things have no proper names except in God” (73). 
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identisch ist, das reine Medium der Erkenntnis. Das heißt: Gott machte die Dinge in ihren 

Namen erkennbar. Der Mensch aber benennt sie maßen der Erkenntnis”203 (39). In this passage, 

Benjamin argues that God’s word creates things, whereas people only name things but are unable 

to produce them instantaneously through speaking. As a result, people know what Immanuel 

Kant calls the appearances of things but not their essences—their genuine meanings. Kant 

distinguishes between noumenal and phenomenal knowledge, claiming that people comprehend 

the world to the extent they perceive and experience phenomena and hence have knowledge of 

appearances or “phenomenal knowledge.” People fail to know things in themselves (noumenal 

knowledge) because the human mind fails to fully access and experience the essences of things. 

In other words, human knowledge derives from the subjective and empirical experience of 

phenomena, not from the understanding of phenomena in themselves. Like Kant, Benjamin 

perceives human knowledge as limited and dependent on human cognition.204  

Benjamin views human cognition as a limitation because it prevents people from naming 

things accurately. He describes human cognitive limits in the following way:  

Gott ruhte, als er im Menschen sein Schöpferisches sich selbst überließ. Dieses 

Schöpferische, seiner göttlichen Aktualität entledigt, wurde Erkenntnis. Der 

Mensch ist der Erkennende derselben Sprache, in der Gott Schöpfer ist. . . . Alle 

menschliche Sprache ist nur Reflex des Wortes im Namen. Der Name erreicht so 

wenig das Wort wie die Erkenntnis die Schaffung. Die Unendlichkeit aller 

menschlichen Sprache bleibt immer eingeschränkten und analytischen Wesens im 

                                                 
203 “The absolute relation of name to knowledge exists only in God; only there is name, because it is inwardly 

identical with the creative word, the pure medium of knowledge. This means that God made things knowable in 

their names. Man, however, names them according to knowledge” (68). 
204 For Benjamin’s critique of Kant’s concept of experience, see “Über das Programm der kommenden Philosophie.” 
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Vergleich mit der absoluten uneingeschränkten und schaffenden Unendlichkeit 

des Gotteswortes.205 (40) 

Here, Benjamin underscores that human language imperfectly imitates God’s words. Despite 

their efforts, people cannot name objects appropriately because the human mind has limited 

analytical capacities and lacks the divine power to generate things instantaneously. As Richard 

Wolin puts it, human words never name things adequately but are “merely cognitive” (Walter 

Benjamin 41).  

In Benjamin’s view, human cognition leads to a semantic confusion in the world because 

language becomes overprecise and things “überbenannt”206 (47). The prefix “über” (over) evokes 

here the sense of oversaturation. For Benjamin, the excess of meaning evinces not so much 

human productivity as the fact that meaning becomes diluted because words move away from 

their primeval semantic integrity. According to him, linguistic diversity exacerbates the semantic 

profusion because an object receives various tags, but none is adequate.207 Unlike Adorno, 

Benjamin strives to recover the original semantic integrity of language instead of amplifying its 

semantic potentialities. Adorno, by contrast, portrays language in the process of losing its 

expressive qualities rather than semantically oversaturated. He intends to intensify the 

expressiveness of words and to engender meanings. Linguistic diversity is one of his instruments 

for achieving this aim. 

Unlike Adorno, Benjamin displays nostalgia for the paradisiacal biblical language, the 

language before the first people’s sin of eating an apple from a forbidden tree. He avows, “Die 

                                                 
205 “God rested when he had left his creative power to itself in man. This creativity, relieved of its divine actuality, 

became knowledge. Man is the knower in the same language in which God is the creator. . . . All human language is 

only the reflection of the word in name. The name is no closer to the word than knowledge is to creation. The 

infinity of all human language always remains limited and analytic in nature in comparison to the absolutely 

unlimited and creative infinity of the divine word” (68). 
206 “overnamed” (73). 
207 Benjamin assesses the semantic profusion as tragic (47).  
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paradiesische Sprache des Menschen muß die vollkommen erkennende gewesen sein; während 

später noch einmal alle Erkenntnis in der Mannigfaltigkeit der Sprache sich unendlich 

differenziert, auf einer niederen Stufe”208 (43-44). Here, he depicts the prelapsarian language as 

immediate and capable of expressing meaning perfectly. By contrast, the postlapsarian language 

is arbitrary (conventional). Benjamin emphasizes that since the fall of man “das Wort soll etwas 

mitteilen (außer sich selbst)”209 (44). That is, words no longer genuinely convey meaning but 

rely on conventions. He complains that the biblical sin pushed language “in den Abgrund der 

Mittelbarkeit aller Mitteilung, des Wortes als Mittel, des eitlen Wortes”210 (45). The arbitrary 

nature of language dissatisfies Benjamin to the point that he characterizes the emergence of 

linguistic arbitrariness as “der Verfall des seligen [adamitischen] Sprachgeistes”211 (44). Clearly, 

for Benjamin, the prelapsarian language was the ideal language.  

Benjamin ascribes a profound significance to naming. In his view, naming things is a 

uniquely human task. Naming, Benjamin writes, is “[eine] Aufgabe, die Gott ausdrücklich dem 

Menschen selbst zuschreibt”212 (42). For him, naming surpasses a stylistic exercise and becomes 

a divinely imposed obligation necessary for the completion of the biblical process of creation. 

Benjamin says, “Gottes Schöpfung vollendet sich, indem die Dinge ihren Namen vom Menschen 

erhalten”213 (35). Here, Benjamin maintains that naming is a human contribution to the 

providential plan. A man fulfills his task, “[indem] er die stumme namenlose Sprache der Dinge 

empfängt und sie in den Namen in Lauten überträgt”214 (42). That is, one accomplishes the task 

                                                 
208 “The paradisiacal language of man must have been one of perfect knowledge, whereas later all knowledge is 

again infinitely differentiated in the multiplicity of language” (71). 
209 “The word must communicate something (other than itself)” (71). 
210 “into the abyss of mediateness of all communication, of the word as means, of the empty word” (72). 
211 “the decay of the blissful Adamite spirit of language” (71). 
212 “the task that God expressly assigns to man himself” (70).  
213 “God’s creation is completed when things receive their names from man” (65). 
214 “[in] receiving the unspoken nameless language of things and converting it by name into sounds” (70). 
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by naming objects, which remain mute and receive their voice by being named. This process 

ennobles objects because it “redeems them from a fate of speechless anonymity” (Wolin, Walter 

Benjamin 42). In this respect, Benjamin sees naming as a religious duty inscribed within the 

providential plan. 

Benjamin’s orientation toward the paradisiacal language also reveals itself when he refers 

to the Judaic doctrine of redemption. As Martin Jay explains, redemption means the end of 

history, when humanity enters “a state of grace in which words once again were similar to the 

things they named” (Adorno 76). Put another way, redemption implies the restoration of the 

paradisiacal state and, by implication, the reunification of languages with the divine one.215 

Benjamin maintains that traces of the divine language, existent in literary works and nature, can 

be retrieved through studying those two phenomena.216 Evidently, Benjamin seeks to recover the 

primal shape of language rather than engender meanings. 

Contrary to Benjamin, Adorno endorses a secular notion of language.217 He displays no 

nostalgia for the paradisiacal language and considers it irretrievably lost.218 In his 1930s essay 

“Über den Gebrauch von Fremdwörtern” (ÜGF), published posthumously, Adorno argues that 

the restoration of the paradisiacal language (“die reine kreatürliche Sprache”) is impossible. He 

elaborates, “Die reine kreatürliche Sprache ist den Menschen verborgen oder verloren, weil ihr 

Inbegriff nichts anderes wäre als der der dargestellten Wahrheit”219 (642-43). He conveys here 

                                                 
215 In the Kabbalah, as George Steiner explains, salvation means a day when all “human tongues will have re-entered 

the translucent of that primal, lost speech shared by God and Adam” (After Babel 499). On redemption in Benjamin, 

see also Butler, Parting Ways 103. On the Kabbalah in Benjamin, see Wolin, Walter Benjamin 31-47. 
216 See Wolin, Walter Benjamin 43. On Benjamin’s view that translation brings one closer to the divine language, 

see Steiner, After Babel 67. 
217 Adorno’s father was an assimilated Jew, and his mother was a Catholic. Adorno received baptism but did not 

commit to any religion and had “a kind of sober, secular attitude towards everything religious” (Müller-Doohm 19-

20). 
218 See Hohendahl 224. 
219 “Pure creaturely language is hidden from human beings or lost to them, because its quintessence would be 

nothing but the quintessence of represented truth” (288). 
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that the recovery of the pure language would mean returning to the unity of a word and a thing. 

In other words, the restoration of the paradisiacal language would create a reality in which words 

would embody things. Such reality is, from his perspective, utopian and would mean the end of 

linguistic arbitrariness.  

Unlike Benjamin, Adorno reads the biblical scene of naming in a secular fashion and 

highlights human intellectual capacities rather than the divine power. For him, naming is not a 

religious task but a human mental activity that propels the evolution of language. In contrast to 

Benjamin, Adorno puts a positive stress on human intellectual efforts:  

Darum verläuft das Leben der Sprache . . . mit Benennung als dem rätselvollen 

Urphänomen zwischen ergreifendem Denken und erscheinender Wahrheit, mit 

Kristallisation und Zerfall. Die wahren Worte . . . sind nicht die verschütteten und 

mythisch beschworenen Urworte. Es sind die gefundenen, getanen, künstlichen —

schlechtweg die gemachten Worte; wie nach dem Bericht der Genesis Gott dem 

Menschen nicht die Namen der Dinge offenbarte, es sei denn, sie wären ihm kund 

geworden, als dieser menschlich sie benannte: im Akt der Benennung selber. 

Jedes neu gesetzte Fremdwort aber feiert im Augenblick seines Erscheinens 

profan nochmals die wahre urgeschichtliche Benennung.220 (642-43, my 

emphasis) 

In this passage, Adorno marks his distance from Benjamin when he claims that “the true words” 

are not the primeval words (“Urworte”) but “the made words” (“die gemachten Worte”), namely 

                                                 
220 “This is why the life of language is . . . lived . . . with naming as the enigmatic ur-phenomenon in between 

grasping thought and manifested truth, with crystallization and disintegration. The true words . . . are not the buried 

ur-words that are mythically evoked. They are the found words, the performed words, artificial words, in short, the 

made words; just as, according to the account in Genesis, God did not reveal the names of things to man; instead, 

those names were made known to him only when man named them in his human fashion: in the act of naming itself” 

(288-89). The English edition omits the last sentence: “Every newly used foreign derivation celebrates in the 

moment of its appearance again the true pre-historical naming in a secular fashion” (my trans.). 
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words coined by people. In this way, Adorno underlines that human words have genuine value 

and meaning even though they are artificial (“künstlich”) and conventional when compared with 

the divine word. Most crucially, Adorno shifts the emphasis from God’s power to human 

intellectual activity. When one names things, one evokes the biblical scene of naming in a 

secular manner; however, one’s goal is neither completing the biblical process of creation nor 

reinstating the divine tongue, but rather contributing to the evolution of human language. For 

Adorno, such a contribution is a creative use of Fremdwörter, borrowings that still sound foreign 

to native speakers (Yildiz 68). In this regard, Adorno’s conception of language underscores 

human creativity and is future oriented. 

Unlike Benjamin, Adorno regards the arbitrariness of language as unavoidable. He 

conveys this point in his 1959 essay “Wörter aus der Fremde” (WF), when he argues, “Sprache 

hat teil an der Verdinglichung, der Trennung von Sache und Gedanken. Der übliche Klang des 

Natürlichen betrügt darüber. Er erweckt die Illusion, es wäre, was geredet wird, unmittelbar das 

Gemeinte. Das Fremdwort mahnt kraß daran, daß alle wirkliche Sprache etwas von der 

Spielmarke hat, indem es sich selber als Spielmarke einbekennt”221 (220-21). Here, Adorno 

compares language to “a token” (“eine Spielmarke”) to convey that words do not embody ideas 

but express them by convention. “Keine Sprache,” Adorno concludes, “auch die alte 

Volkssprache nicht, ist . . . ein Organisches, Naturhaftes”222 (219). For him, linguistic 

arbitrariness is inescapable.223 

                                                 
221 “Language participates in reification, the separation of subject matter and thought. The customary ring of 

naturalness deceives us about that. It creates the illusion that what is said is immediately equivalent to what is meant. 

By acknowledging itself as a token, the foreign word reminds us bluntly that all real language has something of the 

token in it” (189). 
222 “No language, not even the old vernacular language, is organic and natural” (188). 
223 Adorno is here in accord with Ferdinand de Saussure’s semiotic reflections on the arbitrariness of linguistic signs 

(words). Saussure defines a sign as a psychological entity consisting of a signifier (a sound-image) and a signified (a 

concept). The relation between those two elements is “arbitrary” and “unmotivated”: the sign exhibits “no natural 

connection” to the signified and represents it by convention (965). For Saussure and Adorno, arbitrariness is a 
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Furthermore, Adorno insists that one needs to remind people regularly about the 

conventional nature of words. He ascribes this task to Fremdwörter in the following statement: 

“Es [das Fremdwort] macht sich zum Sündenbock der Sprache, zum Träger der Dissonanz, die 

von ihr zu gestalten ist, nicht zuzuschmücken. Wogegen man sich beim Fremdwort sträubt, ist 

nicht zuletzt, daß es an den Tag bringt, wie es um alle Wörter steht: daß die Sprache die 

Sprechenden nochmals einsperrt”224 (221). Adorno here cautions against the impression that 

what one says exactly expresses what one means, which suggests that a word and its meaning are 

naturally and inextricably entwined. Fremdwörter expose this seemingly natural character of 

language because they are borrowed from other tongues rather than homegrown. 

According to Adorno, an awareness of the arbitrary nature of words protects one from 

believing in language ontology. He excoriates language ontology, especially Heidegger, for 

attributing metaphysical values to words, as if they were not conventional. Adorno warns that 

“die restaurative ontologische Philosophie . . . [möchte] ihre Worte als absolutes Sein 

unterschieben”225 (221), indicating that the meaning of human existence is not derivable from 

philosophical terminology. To emphasize this point, Adorno states, “An den Fremdwörtern 

erweist sich die Unmöglichkeit von Sprachontologie: noch den Begriffen, die sich geben, als 

wären sie der Ursprung selber, halten sie ihr Vermitteltsein vor, das Moment des subjektiv 

Gemachten, der Willkür”226 (221). In this quote, Adorno highlights the conventionality of all 

words, including philosophical terminology, and thus conveys that they should not be equated 

                                                 
default linguistic condition. Unlike Saussure, Adorno stresses the historical evolution of words. For an early 

philosophical discussion of linguistic arbitrariness, see Plato. 
224 “It [a foreign derivation] makes itself language’s scapegoat, the bearer of the dissonance that language has to give 

form to and not merely prettify. Not the least of what we resist in the foreign word is that it illuminates something 

true of all words: that language imprisons those who speak it” (189).  
225 “restorationist ontological philosophy . . . would like to impute absolute Being to its words” (190). 
226 “Foreign words demonstrate the impossibility of the ontology of language: they confront even concepts that try to 

pass themselves off as origin itself with their mediatedness, their moment of being subjectively constructed, their 

arbitrariness” (189). 
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with the phenomena to which they refer. Hence, for him, it is futile to extrapolate ontological 

truths from philosophical vocabulary.  

In this part, the contrast between Adorno and Benjamin is explicated as Adorno’s 

secularization of Benjamin’s notion of naming. Whereas Benjamin seeks to resurrect the 

paradisiacal language, Adorno’s conception of language is future-oriented. Benjamin focuses on 

restoring the primeval semantic integrity of words. By contrast, Adorno aims at creating and 

enhancing meaning despite the arbitrary nature of language.  

Language and Music 

In Adorno’s view, neither language nor music can create a secure link between the 

human world and transcendental realities. He disagrees with German Romantic theories that 

prioritize music over language and portray music as giving access to transcendental realms.227 

For instance, Arthur Schopenhauer extols music as “the immediate representation of the Will.” 

By the Will, he means the underlying metaphysical principle of the world. For him, music is a 

realm for connecting with the Will. Similarly, Richard Wagner ascribes a metaphysical quality to 

music when he claims that his idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk (total artwork) fuses language, 

music, and aesthetics into a vision of a reconciled reality.228 In brief, the German Romantics 

present music as a sphere of transcendence. 

To challenge those German Romantic theories, Adorno exposes the limitations of music 

and language. In his “Musik, Sprache und ihr Verhältnis im gegenwärtigen Komponieren” 

(MSV), Adorno concedes that music is less conventional than words. He argues that human 

language (“die meinende Sprache”) never reaches the Absolute, the transcendental entity:  

                                                 
227 Adorno began his academic career by writing musical reviews and essays on music.  
228 On Schopenhauer’s Will, see Zöller 126-27 and 137. On Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk, see Birx xi. On the 

German Romantic primacy of music over language, see Bayerl 37-40. 
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Gegenüber der meinenden Sprache ist Musik Sprache nur als eine von ganz 

anderem Typus. In ihm liegt ihr theologischer Aspekt. Was sie sagt, ist in der 

Aussage bestimmt zugleich und verborgen. Ihre Idee ist die Gestalt des göttlichen 

Namens. Sie ist entmythologisiertes Gebet, befreit von der Magie des Einwirkens; 

der wie immer auch vergebliche menschliche Versuch, den Namen selber zu 

nennen, nicht Bedeutungen mitzuteilen.229 (650) 

In this quote, Adorno indicates that the theological advantage of music lies in its sonic quality. 

Music avoids conventionality because it speaks through sounds rather than linguistic signs. 

However, the disadvantage of music is its equivocal meaning. The sense of a melody depends on 

human interpretation and is always inconclusive because people decode the same tune 

differently. Music becomes demythologized when people convert musical tones into linguistic 

concepts. Without such a translation, one could neither share nor exchange one’s musical 

interpretations with other people. In this regard, music and language exhibit a similar degree of 

conventionality.230 

To accentuate his distance to German Romantic theories of music, Adorno observes that 

the Absolute eludes both music and language. He notes, “Die meinende Sprache möchte das 

Absolute vermittelt sagen, und es entgleitet ihr in jeder einzelnen Intention. . . . Musik trifft es 

unmittelbar, aber im gleichen Augenblick verdunkelt es sich, so wie überstarkes Licht das Auge 

blendet, das das ganz Sichtbare nicht mehr zu sehen vermag”231 (652). This passage suggests that 

                                                 
229 “In comparison to signifying language, music is a language of a completely different type. Therein lies music’s 

theological aspect. What music says is a proposition at once distinct and concealed. Its idea is the form of the name 

of God. It is demythologized prayer, freed from the magic of making anything happen, the human attempt, futile, as 

always, to name the name itself, not to communicate meanings” (402). 
230 On affinities between language and music in Adorno, see Wellmer, Versuch über Musik und Sprache and Zur 

Dialektik von Moderne und Postmoderne 14.  
231 “Signifying language would say the absolute in a mediated way, yet the absolute escapes it in each of its 

intentions. . . . Music reaches the absolute but in the same instant it immediately, darkens, as when a strong light 

blinds the eye, which can no longer see things that are quite visible” (404). 
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music may reach the Absolute, but the flash of illumination is so short that the human mind 

cannot register the meaning of revelation. In other words, music may yield a moment of 

epiphany, but the transcendental reality remains unknown. In this way, Adorno repudiates the 

German Romantic belief in music as a bridge to transcendent realities. His references to 

blindness and darkening evoke the Jewish Bilderverbot, a prohibition on pictorial representations 

of God.232 Adorno clearly endorses reading language and music not in theological but secular 

terms.233 

In this part, the focus falls on Adorno’s rejection of the German Romantic notion of 

transcendental music. Adorno’s remarks on the conventional nature of music and language show 

his distance from theological theories of transcendence. He argues for a secular approach to 

language.  

Totality, Redemption, and Dissonance 

Adorno advocates structures of openness in language and philosophy as a way of 

enhancing and multiplying meaning. In his Minima Moralia (MM), Adorno exemplifies a closed 

structure of totality with Hegel’s dictum “Das Wahre ist das Ganze.”234 This maxim refers to 

Hegel’s notion of totality as the crowning stage in the development of Geist (spirit). For Hegel, 

the spirit emancipates itself from its empirical reality by negating itself (abstracting and 

reflecting upon itself). The spirit continues negating itself until it reaches the final stage of self-

                                                 
232 In Judaism, the Bilderverbot is a ban on images and the direct address of God. It is “the view that any concrete 

representation of the divine, even the speaking of its name, is idolatry” (Brittain 89).  
233 Adorno scholars sometimes relate his reflections on music and language to negative theology that originated in 

late antiquity and thrived in the third century BCE and the late Middle Ages. Negative theologians perceive God as 

nameless and “completely transcendent of the existing world so that the only way to approach the divine is 

negatively: through denials and clarifications of what God is not” (Brittain 92). That is, God is knowable only 

through stating what God is not. Like negative theologians, Adorno uses negation and points to the impossibility of 

knowing God directly, but he favors secularism. On Adorno’s “inverse theology” as directed against “natural and 

supernatural interpretation” of the world, see Brittain 98. 
234 “The true is the whole” (50). For the concept of Geist, see Hegel. 
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reconciliation and wholeness. In this phase, the spirit attains completeness and totality when it 

becomes fully conscious of itself as a subject and an object. This phase is the culmination of the 

spirit’s development and preserves all its preceding moments. 

 Negation is crucial to the spirit’s evolution. As Herbert Marcuse explains, Hegel 

describes thinking as a negative activity. For Hegel, “Thinking is, indeed, essentially the 

negation of that which is immediately before us” (qtd. in Marcuse vii). In other words, thinking 

means negating objects by scrutinizing them. This process of thinking (negating) stops when the 

spirit reaches its final evolutionary stage, which immobilizes the entire system. Adorno interprets 

this moment as stasis and a point from which no further progress or difference is possible. 

To prevent such a closure, Adorno negates and inverts Hegel’s maxim in the following 

way: “Das Ganze ist das Unwahre”235 (MM 55). In this way, he advocates a dialectical mode that 

seeks openness rather than a resolution or totality. Adorno appropriates Hegel’s remark that the 

spirit evolves, “indem er dem Negativen ins Angesicht schaut, bei ihm verweilt”236 (MM 15). For 

Hegel, negation works toward reaching a resolution and the final stage of evolution. For Adorno, 

negation must never stop despite the human desire for a resolution. In his view, persistent 

“negation” propels the dialectical process, precludes totality, and creates room for difference. 

Such dialectical (or negative) thinking has the following twofold task: “The negation is 

determinate if it refers the established state of affairs to the basic factors and forces which make 

for its destructiveness, as well as for the possible alternatives beyond the status quo” (Marcuse 

xi-xii). As the quote indicates, dialectical thinking exposes social contradictions in reality and 

posits alternatives.  

                                                 
235 “The whole is the false” (50). 
236 “when looking the negative in the face, dwelling upon it” (16). 
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Adorno perceives the dialectical mode as redemptive precisely because it unveils 

incongruities in reality and points to various options. In the last aphorism of Minima Moralia, he 

describes his idea of redemption as a philosophical lens for interpreting the postwar world: 

Philosophie, wie sie im Angesicht der Verzweiflung einzig noch zu verantworten 

ist, wäre der Versuch, alle Dinge so zu betrachten, wie sie vom Standpunkt der 

Erlösung aus sich darstellten. Erkenntnis hat kein Licht, als das [das] von der 

Erlösung her auf die Welt scheint. . . . Perspektiven müßten hergestellt werden, in 

denen die Welt ähnlich sich versetzt, verfremdet, ihre Risse und Schründe 

offenbart, wie sie einmal als bedürftig und entstellt im Messianischen Lichte 

daliegen wird.237 (283)  

Here, redemption means the development of prospects for the future in a dialectical fashion, that 

is, using displacement, estrangement, and contradiction. To create such perspectives, one 

distorts, aggrandizes, and defamiliarizes the image of the world. In other words, one produces 

potentialities when one questions, destabilizes, and estranges the familiar paradigms. Hence, 

Adorno’s formula for creating semantic differences depends on challenging the existing 

frameworks. 

Adorno concedes the limitations of his approach, reflecting, “Es ist das Allereinfachste . . 

., ja weil die vollendete Negativität . . . zur Spiegelschrift ihres Gegenteils zusammenschießt. 

Aber es ist auch das ganz Unmögliche, weil es einen Standort voraussetzt, der dem Bannkreis 

des Daseins . . . entrückt ist”238 (283). In this passage, Adorno admits that his method may 

                                                 
237 “The only philosophy which can be responsibly practiced in face of despair is the attempt to contemplate all 

things as they would present themselves from the standpoint of redemption. Knowledge has no light but that shed on 

the world by redemption. . . . Perspectives must be fashioned that displace and estrange the world, reveal it to be, 

with its rifts and crevices, as indigent and distorted as it will appear one day in the messianic light” (247). 
238 “It is the simplest of all things, . . . indeed because consummate negativity . . . delineates the mirror-image of its 

opposite. But it is also the utterly impossible thing, because it presupposes a standpoint removed . . . from the scope 

of existence. . .” (247). 
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generate fruitful answers (“the mirror-image of its opposite”) but lacks fail-safe solutions 

because such certainty does not exist. His approach relies on experimenting and testing, with no 

assurances. Despite those limitations, Adorno deems his redemptive method worthwhile when he 

says, “Gegenüber der Forderung, die damit an ihn [den Gedanken] ergeht, ist aber die Frage nach 

der Wirklichkeit oder Unwirklichkeit der Erlösung selber fast gleichgültig”239 (283). In this 

quote, he emphasizes the indispensability of redemptive approaches, regardless of how feasible 

or sure they may seem. In this way, Adorno stresses the need to fashion such perspectives for the 

future. 

Adorno’s notion of redemption harmonizes with Michel Foucault’s remarks on 

interpretation. Commenting on Nietzsche’s genealogical philosophy, Foucault explains that 

knowledge requires resisting the certainty of absolutes and depends on conceptual disruptions, 

discontinuities, reversals, substitutions, displacements, and multiplications (151-54). For him, 

knowledge does not necessarily lead to conclusions, resolutions, and unity, but rather operates by 

active interpretation. Foucault explains, “But if interpretation is the violent or surreptitious 

appropriation of a system of rules, which in itself has no essential meaning, in order to impose a 

direction, to bend it to a new will, to force its participation in a different game, and to subject it 

to secondary rules, then the development of humanity is a series of interpretations” (151-52). 

Here, Foucault presents interpretation as bending, tweaking, and putting ideas into new games. 

Adorno puts a similar stress on displacing, disrupting, altering, challenging, and refuting ideas as 

ways of creating semantic potentialities. 

Adorno’s notion of redemption is not just theoretical but noticeable in his aesthetic 

practices. His redemptive writing strategies include open literary forms, critique, 

                                                 
239 “But beside the demand thus placed on thought, the question of the reality or unreality of redemption itself hardly 

matters” (247). 
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defamiliarization, contradiction, dissonance, irony, and oxymoron.240 Those strategies serve to 

create possibilities rather than conclusive answers. For example, Adorno critiques and 

repurposes the German Romantic model of music. In his Philosophie der neuen Musik (PNM), 

written in American exile and published in 1949, Adorno asserts that his contemporary music 

perpetuates the German Romantic idea of transcendental music. He writes, “Sie [Musik] ist 

Ideologie, insoweit sie sich als ein ontologisches Ansichsein jenseits der gesellschaftlichen 

Spannungen behauptet”241 (123). Adorno assesses music as socially conditioned, thus 

challenging the Romantic belief in the autonomy of music. He also observes that musical 

compositions are so out of touch with postwar audiences, “daß ihre eigene Erfahrung kaum mehr 

mit der kommuniziert, für welche die traditionelle Musik zeugt”242 (18). In his view, traditional 

music has lost its compatibility with postwar circumstances because it relies on Romantic 

conventions of grandiosity, harmony, and beauty. 

To destabilize the German Romantic model, Adorno ascribes a social function to music. 

New music, antithetical to society, reflects societal problems instead of offering a flight from 

reality (28). He describes the task of advanced music as exposing societal pitfalls latent in the 

commercialization of life. He explains, “Ihre Wahrheit scheint eher darin aufgehoben, daß sie 

[die avancierte Musik] durch organisierte Sinnleere den Sinn der organisierten Gesellschaft . . . 

dementiert”243 (28). He uses the oxymoron “organisierte Sinnleere” (“the organized absence of 

                                                 
240 Oxymorons combine incongruous words. Defamiliarization, or Brecht’s so-called alienation effect 

(Verfremdungseffekt), is a technique of portraying reality in a distorted manner. All those redemptive techniques 

were popular in literary and artistic movements at the beginning of the twentieth century. For example, surrealists 

employed contrasts and dream conventions; expressionists utilized aggrandized perspectives and light effects; Polish 

avant-garde writer Witold Gombrowicz mixed sarcasm, grotesque, and satire to criticize modern forms of life; 

Russian futurist poet Velimir Khlebnikov experimented with Russian language and created neologisms. 
241 “Music is ideology insofar as it asserts itself as an ontological being-in-itself, beyond society’s tensions” (100). 
242 “that their own experience scarcely communicates any longer with that to which traditional music bears witness” 

(11-12). For Adorno’s objections to the German Romantic tradition, see Müller-Doohm 331. 
243 “The truth of this music appears to reside in the organized absence of any meaning, by which it repudiates any 

meaning of organized society” (19-20). 
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any meaning”) to reveal that the nonsensical form of new music reflects the absurdity of modern 

life. 

Unlike Romantic music, new music is unpleasant. Its beauty consists in its ability “dem 

Schein des Schönen sich zu versagen”244 (126). Adorno values the dissonance and harshness of 

new music over smoothness and harmony. He describes the double function of dissonance in the 

following way: “Sie [die Dissonanzen] werden zu Charakteren des objektiven Protests. . . . Ihre 

Negativität hält der Utopie die Treue; sie schließt die verschwiegene Konsonanz in sich ein”245 

(85-86). On the one hand, dissonant compositions are artistic means of protest because their 

discordant form mirrors societal tensions. In this sense, advanced music works like Bertolt 

Brecht’s Verfremdungseffekt (alienation effect). Like Brecht, new music confronts people with a 

distorted, aggrandized, and defamiliarized image of reality to stir their critical thinking. On the 

other hand, dissonant works allude to a possibility of harmony and reconciliation. The dialectical 

and redemptive quality of new music is now visible: Adorno considers advanced music 

redemptive because it exposes societal tensions while stimulating people to envision alternatives. 

For Adorno, dissonance works as a musical and an aesthetic tool for emphasizing 

relations between sounds or words. He recommends using dissonance in music to create 

polyphony: 

Je dissonierender ein Akkord, je mehr voneinander unterschiedene und in ihrer 

Unterschiedenheit wirksame Töne er in sich enthält, um so ‘polyphoner’ ist er, um 

so mehr nimmt . . . jeder einzelne Ton bereits in der Simultaneität des 

Zusammenklangs den Charakter der ‘Stimme’ an. Die Vorherrschaft der 

                                                 
244 “[to deny] the semblance of the beautiful” (102). 
245 “They [the dissonances] become characters of objective protest. . . . Their negativity becomes loyal to utopia: It 

contains in itself the concealed consonance” (68). 
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Dissonanz scheint die rationalen, ‘logischen’ Beziehungen innerhalb der Tonalität 

. . . zu zerstören. Insofern aber ist dennoch die Dissonanz rationaler als die 

Konsonanz, als sie die Beziehung der in ihr vorkommenden Töne . . . vor Augen 

stellt, anstatt deren Einheit durch die Vernichtung der in ihr enthaltenen 

Partialmomente, durch ‘homogenen’ Klang zu erkaufen.246 (61)  

In this passage, Adorno associates homogeneity with sonic regularity. In such compositions, the 

relationships between sounds are inflexible, and the leading voice suppresses the weaker tones. 

To disrupt the mono-dimensional tonality, Adorno suggests using dissonance (opposing sounds). 

As Hullot-Kentor observes, dissonance generates simultaneous and “independent contrasting 

voices” (75). Those internal contrasts defy the Romantic rule of congruence, accentuate the 

dynamics between sounds, and, in this way, pluralize musical meaning. Adorno finds polyphonic 

melodies highly stimulating because they surprise the ear by not following “the prevalent norms 

of intelligibility” (Rose 136). 

 Adorno creates dissonance in his literary works through reversals, contradictions, 

oxymorons, irony, and paradoxes. For example, he inverts Hegel’s statement “Das Wahre ist das 

Ganze”247 with the phrase “Das Ganze ist das Unwahre”248 to shift the attention from the word 

“das Wahre” (the true) to the term “das Ganze” (the whole), which symbolizes totality (MM 55). 

He then characterizes the idea of totality as “das Unwahre” (the false), effectively repudiating it. 

Adorno describes musical meaning in oxymoronic terms as “bestimmt” (distinct) and 

                                                 
246 “The more a chord is dissonant, the more it comprises in itself tones differentiated from each other and potent in 

their differentiatedness, the more it is ‘polyphonic,’ the more . . . each individual tone acquires in its simultaneity the 

character of a ‘voice.’ The ascendancy of dissonance seems to destroy the rational, ‘logical’ connections within 

tonality. . . . Yet dissonance is more rational than consonance insofar as it articulates the relationship of sounds . . . 

contained in it instead of buying their unity at the price of the annihilation of the partial elements contained in it, that 

is, through a ‘homogeneous’ resonance” (49). 
247 “The true is the whole” (50). 
248 “The whole is the false” (50). 
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“verborgen” (concealed), thus suggesting that musical meaning remains evident yet unclear 

(MSV 650). By stating that “Glück” (happiness) in music means “das Unglück zu erkennen”249, 

he creates a paradox because he excludes the emotional sensation of feeling happy, which then 

reduces “Glück” (happiness) to knowledge derivable from the feeling of “Unglück” 

(unhappiness) (PNM 126). Irony announces itself in Adorno’s observation that the beauty of new 

music lies in its ability “dem Schein des Schönen sich zu versagen”250 because Adorno casts 

beauty as the very resistance of beauty, opposing the Romantic veneration of aesthetic beauty 

(126). 

Dissonance also emerges from Adorno’s paratactic style, the tendency to omit 

conjunctions to make the causal and hierarchical relations between words and sentences less 

apparent. An example of a paratactic juxtaposition occurs when Adorno uses the conjunction 

“und” (and) instead of “aber” (but) in the phrase “bestimmt . . . und verborgen”251 (MSV 650). 

Another example is the following enumeration: “Sie [Musik] ist entmythologisiertes Gebet . . .; 

der wie immer auch vergebliche menschliche Versuch, den Namen selber zu nennen, nicht 

Bedeutungen mitzuteilen”252 (650). In the quote, both parts of the sentence list the limitations of 

music without creating any cause-effect relation between them. As a result, the meaning of the 

sentence becomes pluralized, yet it seems less decisive. 

Formally, Adorno creates dissonance through his technique of writing in configurations, 

which he models on Benjamin’s constellations. For Benjamin, writing in constellations means 

arranging words around a central motif, whose meaning arises from its refractions. He argues, 

                                                 
249 “the knowledge of unhappiness” (102). 
250 “[to deny] the semblance of the beautiful” (102). 
251 “distinct and concealed” (402). 
252 “It [music] is demythologized prayer . . ., the human attempt, futile, as always, to name the name itself, not to 

communicate meanings” (402). 
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“Die Ideen verhalten sich zu den Dingen wie die Sternbilder zu den Sternen”253 

(“Erkenntnistheoretische Vorrede” 73). Here, he conveys that constellations portray their idea by 

showing the relations between its elements rather than stating the idea directly. Adorno’s 

configurations proceed in a similar manner. He elaborates:  

Wo sie [Sprache] wesentlich als Sprache auftritt, Darstellung wird, definiert sie 

nicht ihre Begriffe. Ihre Objektivität verschafft sie ihnen durch das Verhältnis, in 

das sie die Begriffe, zentriert um eine Sache, setzt. Damit dient sie der Intention 

des Begriffs, das Gemeinte ganz auszudrücken. Konstellationen allein 

repräsentieren, von außen, was der Begriff im Innern weggeschnitten hat, das 

Mehr, das er sein will so sehr, wie er es nicht sein kann. Indem die Begriffe um 

die zu erkennende Sache sich versammeln, bestimmen sie potentiell deren 

Inneres. . . .254 (164-65) 

In this quote, Adorno explains that configurations (constellations) express their overarching idea 

indirectly through their form, depicting the idea from various angles. Its meaning emerges from 

the relations between the elements of the configuration. This type of writing is neither exhaustive 

nor conclusive but fragmentary and open-ended. The last aphorism of Minima Moralia 

exemplifies Adorno’s concept of the configuration: The aphorism depicts the idea of redemption 

in various ways as a messianic light, a philosophical duty, and an activity of fashioning 

                                                 
253 “Ideas are to objects as constellations are to stars” (34). On Benjamin’s constellations, see Wolin, Walter 

Benjamin 42. 
254 “Where it [language] appears essentially as a language, where it becomes a form of representation, it will not 

define its concepts. It lends objectivity to them by the relation into which it puts the concepts, centered about the 

thing. Language thus serves the intention of the concept to express completely what it means. By themselves, 

constellations represent from without what the concept has cut away from within: the ‘more’ which the concept is 

equally desirous and incapable of being. By gathering around the object of cognition, the concepts potentially 

determine the object’s interior” (162). On Adorno’s configurations, see Grenz 211-221, Bayerl 121-26, and Jarvis 

175-192. 
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perspectives for the future. The aphorism is dissonant to the extent that it refrains from defining 

redemption in a conclusive manner. 

Moreover, Adorno uses Fremdwörter to construct dissonance visually and sonically. 

They may disrupt the text visually because their form differs from that of regular German words. 

In his German essays on Fremdwörter, Adorno marks his examples through quotation marks.255 

Fremdwörter unsettle the textual melody because of their different and rasping sound (ein 

schnarrender Klang) (WF 222). Adorno employs Fremdwörter because, in his view, they 

embody “a mythical remainder” in language. In his Jargon der Eigentlichkeit, Adorno defines 

“den hartnäckig mythischen Rest der Sprache”256 as subjective meanings acquired by words 

throughout ages rather than a mystical residue (441). He perceives those residues as “impossible 

to eliminate” from language (Rose 15). They give insight into the history of human subjectivity 

and poeticize language because their subjective nuances often resist translation and thus can 

stimulate “Stimmung, Atmosphäre, [und] Sprach-Musik”257 (ÜGF 641). For instance, the French 

derivation “Cachet” means in Swiss German “a distinguishing, distinctive feature” and in the 

whole German-speaking area “a seal, a signet” (641). Adorno observes that this archaic word 

“Cachet” can be used to foreignize texts and give them an old feel. Another example is the Latin-

derived word “mondän,” which means “stylish, fashionable” and connotes a sense of 

sophistication. Adorno suggests using the term “mondän” for subtle evaluations of contents 

(642). Equally evocative is the Latin-derived word “Attitude,” which denotes a figure in ballet.258 

That meaning overlaps with the term “Attitüde,” which also denotes “a viewpoint” and “a pose, 

                                                 
255 See the original typescripts entitled “Über den Gebrauch der Fremdwörter” and “Wörter aus der Fremde: Ihr 

Gebrauch und Ihre Funktion.” In Minima Moralia, Adorno uses no special formatting for Fremdwörter and English 

expressions. See the typescript of Minima Moralia.  
256 “the stubbornly mythical remainder of language” (42). 
257 “[the] mood, atmosphere, [and] the music of language” (287).  
258 An attitude is a figure in which in the dancer stands on one leg and lifts the other one with a bent knee. For the 

etymology of all the examples, see Duden.  
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an affected gesture” (641). The homographic and homophonic proximity of those two words 

increases their suggestiveness. As the above examples demonstrate, Adorno’s use of 

Fremdwörter makes his works semantically rich through emphasizing and eliciting certain 

connotations and meanings.  

Furthermore, Adorno utilizes English expressions to create subtle contrasts. In an 

aphorism “Hinunter und immer weiter,” Adorno injects the English word “bottleneck” to depict 

the shrinking of the expressive capacities of language, or language reification.259 The 

“bottleneck” contains the most frequently used phrases, namely expressions for “[das] Nächste, 

Stumpfste und Banalste”260 (MM 209). By contrast, the bottom part of the bottle encompasses the 

unused vocabulary. In this aphorism, the word “bottleneck” focalizes the reader’s gaze on the 

narrow top of the bottle while revealing its bottom part as much more voluminous. The contrast 

between the top and the bottom evokes the idea of shrinking. In the same aphorism, Adorno uses 

the English phrase “down-to-earth” to ridicule the matter-of-fact approach to reality (209). He 

first describes conversations that rely on the bottleneck-vocabulary as objective and rational. In 

the final line of the aphorism, Adorno characterizes such rational people as “down to earth wie 

die zoologischen Ahnen, ehe diese sich auf die Hinterbeine stellten”261 (209). In this way, he 

ironically denounces the down-to-earth attitude as narrow and representative of an early 

evolutionary stage. Hence, the dissonant character of this piece emerges from the contrast 

between the German and English elements. 

Adorno’s redemptive writing techniques square with Steiner’s notion of “falsity.” In his 

1975 After Babel, literary critic Steiner argues that language evolves due to human social needs, 

                                                 
259 On Adorno’s notion of language reification, see Bewes. 
260 “the most obvious, dullest and tritest matters” (183). 
261 “down to earth like their zoological forebears, before they got up on their hind-legs” (184). 
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primarily the human desire for individuation (the differentiation of oneself from others) and the 

human need to protect one’s privacy (498).262 Human individuation depends on “falsity,” which 

for Steiner means not “a mere miscorrespondence with a fact. It [falsity] is itself an active, 

creative agent. The human capacity to utter falsehood, to lie, to negate what is the case, stands at 

the heart of speech and of the reciprocities between words and world” (224). Steiner clearly 

understands “falsity” as the human ability to falsify, fabricate, and negate phenomena through 

words. For him, “falsity” represents the generative force of language. In short, language develops 

thanks to the human use of “falsity.” 

Steiner celebrates “falsity” as stimulating progress. Without “falsity,” he asserts, 

evolutionary advancement would not occur. He continues: 

Language is the main instrument of man’s refusal to accept the world as it is. 

Without that refusal, without the unceasing generation by the mind of 

‘counterworlds,’ . . . we would turn forever on the treadmill of the present. Reality 

would be . . . ‘all that is the case’ and nothing more. Ours is the ability, the need, 

to gainsay or ‘un-say’ the world, to image and speak it otherwise. (228)  

Steiner suggests that what propels human evolution is “falsity,” the capacity to refute, negate, 

and express the world “otherwise,” and to envision “counterworlds.” Were it not for “falsity,” 

people would reiterate the status quo, or “the treadmill of the present.” According to Steiner, 

“falsity” encompasses “ambiguity, polysemy, opaqueness, the violation of grammatical and 

logical sequences, reciprocal incomprehensions, [and] the capacity to lie” (246). He portrays 

                                                 
262 Steiner criticizes mathematical approaches to language and Noam Chomsky’s biolinguistic concept of 

transformational generative grammar, according to which people are born with an innate linguistic knowledge 

(“deep structures”) that enables them to express meaning in language. As Steiner observes, Chomsky neglects 

social, historical, and cultural factors influencing language acquisition. On the recently discovered genetic factors 

involved in language acquisition, such as the Foxp2 protein that facilitates the learning of patterns and the 

associating of words with objects, see Schreiweis et al. 



 121 

those forms of “falsity” as “not pathologies of language but the roots of its genius” (246). Thus, 

from Steiner’s perspective, “falsity” ensures the growth of civilization. 

Adorno’s redemptive writing strategies and Steiner’s concept of “falsity” represent 

similar methods of negating reality. Both writers seek to counteract conceptual closure and fixity 

through refusal, contradiction, disruption, plurality, and ambiguity. Both thinkers describe those 

means as redemptive, that is, capable of generating new approaches and alternatives to the 

existing standards. In a sense, Adorno’s call for fashioning redemptive perspectives reverberates 

in Steiner’s praise of “falsity” as an instrument without which “the individual and the species 

would have withered” (246). In this regard, for both Adorno and Steiner, creating difference 

means resisting and challenging conceptual standards and opening new horizons. 

Adorno and Steiner approach the issue of semantic potentialities from different angles. 

Adorno frames the devising of redemptive outlooks as a philosophical responsibility. Steiner 

assumes an aesthetic standpoint when he states, “Language is a constant creation of alternative 

worlds” (246). For him, the purpose of language is to produce “alternity,” i.e., “the ‘other than 

the case’, the counter-factual propositions, images, shapes of will and evasion . . . by means of 

which we build the changing, largely fictive milieu of our somatic and our social existence” 

(232-33). Put differently, “alternity” entails possibilities latent in “falsity.” “Alternity” 

corresponds to what Adorno terms redemptive perspectives. Hence, for both Adorno and Steiner, 

creating semantic opportunities requires negating and imagining reality “otherwise.” Adorno 

maintains a secular notion of language, and he presupposes no theological assurances. By 

contrast, Steiner seeks to reinject the religious concept of transcendence into the discourse on 

language and depicts God as the guarantor of meaning in language. Steiner presents the human 

capacity to lie as part of his notion of “falsity.” Adorno does not include deliberate falsehood in 



 122 

his redemptive writing techniques, but instead he suggests defamiliarizing and distorting the 

image of reality in aesthetics for didactic purposes.263 

In this part, when Adorno inverts Hegel, he reveals his own endorsement of open, 

dialectical approaches rather than of theories that promote totality. His dialectical mode 

represents a redemptive technique for critiquing reality and pointing to alternatives. Steiner’s 

notion of “falsity” contextualizes Adorno’s redemptive writing techniques.  

Conclusion 

Adorno’s critique of both Benjamin’s mystical concept of language and the German 

Romantic primacy of transcendental music over language shows that Adorno advocates a secular 

notion of language. In his view, although words are arbitrary (conventional), they can be used 

creatively to amplify and pluralize meaning. By inverting Hegel’s concept of totality, Adorno 

endorses open, dialectical modes that enable both evaluating the status quo critically and 

uncovering alternatives. To create such dialectical ideas, Adorno employs his redemptive writing 

devices, including open literary forms (configurations), critique, defamiliarization, contradiction, 

oxymoron, irony, and dissonance. He often uses foreign expressions to elicit irony and contrast. 

Adorno’s writing techniques resemble Steiner’s concept of “falsity,” imagining the world 

differently. Both writers present the creation of semantic possibilities as a process of unsettling 

                                                 
263 For Adorno and Steiner, artworks function as the crucial sources of meaning and edification. Steiner attacks the 

theory of deconstruction. Adorno aligns himself with deconstruction to the extent that he seeks to amplify and 

pluralize meaning without relying on any theological or philosophical absolutes. His redemptive writing techniques 

are deconstructive since they expose contradictions within theories. Both Adorno and Derrida favor fragmentary 

forms and argue against philosophies of origins. Adorno considers rhetoric a means of making words expressive and 

portrays language as a human product with history. Derrida, by contrast, depicts language as ahistorical. His concept 

of arche-writing (originary writing) is subjectless. Adorno does not subscribe to Derrida’s notion of “dissemination,” 

that is, the diffusion of meaning or endless proliferation of signs. For Derrida, “dissemination” implies an excess of 

meaning. For Adorno, words never fully convey ideas. In his view, one can express ideas more adequately through 

configurations (or constellations), writing that arranges words around a central motif. For a critique of Derrida’s 

deconstruction, see Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity 161-210. Habermas claims that Derrida 

creates a version of first philosophy through presenting arche-writing as an indeterminate ahistorical authority. 
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and refuting the existing paradigms and constructing new ones. This process is redemptive 

because it prevents one from fruitlessly repeating intellectual or cultural patterns. For Adorno 

and Steiner, the goal of imagining the world differently is not to mystify it but to foster human 

evolution by opening intellectual vistas. To engender such possibilities, Adorno uses his 

redemptive writing tools while Steiner employs his notion of “falsity.” Although Steiner’s 

recourse to religious transcendence contrasts with Adorno’s secularism, both writers construe 

semantic possibilities as enrichment, opportunity, and growth instead of errors or deviations.  

The next chapter discusses a translingual subject in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz from a 

literary perspective. 
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Chapter Four 

Spectral Identities and Translingual Subjects in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz 

The previous section examined Adorno’s redemptive writing techniques, including open 

literary forms (configurations), critique, defamiliarization (estrangement), contradiction, 

oxymoron (incongruous words), irony, and dissonance (opposing voices). The theoretical part 

concentrated on Adorno’s secularization of Benjamin’s language mysticism. The aesthetic 

analysis focused on Adorno’s inversion of Hegel’s concept of totality and examples of Adorno’s 

writing strategies. The analysis concluded that his redemptive writing techniques serve to 

pluralize meaning through destabilizing conceptualizations and suggesting alternatives. 

In contrast to the theoretical and aesthetic frame in the preceding section, this chapter 

introduces a literary dimension and explores how languages enrich and invigorate human identity 

and generate a sense of a linguistic and cultural belonging. Central to this study is W.G. Sebald’s 

2001 novel Austerlitz about a fictional Jewish refugee named Jacques Austerlitz.264 In the 

summer of 1939, a five-year-old Austerlitz arrives in England on a ship with a Kindertransport, 

a transport of Jewish children evacuated from Europe. A Welsh Calvinist family raises him 

under the name Dafydd Elias. As a teenager, he learns his original name. When he is retired, he 

begins to investigate his past and discovers that he was born in Prague to Jewish parents that 

perished during the Holocaust. Having learned about his early French-Czech upbringing, the 

protagonist decides to reactivate his Czech language. 

 

 

                                                 
264 Sebald did not consider Austerlitz a novel due to its lack of dialogues. He described his book as “ein Prosabuch 

unbestimmter Art” and “a long prose elegy” (Doerry and Hage 199) (Cuomo 103). This study treats Austerlitz as a 

novel with dialogue rendered in reported speech. 
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This chapter claims that the novel depicts not the protagonist’s longing for exile but his 

attempts to overcome his sense of hollowness through translingualism, the mixing of 

languages.265 Here, a translingual identity denotes the protagonist’s French-Czech self, whose 

suppression in England causes his feeling of spectrality or hollowness. The first segment 

analyzes how Austerlitz’s foster family, English educational system, and his habitual repression 

of memories silence his translingual past and deplete his identity. The second part explicates how 

the character regains his translingual identity and reinvents himself by recovering his memories 

and Czech language, and by switching to the French-Czech linguistic mode. The analysis 

concludes that the protagonist’s translingualism, the mixing of French and Czech, functions as a 

form of self-therapy and enables him to surmount his sense of emptiness. 

A highly acclaimed, contemporary German writer, Sebald has garnered accolades for his 

Kunstsprache (stylized language),266 melancholic tone, meandering sentences, literary allusions, 

genre hybridity, and a blend of fiction with reality. His prevalent themes include exile, the 

Holocaust, trauma, memory, and nature. He treats the topic of the Holocaust most extensively in 

Austerlitz. In Die Ausgewanderten, Sebald offers a collection of stories about Holocaust victims 

but does not trace their life trajectories as thoroughly as in Austerlitz. Foreign languages are 

much more prominent in the novel than in those stories and often convey the mental states of the 

character.  

                                                 
265 This definition of translingualism is indebted to linguists Suresh Canagarajah and Claire Kramsch. For 

Canagarajah, translingualism means communication involving several languages, particularly cross-language 

relations. This study employs the term “translingualism” to emphasize the dynamic relationships between languages. 

The term “multilingualism” is not used because it tends to imply an additional language rather than part of one self 

(Canagarajah 7). This additive meaning is visible in the German word Mehrsprachigkeit (multilingualism), whose 

prefix Mehr- means “more” and indicates an addition. The word Vielsprachigkeit, whose prefix Viel- means “much” 

and “poly-” and connotes multiplicity, is less common. In this work, translingual subjects include silenced speakers, 

that is, subjects who suppress, have forgotten, or are forbidden to speak their languages (Kramsch 17). 
266 See Hintermeier and Pralle 254. 
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Sebald’s fiction has been celebrated in Anglo-American studies. Literary critics have 

praised him for his original style and melancholic pace. Because of his portrayals of Holocaust 

trauma, some critics call him “eine Art ‘Gewissen der Nation,’”267 emphasizing that Sebald 

tackles complicated themes concerning Germany. His reception in his homeland has been more 

mixed and nuanced.268 On the one hand, Germans admire his fiction while, on the other hand, 

some view his criticism of Germany’s relationship to its history as provocative. Sebald finds the 

official Holocaust commemorations too holistic, abstract, and not compassionate enough toward 

Holocaust victims. At the same time, he rebukes postwar German writers for disregarding the 

theme of German suffering. His book on the bombings of German cities during World War II 

sparked controversy and accusations that Sebald neglected the responsibility of the Germans for 

the war.269 

The scholarship on Austerlitz focuses on genre hybridity, memory, history, exile, and 

Sebald’s literary models while neglecting the role of foreign languages in the novel.270 Cultural 

geographer Jessica Dubow and literary scholar Richard Steadman-Jones argue that Austerlitz’s 

multilingualism reveals his mental breaks, trauma, and exilic condition but do not discuss how 

speaking French and Czech enables him to overcome his sense of hollowness. Literary scholar 

Stefan Willer interprets the protagonist’s stuttering in English and Czech as a speech deficiency 

but overlooks Austerlitz’s proficiency in French and his attempts to relearn Czech. Whereas 

                                                 
267 “a kind of conscience of the nation.” See Hoffmann 10. Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine.  
268 On Sebald’s Anglo-American reception, see Schwartz 18, Hutchinson, “Sprachen”115, Denham, and Pakendorf 

120. On differences between Sebald’s Anglo-American and German reception, see Hintermeier, Denham, and 

Sheppard. On Sebald’s reception, see also Wolff; and Baxter, Henitiuk, and Hutchinson. 
269 For Sebald’s evaluation of Germany’s relationship to its Nazi past, see Stoisser 240-41, Pralle 259, Rondas 216-

220, Hoffmann 271, and Hage 192. For Sebald’s account of the bombings of German cities during World War II, 

see Luftkrieg und Literatur. For a historiographical treatment of those air raids, see Friedrich. 
270 For a narratological approach to languages in the book, see R. Kohn. On Sebald’s literary models, see 

Hutchinson, W.G. Sebald. On Sebald’s genres, see Öhlschläger. On history, exile, and memory in Austerlitz, see 

Denham and McCulloh. 
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Willer portrays foreign languages as the cause of Austerlitz’s pain, this study shows that 

speaking French and Czech has a healing effect on him.  

The existing studies of multilingualism in the novel mistakenly equate Austerlitz’s ability 

to speak several languages with a split or confused personality and erroneously examine his 

identity through the prism of a monolingual subject.271 By neglecting both the protagonist’s 

deliberate switch to the French-Czech linguistic mode and his involvement with a French woman 

Marie, those studies incorrectly suggest that the character is fixated on his past.272 This work 

rectifies those inaccuracies by synthesizing Austerlitz’s examination of his past with his future-

oriented translingualism.  

Sebald considered himself an outsider in Germany and a guest in England, where he 

spent most of his life. He grew up in Bavaria, left his homeland in the 1960s, lived in French-

speaking and German-speaking Switzerland, and settled in England. He disclosed that, despite 

being born in 1944, he felt deeply implicated in Germany’s Nazi past because his father was a 

Nazi soldier reluctant to discuss his Nazi phase of life with his son. Sebald never denied his 

German roots but preferred to maintain distance toward both his homeland and England.273 He 

revealed that he felt a sense of reserve toward German and English and favored his original 

Bavarian dialect. His linguistic ambivalence is often viewed as expressing his desire for “den 

Zustand des Entheimatetseins”274 that appears in his fiction as a theme of exile (Catling 28). 

Indeed, Sebald frequently depicts exiled subjects unable to fit into their environments. 

                                                 
271 On Austerlitz as a disoriented character, see Willer. Dubow and Steadman-Jones infer Austerlitz’s split 

personality from the fact that he has two English father figures, one speaking Welsh and the other speaking English. 

The authors, however, neglect the fact the Austerlitz felt no sense of division when he spoke two languages and had 

two mother figures in Prague. 
272 Neither R. Kohn nor Willer nor Dubow and Steadman-Jones address the role of Marie. 
273 For Sebald’s comments on his father, see Lubow 170-71. Sebald describes his relationship to Germany as that of 

an uninvited spectator (der Zaungast) (Poltronieri 91). 
274 “a state of homelessness.” Catling discusses exile in Sebald’s Nach der Natur and Die Ringe des Saturn. For 

Sebald’s characterization of standard German as almost a foreign tongue, see Pralle 254. 
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Sebald’s biography is relevant to understand the novel because the book contains several 

autobiographical elements. Like Sebald, the narrator is a writer who moves back and forth 

between Germany and England, eventually settling in England. Moreover, much like its author, 

the narrator considers himself an observer and harshly criticizes research and teaching 

methodology in German academia in the 1960s.275 Another biographical affinity is the 

protagonist’s father who goes by Sebald’s nickname, Max. Max’s condemnation of fascism 

squares with Sebald’s thoughts on Germany’s relationship to its past, which will be expounded 

later in this chapter.  

To explicate Austerlitz’s translingual identity adequately, one needs to consider the 

novel’s language, narration style, and historical sources. The book is written in German but 

contains frequent English, French, Czech, Welsh, and Dutch sections that colorize the 

background and signal Austerlitz’s emotions. This study focuses on foreign language injections 

that convey his psychological states. Sebald paraphrases and translates foreign language sections 

into German while placing some in explicatory contexts. Foreign language insertions that reveal 

the protagonist’s feelings, however, appear either without translation or in quotation marks. This 

analysis treats the format of those foreign passages as a lens into the character’s emotions. 

The narration style is crucial to comprehend the ambiguous relationship between the 

narrator and Austerlitz. Their voices are often blurred, mixed, and indistinguishable from each 

other. Instead of quoting dialogues between the book’s characters, the narrator transcribes their 

conversations using reported speech and declarative markers like “sagte er” (“he said”). 

Similarly, the narrator’s dialogues with the protagonist appear in reported speech. In this way, 

                                                 
275 For similarities between Sebald and his narrators, see Schwartz 13-14 and Lubow 169. For Sebald’s objections to 

equating him with the novel’s narrator, see Lubow 169 and Doerry and Hage 204. For Sebald’s comments on 

German academia, see Pralle 254-55 and Hage 183-85. 
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the narrator emphasizes his function as a mere transmitter of somebody else’s voice, but the 

narration acquires a second-hand quality. Since the narrator uses reported speech and declarative 

markers inconsistently, his voice sometimes blurs with the voices of other characters, thus 

generating interpretive ambiguity. 

Austerlitz is based on two individuals. The first figure is Susi Bechhöfer, a Jewish 

refugee who was sent with her twin sister Lotte to London on one of the Kindertransporte before 

World War II and raised by a Welsh couple. Lotte dies young, unaware of her Jewish roots. Susi 

discovers that her Jewish birth mother died in Auschwitz and that her birth father was a Nazi 

soldier.276 Susi embarks on a search for her relatives. Sebald modifies her story by constructing 

one main character, different father figures, and fictional details on Austerlitz’s Welsh life, 

French-Czech upbringing, and travels throughout Europe. The second model for Austerlitz was 

Sebald’s colleague, who was an architectural historian fascinated by railway stations and opera 

houses.277 

Sebald uses real figures to mix fiction with reality. His narrative strategy harmonizes with 

his concept of literature as a form of tailoring. In his view, writers resemble tailors because they 

both design products out of real matter. Sebald elaborates, “Man braucht möglichst genaues, 

möglichst authentisches Material, um eine gute Geschichte machen zu können. Ich sehe das fast 

wie das Schneidermetier. Das Fiktive ist der Schnitt des Kleides. . . . Man kann nur mit solchem 

Material gut arbeiten, das selbst eine Legitimationsbasis hat.”278 Sebald describes here literature 

as capable of fashioning good stories only if its material is legitimate, by which he means real. 

                                                 
276 See Cuomo 111. On the Kindertransporte, see Curio. On the reconstructions of history in Sebald, see Santner.  
277 See Cuomo 110-11. Sebald sometimes mentions Ludwig Wittgenstein as the third model. 
278 “One needs the most accurate and most authentic material to be able to make a good story. I see it almost like 

tailoring. The fictitious is the cut of the dress. . . . One can work well only with such material that has a legitimate 

base itself.” See Löffler 85. On Sebald’s concept of literature, see also Hutchinson, “Sprachen” 116. On Austerlitz 

as a subject dependent on archives, see Long. 
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Austerlitz accords with Sebald’s notion of writing precisely because the novel relies on real 

models.  

Sebald’s conviction that German authors ought to write indirectly about the Holocaust 

underlies his blend of fiction and history. He instructs his compatriots to thematize the Holocaust 

“aus einer gewissen Entfernung heraus, oblique, tangential sich dem Thema annähernd, hier und 

da darauf verweisend.”279 Austerlitz exemplifies this indirect approach by fictionalizing the story 

of a real Holocaust survivor. Sebald unveils the Holocaust as the cause of Austerlitz’s arrival in 

England incrementally. The first half of the novel describes his life there and occasionally, and 

often vaguely, alludes to his Jewish heritage. The second half of the book—after two hundred 

pages—reveals that Austerlitz’s parents were Jewish victims of the Holocaust and narrates his 

search for his roots and the traces of his parents. This indirect and evasive presentation of the 

Holocaust theme causes interpretive ambiguity.  

Sebald’s literary preference for oblique depictions of the Holocaust may derive from his 

relation to his father’s Nazi past. Sebald recommends that German authors write about the 

Holocaust indirectly because, in his eyes, a direct treatment seems inappropriate and in bad 

taste.280 Similarly, this ethical dilemma motivates Sebald’s advice to portray Holocaust victims 

by focusing on their individual sufferings instead of holistically.281 The novel follows this 

empathetic method, drawing attention to Austerlitz’s emotions and preserving his “authentic” 

voice through foreign language sections that suspend the narrator’s voice. 

                                                 
279 “from a certain distance, obliquely, approaching the topic tangentially, pointing to it here and there.” See Rondas 

216. 
280 See Pralle 253.  
281 See Stoisser 241. 
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Austerlitz has relevance to contemporary discourse about cultural integration. The 

protagonist epitomizes all child refugees, not just Jewish ones in the Holocaust.282 His alienation 

from his foster family and English student community and his habitual suppression of memories 

cause his turn to translingualism. This triple failure shows some of the factors that obstruct 

cultural integration of refugees. The analysis of Austerlitz’s case can reveal ways of fostering 

linguistic and cultural belonging through translingualism. 

A Ghost of Himself 

Austerlitz speaks several languages, picking up Welsh in his childhood in Wales and 

speaking French with near-native proficiency. As a student in England, he learns French and 

later uses that language throughout his career as an architectural historian and in his love 

relationship with a French woman, Marie de Verneuil. Austerlitz converses with the narrator so 

eloquently in French that the narrator mistakes him for a native French speaker. In hindsight, the 

narrator reports that the protagonist spoke French “auf eine so formvollendete Weise, daß ich ihn 

lang für einen Franzosen hielt”283 (50). Evidently, Austerlitz has no difficulty communicating in 

French, but he does not know that French was one of his two mother tongues.  

 The protagonist’s fluency in French contrasts with his uncertainty and stuttering in 

English, his purported native language. The narrator reflects on the character’s peculiar manner 

of speaking English: 

Es berührte mich damals sehr seltsam, als wir in das für mich praktikablere 

Englisch überwechselten, daß nun an ihm eine mir bis dahin ganz verborgen 

gebliebene Unsicherheit zum Vorschein kam, die sich in einem leichten 

Sprachfehler äußerte, und in gelegentlichen Stotteranfällen, bei denen er das 

                                                 
282 For a discussion of world citizenship in Sebald, see Kim. 
283 “with such natural perfection that for a long time I thought he had been brought up in France” (31). 
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abgewetzte Brillenfutteral . . . so fest umklammerte, daß man das Weiße sehen 

konnte unter der Haut seiner Knöchel.284 (50) 

This passage signals Austerlitz’s discomfort with English through his occasional stammering, 

mistakes, and clenched fists that suggest nervousness. As Dubow and Steadman-Jones aptly 

observe, Austerlitz’s lack of fluency in English indicates his “exilic” condition, namely his 

estrangement (19). His preference for speaking in French with the narrator also shows his 

uneasiness in English. Austerlitz’s ease in speaking French challenges Willer’s characterization 

of his multilingualism as a speech deficiency and “a calamity that troubles his every attempt at 

communication” (97). Against this background, Austerlitz’s uncertainty in speaking English 

reveals his emotional condition and less his speech impediment. One must note that the 

protagonist’s stuttering in English is Sebald’s literary invention: The real survivor did not 

develop any speech deficiency. 

The cause of Austerlitz’s estrangement from English resides in his Welsh foster family of 

Emyr and Gwendolyn Elias. Emyr, a former Calvinist missionary, devotes himself to preaching, 

and his wife Gwendolyn occupies herself with chores around the house. Austerlitz compares his 

life with his foster parents to “einer Art von Gefangenschaft”285 (70). The same sense of 

confinement comes through in his wish to escape from his home in Bala. He dreads returning 

home for school breaks so much that, despite its tyrannical character, he describes his education 

in a private English school as “nicht eine Zeit der Gefangenschaft, sondern der Befreiung”286 

(92). He voices his reluctance to return home, “Während die meisten von uns . . . im Kalender 

                                                 
284 “When we switched to English, in which I was better versed, I was strangely touched to notice in him an 

insecurity which had been entirely concealed from me before, expressing itself in a slight speech impediment and 

occasional fits of stammering, during which he clutched the worn spectacle case . . . so tightly that you could see the 

white of his knuckles beneath the skin” (31-32). 
285 “some kind of captivity” (45). 
286 “a time not of imprisonment but of liberation” (60). 
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die Tage durchstrichen, bis sie wieder nach Hause durften, wäre ich am liebsten nie mehr nach 

Bala zurückgekehrt. Von der ersten Woche an verstand ich, daß diese Schule . . . mein einziger 

Ausweg war”287 (92). This quote captures Austerlitz’s desperate longing to free himself from his 

Welsh home.288  

Austerlitz feels estranged from his foster parents for two reasons. The first reason is not 

the language barrier but his identity change. His adoptive parents name him Dafydd Elias and 

remove his belongings without ever explaining to him their motivations. Emyr and Gwendolyn 

are oblivious to the fact that the five-year-old refugee is not a blank slate but dislikes his new 

name. He recalls, “wie sehr es . . . [ihn] schmerzte, auf einmal mit einem anderen Namen 

angeredet zu werden”289 (69-70). As the quote implies, the new identity alienates the protagonist 

from his foster family rather than integrating him and obstructs his own self-integration. 

Considering their emotional indifference to the refugee, the parents’ decision to change his name 

seems hardly a protective measure. 

The second reason for Austerlitz’s estrangement is lack of parental love. Emyr and 

Gwendolyn neither adopt nor naturalize the boy as an English citizen. They never call him their 

son or seek an emotional rapport with him. Emyr addresses him indirectly “in der Regel mit der 

Frage ‘And how is the boy?’”290 (73). Here, the word “the boy” marks Emyr’s distance to the 

refugee. By refraining from calling the child his “son” or by his name, Emyr denies him a role in 

the family and suggests that the boy is a foreign implant or a decoration. Quotation marks around 

the English question symbolize a rigid boundary between the couple and the child: Adoptive 

                                                 
287 “While most of us . . . crossed off the days on the calendar until they could go home, I would have preferred 

never to return to Bala at all. From the very first week I realized that . . . the school . . . was my only escape route” 

(60). 
288 This desire pervades his dreams about leaving his home and entering a friendlier reality (69). The always-closed 

windows in his house and the lack of access to radio and newspapers reinforce his sense of captivity (70). 
289 “how it hurt to be suddenly called by a new name” (45). 
290 “generally by asking, ‘And how is the boy?’” (47) 
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parents tolerate the refugee without fully accepting him into their family. Austerlitz’s foster 

mother is equally aloof: Only once does she show him intimacy by stroking his hair (72). The 

absence of games, jokes, and arguments between Austerlitz and his foster parents further 

confirms the distance between them, which also surfaces in Austerlitz’s habit of calling Emyr 

and Gwendolyn “Ehepaar Elias”291 rather than his “parents” (70). In brief, the child misses 

parental affection. 

The emotional coldness of the protagonist’s foster parents precludes his integration into 

their family. They extirpate his former identity without showing any intention to incorporate him 

into their relationship. Consequently, the couple and the child live next to each other rather than 

together as one family, which prevents Austerlitz from resolving a tension between his new 

home and his former one. Instead of a sense of belonging, he feels guilt: In his mind, his foster 

parents are the punishment for his leaving his birth parents (70). He perceives his life in his 

foster family as hollow because he does not feel accepted. Despite his new and safe place of 

abode, he remains not only an orphan but also the victim of a parental failure: Given their 

religious profession, Emyr and Gwendolyn would appear pedagogically equipped to raise a 

refugee. 

Religious education intensifies Austerlitz’s alienation and sense of emptiness. His foster 

parents immerse him in Calvinism, but he is unenthusiastic about religion and even feels 

confined (eingesperrt) in Calvinist eschatology (93). Austerlitz underscores Emyr’s practice of 

recording biblical passages from his sermons about the nearing apocalypse and the punishment 

of humankind. The protagonist quotes those biblical sources in English and surrounds them with 

quotation marks to indicate his dislike of Emyr’s sermons (74-75), thus suggesting that he 

                                                 
291 “the Eliases” (45). 
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associates English with Emyr’s strict religious conduct. Austerlitz detests memorizing “die 

endlosen Psalmen und Bibelsprüche”292 for his Sunday school so much that he seeks contact with 

Evan, a Welsh shoe repairer rumored to communicate with ghosts (82). Dubow and Steadman-

Jones interpret Austerlitz’s turn to Evan as a sign of the protagonist’s split personality (12). This 

study reads Austerlitz’s fondness for Evan as expressing the boy’s lack of identification with 

Emyr and also his desire for companionship, both of which highlight Austerlitz’s alienation. His 

disconnect from his foster father seems to propel his dislike of Calvinism: He rejects Calvinism 

because it belongs to the culture of his emotionally cold adoptive father. 

The account of Moses in the Welsh Bible strongly resonates with Austerlitz. He is 

frightened when he reads about baby Moses floating in a watertight basket among the reeds on 

the Nile River. As the book of Exodus narrates, Moses’ mother leaves him there to save his life 

because the Egyptian Pharaoh ordered the death of all newborn Hebrew boys. Pharaoh’s 

daughter finds baby Moses and allows him to live in her court. This biblical fragment fills 

Austerlitz with such intense fear that he remembers the Welsh version of the scene by heart (85). 

The story of Moses represents an allusion to Austerlitz’s Jewish heritage and arrival in England. 

Just as Moses’ mother saves him by letting him float on the river, Austerlitz escapes the 

Holocaust on a ship to England. His foster parents could have used parallels between Moses and 

Austerlitz to explain his origin to him.293 Equally evocative for Austerlitz is the picture of the 

Israelites’ camp that appears in the book and refers to the biblical wandering of the Hebrew 

people through the Sinai Peninsula under Moses’ leadership. Austerlitz feels much closer (näher) 

                                                 
292 “the endless psalms and biblical verses” (53). 
293 A crucial difference between baby Moses and Austerlitz is that Moses’ mother becomes his wet nurse in the 

Egyptian court, whereas Austerlitz has no nurturing mother in England.  
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to the picture than to his life in Bala (88). Both religious elements indicate Austerlitz’s Jewish 

heritage, but the narrator does not explicitly reveal the protagonist’s Jewish roots. 

Another reason for Austerlitz’s discomfort with English is his impression of being an 

impostor among English students. School principal Penrith-Smith instills in him this idea during 

a brief conversation in which the fifteen-year-old learns that his foster parents did not adopt him. 

He also learns that he must start signing official documents with the name Jacques Austerlitz and 

keep this name secret from his peers. At the time, Austerlitz’s adoptive mother is deceased, and 

his grief-stricken foster father is in a mental asylum. The principal explains, “As far as the other 

boys are concerned, you remain Dafydd Elias for the time being. There’s no need to let anyone 

know. It is just that you will have to put Jacques Austerlitz on your examination papers or else 

your work may be considered invalid” (101-02). In this statement, Penrith-Smith acknowledges 

the teenager’s dual identity while instructing him to pretend to be Dafydd Elias. With this 

institutional “approval,” Austerlitz begins to live as a spectral subject. He behaves like Dafydd 

Elias while not knowing who he is. He is both outside of his foster family and a ghost of himself. 

The principal’s indifference to Austerlitz’s dual identity remains invisible to non-English 

speakers because his words appear only in English. 

The consequences of the principal’s request are twofold. The immediate effect is 

Austerlitz’s confusion captured in his brief English reaction, “Thank you, Sir” (102). Some 

critics interpret the quotation marks around the English phrase as suggesting that the 

protagonist’s identity is split.294 However, the context in this scene suggests Austerlitz’s 

disorientation, puzzlement, and confusion. After a while, he asks the principal about the meaning 

of the name. Long-term, Austerlitz’s suffers shame as an aftereffect: The command to withhold 

                                                 
294 See R. Kohn 46. 
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his identity implies that the protagonist’s name means something despicable or undesirable. 

Indeed, Austerlitz regards his name as “einen Schandfleck”295 and internalizes his perceived 

stigma with every instance of not using his name publicly (110). 

Penrith-Smith’s conduct reveals an unconcern for the student’s mental health. He offers 

neither help nor counseling, nor a transitional period during which the protagonist could use both 

names. Most importantly, Penrith-Smith transgresses his competencies when he changes the 

protagonist’s identity. As the narrator explains, Emyr and Gwendolyn intended to tell Austerlitz 

his real name when he would turn fifteen, but they did not request his name change. Against this 

backdrop, Penrith-Smith seems to act in the interest of administrative convenience.  

The principal’s behavior divulges a general institutional reluctance to deal with 

Austerlitz’s otherness. To avoid administrative complications, the head teacher renders the 

student’s actual name barely visible by having Austerlitz use it only on school papers. Other 

teachers reinforce the suppression of the teenager’s identity through their silent consent: They 

continue to call him Dafydd and offer no help despite knowing about his two names and his 

mentally ill foster father (111). Consequently, Austerlitz’s identity undergoes marginalization 

and falsification: His name exists merely on paper for the record, thereby confirming his spectral 

existence. In this way, Austerlitz comes to associate English with his marginalized status in his 

foster family and student community. It is thus small wonder that he feels estranged from his 

English homeland and reluctant to speak its language. In essence, he projects his alienation onto 

English. 

A reversal of Austerlitz’s perception of his name occurs after several months. The 

reversal sets the stage for his search for an emotional connection to his past and ensues from a 

                                                 
295 “an ignominious flaw” (72). 
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course in European history during which the protagonist learns about the Battle of Austerlitz in 

December 1805 in Moravia (in the present-day Czech Republic). The battle ended with a victory 

of the outnumbered Napoleonic troops over Russian and Austrian armies and counts not only as 

one of Napoleon’s greatest tactical feats but also as one of the events leading to the 1806 

dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire.296 Austerlitz credits his teacher André Hilary297 with 

rectifying his misprision of his name. He comments, “Je öfter Hilary das Wort Austerlitz vor der 

Klasse aussprach, desto mehr wurde es mir zu meinem Namen”298 (110). As the passage 

indicates, the protagonist learns to accept his name as the teacher, unfamiliar with his student’s 

background, repeatedly explains the battle. Thanks to Hilary’s teaching, the protagonist begins to 

invest his name with a positive meaning and eventually describes his name as “einen 

Leuchtpunkt, . . . so vielversprechend wie die über dem Dezembernebel sich erhebende Sonne 

von Austerlitz selber”299 (110). Now, Austerlitz evidently regards his name as a sign of his 

uniqueness. 

The protagonist’s pride about his name exemplifies what gender theorist Judith Butler 

calls “a reverse citation” (Excitable Speech 36). By reverse citation, Butler means a process of 

detoxifying insulting words “from their power to injure” by using them repeatedly in new 

affirmative contexts (15). Her example is the word “queer,” an offensive label for gay and 

lesbian communities that has now become neutral (14). An analogous re-signification affects the 

protagonist’s name: The toxic tinge of the name vanishes because the more Hilary employs the 

                                                 
296 Though it had no direct impact on the status of the Czech language, the Battle of Austerlitz occurred amidst the 

Czech National Revival, a cultural movement lasting from around 1770 to the nineteenth century. The National 

Revival sought to revitalize the Czech language that was severely repressed and used almost solely among peasantry 

due to the enforced Germanization since 1620. See Wilson.  
297 Sebald’s history teacher was a model for Hilary (Stoisser 238-39). 
298 “The more often Hilary mentioned the word Austerlitz in front of the class, the more it really did become my own 

name” (72). 
299 “a bright light . . ., as promising as the sun of Austerlitz itself when it rose above the December mists” (72). 
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word “Austerlitz” in the context of tactical mastery, the more he reverses the damage inflicted by 

the principal and demonstrates the power of education to debunk cultural misperceptions. 

Without the history class, Austerlitz would have remained unable to relate to his name without 

prejudice.  

The history class is a rare hilarious event in the novel. The name Hilary and his teaching 

methods evoke hilariousness; he teaches his favorite subject, the Battle of Austerlitz, often while 

lying on the floor. His detailed descriptions of the event cover a few pages in the novel, and he 

discusses the battle several times with his students.  

Sebald’s account of the history class shows an affinity to Kafka’s use of humor. Kafka 

often nests humor in the horrible and inserts comical elements into his narratives to alleviate 

their overall dark, absurd, and horrifying mood.300 Similarly, Sebald incorporates his humorous 

description of the history class into Austerlitz’s story to interrupt its gloomy atmosphere. Like 

Kafka, Sebald employs humor to signal change. In Austerlitz’s case, humor has a positive effect 

on the protagonist and helps him rectify his negative perception of himself. In this sense, humor 

serves to facilitate the resolution of unpleasant issues. Whereas in Kafka comical elements often 

pertain to Jewish theology,301 Sebald uses humor to reflect not on theological issues but human 

feelings. 

Although Austerlitz regains his self-esteem, he remains ignorant of his origin. Historical 

knowledge about the Battle of Austerlitz does not equate with knowing one’s past. Surprisingly, 

the protagonist remains passive and refrains from examining his past, thereby perpetuating his 

ghostly existence. The twenty-year-old displays no interest in either solving the mystery around 

                                                 
300 For example, in Kafka’s Die Verwandlung, the transformation of Gregor Samsa into a verminous bug contains 

some comical moments, including Gregor’s failed attempts to turn over on his back and his comments on his 

changing food preferences. 
301 For instance, Kafka writes about disciples who have lost the Holy Writ. On humor in Kafka, see Scholem. 
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his origin or finalizing his naturalization process managed for him by Hilary, to whom he 

eventually reveals his identity. Hilary resolves the obstacle that Emyr caused when he eradicated 

data on Austerlitz’s birthplace, and Austerlitz does not lift a finger to help. Instead, the 

protagonist satisfies himself with a belief that he is chosen (auserwählt) and has a special status, 

and he clings to this idea almost his entire life (111). Admittedly, Austerlitz’s pride seems 

justified when one considers that he has overcome the prejudice instilled in him by the principal, 

but the protagonist’s ignorance prevents him from finding out what his special status means. 

Consequently, his name remains a hollow husk with no personal substance.  

Austerlitz’s behavior exemplifies Kramsch’s concept of “symbolic competence.” 

Kramsch defines “symbolic competence” as an ability to comprehend the symbolic value of 

language, to mobilize words for reframing perceptions, and to understand the impact of language 

beliefs on personal integrity (200-01). Austerlitz clearly comprehends the symbolic value of 

names because he treats his original name as evidence of his exceptionality. As he adapts to the 

model of an English citizen, he gives himself a sense of integrity. Most importantly, he keeps 

suppressing his linguistic memories: He hears voices that speak about him behind his back “in 

einer fremden Sprache, Litauisch, Ungarisch oder sonst etwas sehr Ausländisches”302 (188). 

Those voices are the echoes of his repressed Czech language that seeks to break through his 

subconscious mind.303 However, Austerlitz not only avoids reflecting on those voices but also 

eschews contact with anything that could trigger recollections. His goal is, “mich an möglichst 

gar nichts zu erinnern und alles aus dem Weg zu gehen, was sich auf die eine oder andere Weise 

auf meine mir unbekannte Herkunft bezog”304 (205). For this reason, he avoids newspapers and 

                                                 
302 “in a foreign tongue, Lithuanian, Hungarian, or something else with a very alien note to it” (127). 
303 Austerlitz eventually admits that he might have sensed that his Czech language was dying off (203). 
304 “to recollect as little as possible, avoiding everything which related in any way to my unknown past” (139). 
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listens to radio only at safe times. In taking great pains to subdue his memories, Austerlitz 

divulges his awareness that he must examine his memories to end his sense of spectrality. By 

repressing his recollections, he contributes to his feeling of emptiness. 

Even in retrospect, Austerlitz feigns unawareness about the war as a way of exonerating 

his willful ignorance. “So wußte ich,” he claims, “nichts von der Eroberung Europas durch die 

Deutschen . . . und nichts von der Verfolgung, der ich entgangen war, oder wenn ich etwas 

wußte, so war es nicht mehr, als ein Ladenmädchen weiß beispielsweise von der Pest oder der 

Cholera”305 (205). However, his alleged unawareness conflicts with his previous descriptions 

that he witnessed war atrocities, corpses, and bombed out buildings during his visits to parishes, 

where his foster father substituted for priests drafted into the English army (75-78). Through his 

previous account of parades marking the end of the war, Austerlitz inadvertently contradicts his 

feigned unawareness (88-89). Those attempts at self-expiation reveal that he was deliberately 

blind to his past. Ultimately, he admits that his ignorance has shrunken his sense of identity 

(205). In short, the more he has steered away from his past, the more he has hollowed himself 

out. 

Austerlitz’s practice of suppressing his memories and evading reality contributes to his 

emotional paralysis. He seeks to cure those self-inflicted wounds in his translingual phase of life. 

The protagonist feels disconnected from the world and “vereinzelt . . . unter den Walisern ebenso 

wie unter den Engländern und den Franzosen”306 (185). He does not belong to any profession, 

religion, or social class (185). Most importantly, his fear of human relationships runs so deep that 

he cannot even form friendships (185). The same fear impels him to sever his love relationship 

                                                 
305 “I knew nothing about the conquest of Europe by the Germans . . . and nothing about the persecution I had 

escaped, or at least, what I did know was not much more than a salesgirl in a shop, for instance, knows about the 

plague or cholera” (139). 
306 “isolated . . . among the Welsh as much as among the English and French” (125). 
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with a French woman, Marie, because she inquires too much about his past (312-13). In this way, 

Austerlitz’s tendency to repress his past fuels his alienation. 

  Eventually, the protagonist’s strategies for evasion lead to his mental breakdown that 

clears the ground for his subsequent reorientation. His collapse is depicted as the disintegration 

of language and aphasia, namely loss of ability to speak and read. Austerlitz describes his 

breakdown through an allegory of being lost in a city, with the city serving as a metaphor for 

language: 

Wenn man die Sprache ansehen kann als eine alte Stadt, mit einem Gewinkel von 

Gassen und Plätzen . . ., so glich ich selbst einem Menschen, der sich . . . in dieser 

Agglomeration nicht mehr zurechtfindet, der nicht mehr weiß, wozu eine 

Haltestelle dient, was ein Hinterhof, eine Straßenkreuzung, ein Boulevard oder 

eine Brücke ist. Das gesamte Gliederwerk der Sprache, die syntaktische 

Anordnung der einzelnen Teile, die Zeichensetzung, die Konjunktionen und 

zuletzt sogar die Namen der gewöhnlichen Dinge, alles war eingehüllt in einen 

undurchdringlichen Nebel. . . . Nirgends sah ich mehr einen Zusammenhang, die 

Sätze lösten sich auf in lauter einzelne Worte, die Worte in eine willkürliche 

Folge von Buchstaben, die Buchstaben in zerbrochene Zeichen und diese in eine 

bleigraue, da und dort silbrig glänzende Spur. . . .307 (183-84) 

Clearly, Austerlitz no longer sees any meaning in language. He cannot form sentences and 

hallucinates that words dissolve into chunks, letters, and traces. This aphasic moment signals his 

                                                 
307 “If language may be regarded as an old city full of streets and squares, nooks and crannies . . ., then I was like a 

man who . . . cannot find his way through this urban sprawl anymore, no longer knows what a bus stop is for, or 

what a back yard is, or a street junction, an avenue or a bridge. The entire structure of language, the syntactical 

arrangement of parts of speech, punctuation, conjunctions, and finally even the nouns denoting ordinary objects 

were all enveloped in impenetrable fog. . . . I could see no connections anymore, the sentences resolved themselves 

into a series of separate words, the words into random sets of letters, the letters into disjointed signs, and those signs 

into a blue-gray trail gleaming silver here and there . . .” (124). 
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realization that his life and words lack sense. At this point, the “grammar” of Austerlitz’s identity 

is dissolving.308 As Dubow and Steadman-Jones point out, the account of Austerlitz’s aphasia is 

reminiscent of Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s famous fictional letter Ein Brief about a poet who 

gives up his literary profession in favor of a wordless language of feeling and nature because he 

finds it more expressive and joyful than human language (17-18). While the literary allusion is 

present in this passage, the scene seems to emphasize the mental breakdown of the protagonist: 

His dissipating words stand for the dissolution of his self. 

Aphasia palpably reminds Austerlitz of his spectral existence. He realizes that his 

multilingual life lacked a nourishing foundation because it was built on the suppression of his 

past. It occurs to him that his knowledge of English, Welsh, and French and his academic career 

do not add up to a meaningful self because he does not know his origin. In other words, the 

character grasps that he must confront his subdued memories to discover his roots. In this 

respect, Austerlitz’s aphasia amounts to a moment of crisis necessary for his reorientation.  

Austerlitz’s breakdown is reminiscent of Beckett’s characters in Endgame. The play 

describes a world after a human-caused catastrophe that is never explicitly named. The 

characters are deformed, have abbreviated names like Nagg, and only can babble. Their 

superficial dialogues often stop in the middle, do not follow the logic of question and answer, 

and serve to perpetuate the sense of catastrophe. Austerlitz resembles Beckett’s figures insofar as 

his identity shrinks into a hollow husk, and he loses the ability to communicate. Like Beckett’s 

characters, Austerlitz does not explicitly state the reason for his crisis.309 Unlike Beckett’s play, 

Austerlitz seeks to reinvent himself rather than prolong his breakdown ad absurdum.310 

                                                 
308 See Clingman 198. 
309 Only later, Austerlitz confesses that his breakdown resulted from his self-censorship, namely his repression of 

memories (206). 
310 On meaninglessness in Endgame, see Adorno, “Trying to Understand Endgame.” 
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In this part, Austerlitz’s identity shrinks and becomes hollow. The erasure of Austerlitz’s 

original identity, the institutional indifference to his double-identity, and his repression of own 

memories drive his sense of emptiness and spectrality. In the next section, Austerlitz builds his 

new self through his translingualism.  

Recovering the Translingual Self 

Austerlitz’s recovery of his translingual identity involves discovering his French-Czech 

upbringing, reactivating his memories and Czech language, and preserving his French-Czech 

allegiances. His journey does not reconstitute his childhood-self but produces a translingual 

subject that constructs himself anew in-between French and Czech cultures.  

An indication of Austerlitz’s French-Czech heritage appears in his recognition scene with 

Věra, who was his nanny and a neighbor of his mother. He travels to Prague because, after 

hearing the ship’s name—Prague—on a radio program about prewar transports of children to 

England, he realizes that he was one of the ship’s passengers (208).311 The protagonist enters one 

of the houses on his list of prewar Prague residents with the last name Austerlitz and recognizes 

the building’s interior. In a Czech-French exchange, Věra confirms that he has found his 

birthplace. He says a sentence memorized in Czech, and she responds in French: 

Promiňte, prosím že Vás obtěžuji. Hledám paní Agátu Austerlitzovou, která zde 

možná v roce devatenáct set třicet osm bydlela. Ich suche eine Frau Agáta 

Austerlitzova, die möglicherweise hier 1938 noch gewohnt hat. Věra bedeckte in 

einer Schreckensgeste ihr Gesicht mit ihren beiden, wie es mich durchfuhr, 

unendlich vertrauten Händen . . . und sagte nur, sehr leise, aber mit einer für mich 

wahrhaft wundervollen Deutlichkeit, diese französischen Worte: Jacquot, so sagte 

                                                 
311 Similarly, Clingman observes that foreign languages navigate Austerlitz on his journey (199). 
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sie, est-ce que c’est vraiment toi? Wir umarmten uns, hielten einander bei den 

Händen, umarmten uns wieder, ich weiß nicht, wie oft. . . .312 (223-24) 

In this quote, the Czech section and its German translation313 ensure the overall clarity and 

indicate the direction of the scene, whereas the French question appears without a translation to 

create suspense. The gesture of embrace, Věra’s hand motion, and Austerlitz’s impression of 

knowing her hands serve as nonverbal signals that the characters recognize each other. French 

and Czech passages function here as a frame for Austerlitz’s identity and set the stage for 

depicting his bilingual childhood. 

Another indication of Austerlitz’s French-Czech past is his euphoric reaction to Věra’s 

Czech words. As she mixes French with Czech, he feels a profound rush of joy and describes 

himself as “ein Tauber, dem durch ein Wunder das Gehör wiederaufging”314 (227). Austerlitz 

remarks that, in his state of elation, he managed to understand “so gut wie alles, was Věra sagte, 

und wollte nurmehr die Augen schließen und ihren vielsilbig dahineilenden Wörtern lauschen in 

einem fort”315 (227). This scene illustrates not a miraculous restoration of Austerlitz’s ability to 

speak Czech but the bliss he feels at hearing sounds once dear to him. His sense of elation 

confirms that he did not entirely forget Czech. Had he forgotten it, he would have found Věra’s 

mix of languages utterly perplexing. In this scene, the therapeutic quality of translingualism—the 

                                                 
312 “Promiňte, prosím že Vás obtěžuji. Hledám paní Agátu Austerlitzovou, která zde možná v roce devatenáct set 

třicet osm bydlela. I am looking for a Mrs. Agáta Austerlitzová who may have been living here in 1938. With a 

gesture of alarm, Vera covered her face with both hands, hands which, it flashed through my mind, were endlessly 

familiar to me, . . . and very quietly but with what to me was a quite singular clarity spoke these words in French: 

Jacquot, she said, dis, est-ce que c’est vraiment toi? We embraced, we held each other’s hands, we embraced again, 

I do not know how often . . .” (152-53). 
313 The first Czech line reads as follows: “Excuse me, please, for bothering you.” 
314 “a deaf man whose hearing has been miraculously restored” (155). 
315 “almost everything Vera said . . ., so that all I wanted to do was close my eyes and listen forever to her 

polysyllabic flood of words” (155). 
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mixing of French and Czech—appears as Austerlitz’s joy at hearing Czech, the language he 

clearly had missed all along. 

 Austerlitz feels elated because his linguistic sense of home involves Czech and French. 

At the request of his parents, Věra raised him bilingually, speaking French outside the home and 

Czech at home when talking about “häuslichere und kindlichere Dinge”316 (227). Austerlitz’s 

arrival in England disrupted the equilibrium between his two mother tongues. He retained French 

throughout his life. What had vanished was Czech—the language he correlated with the intimacy 

of being at home. English failed to fill this void because his foster parents did not strive for 

intimacy with him. Against this background, the protagonist’s estrangement from English and his 

prior hallucinations about voices speaking behind his back confirm that the disappearance of 

Czech was his subconscious, festering wound. In this regard, Austerlitz’s stuttering in English 

implies less a “speech impediment,” as Willer suggests, than the awareness of being away from 

home (95). Hence, the protagonist’s quest for his past is also an attempt to reestablish his sense 

of home. 

Austerlitz’s French-Czech upbringing represents a cosmopolitan model of education. His 

bilingual education derives from both his parents’ admiration for the French culture and his 

father’s notion of freedom (225). Austerlitz’s mother, Agáta Austerlitzova, was a 

Czechoslovakian opera singer so passionate about French opera music that she named their son 

after French composer Jacques Offenbach.317 Austerlitz’s father, Maximilian Aychenwald, hailed 

from Saint Petersburg (now Russia) and was a political activist campaigning against the fascists. 

In Věra’s words, “Maximilian sei von Grund auf Republikaner gewesen und habe davon 

                                                 
316 “more domestic and childish matters” (155). 
317 Jacques Offenbach is famous for his comic operettas and opera The Tales of Hoffmann. Agáta regarded her role 

of Olympia in Offenbach’s opera as her crucial achievement. Sebald discloses that the last name “Austerlitz” is a 

reference to the original last name of American dancer and actor Fred Astaire (Doerry and Hage 199). 
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geträumt, die Tschechoslowakei inmitten der überall in Europa unaufhaltsam sich ausbreitenden 

faschistischen Flut als eine Art von zweiter Schweiz zu einer Insel der Freiheit zu machen”318 

(225-26). As Věra observes, Max endorsed popular sovereignty, rejected dictatorships, and 

understood freedom as resilience to fascism. As a neutral democratic republic during both world 

wars, Switzerland seems a logical choice as his model country because it reflects his political 

beliefs. 

Bilingual education appears to tally with Max’s anti-fascism. He traveled to Germany 

and Austria in the 1930s to assess political attitudes there and condemned fascism as a 

destructive ideology and “eine blinde Eroberungs- und Zerstörungssucht”319 (244). The absence 

of opposition to fascism in Nazi Germany petrified him so much that he compared the crowds of 

Hitler’s supporters in Nürnberg to a homogenous mass akin to “einem einzigen Lebewesen”320 

rather than individuals (246). Germany’s acquiescence to fascism seems to have impelled Max’s 

envisioning of a multilingual country as “an island of freedom.”  

Given Max’s anti-fascist stance, bilingual education might have been one of his tools 

against fascism. Max maintained that fascism originated in ideas cultivated individually and in 

families, and that it was created “aus dem Wunschdenken jedes einzelnen und aus den in den 

Familien gehegten Gefühlen”321 (244). To counteract fascism, one would thus have to root the 

concept of freedom deep into human minds. Bilingual education might help achieve this goal 

because speaking two languages might protect people from viewing duality as a threat and from 

believing in the superiority of one language over others. Considering that Max never speaks 

                                                 
318 “Maximilian was a lifelong republican, and had dreamt of making Czechoslovakia an island of freedom in the 

midst of the tide of Fascism then inexorably spreading throughout Europe, a kind of second Switzerland” (154). 
319 “a blind lust for conquest and destruction” (167). 
320 “a single living organism” (168). 
321 “by every individual’s wishful thinking and bound up with false family sentiment” (167). Max’s reflections on 

fascism echo Sebald’s criticism of his father. In Sebald’s family, his father’s Nazi past was a “taboo” (Wachtel 44).  
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directly in the book, one must conclude that the novel portrays bilingualism as liberating but 

does not call it a fail-safe antidote to fascist thought.  

Biographical parallels between Max and Sebald are superficial. Like Max, Sebald 

castigates his compatriots for their civic passivity towards the Nazis.322 Contrary to Max, Sebald 

associates Switzerland with his private life rather than with freedom from fascism. He studied in 

French-speaking Switzerland, worked in its German-speaking part, and considered retiring to the 

French-speaking part of the country.323 In fact, Sebald described Saint Peter’s Island, a Swiss 

place, where Jean-Jacques Rousseau lived briefly as a refugee, as the only place where he “felt at 

home.”324 

Sebald’s depiction of Austerlitz’s bilingual childhood represents less an endorsement of 

bilingual education than his contribution to the cultural debate about the Holocaust 

remembrance—a dispute that was very much alive while he was writing the novel. In the so-

called 1998 Walser-Bubis debate,325 German writer Martin Walser famously argued in his Peace 

Prize speech at the German Book Trade in Frankfurt that the Holocaust was exploited to portray 

the permanence of German shame. Walser advocated commemorating the past privately and 

shifting public attention to other issues. Ignaz Bubis, President of the Central Council of Jews in 

Germany, criticized Walser for trying to look away from history. Sebald responded to the dispute 

                                                 
322 See Poltronieri 93. 
323 See Lubow 168. 
324 See Lubow 167. For Sebald’s remarks on Rousseau, see “J’aurais voulu que ce lac eût été l’Océan.”  
325 The Walser-Bubis debate revived some themes from the 1986-89 Historikerstreit (the so-called historians’ 

debate), the “major national self-interrogation about historical responsibility and national consciousness of the 1970s 

and 1980s” (J.W. Müller 61). The historians’ debate began with the late Ernst Nolte’s question whether Stalinist 

Communism was not a precedent for the Nazi mass murder (59). Jürgen Habermas accused Nolte of relativizing the 

Holocaust, shirking moral responsibility, and trying to create “an acceptable past” (Holub 943). The debate focused 

on the singularity of the Holocaust, the relation between Auschwitz and the Soviet Gulag system, the right of the 

Germans to feel like victims, and the Nazis’ use of technology. Habermas and his supporters declared victory with 

his notions of post-conventional identity and constitutional patriotism, which “appeal to universal values of justice 

and morality” (Holub 946). For details on the debate, see J.W. Müller. See Maier for a critique of both Habermas’ 

concepts and the debate, particularly its neglect for non-historical variables and its portrayal of national identity as 

unchangeable. 
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in his interviews and in his novel by thematizing the Holocaust. He asserted that one must 

commemorate history because it affects the present.326 Contrary to Walser, Sebald warned that 

German historical consciousness declined and that the Holocaust theme became treated as an 

antiquity.327 Instead of abstract holistic commemorations of Holocaust victims, he recommended 

presenting individual cases and the moral failure of the nation.328 Austerlitz constitutes Sebald’s 

literary response to the debate insofar as the book depicts the implications of the Holocaust for 

the protagonist, including his loss of language, parents, and home. 

Though instructive, Sebald’s choice of a multilingual country as a model of freedom 

exhibits several limitations. To begin with, Sebald does not discuss relations between 

Switzerland’s national languages (German, French, Italian, and Romansh) and thus fails to show 

how linguistic diversity might stimulate tolerance.329 Next, Sebald omits to mention that 

Switzerland served the Nazis as their secret banker.330 Exposed in the late 1990s, this issue 

demonstrates that linguistic diversity does not necessarily translate into immunity to fascism. 

Then, Sebald depicts bilingualism primarily within Austerlitz’s family but does not explicate 

how one might implement bilingualism on a larger educational scale.  

Sebald’s narrative style diminishes the persuasiveness of his account of bilingual 

upbringing. The section about Austerlitz’s childhood relies on reported speech that highlights the 

                                                 
326 See Pralle 259. 
327 See Rondas 220. For Sebald’s criticism of celebratory approaches to Germany’s history, see Stoisser 240.  
328 According to Sebald, the Germans display an abstract sense of shame (Schande) rather than moral failure 

(Scham) (Hage 192). 
329 German, French, and Italian are Switzerland’s official languages. Romansh does not belong to this group due to a 

small number of speakers. In German-speaking cantons, Swiss German appears in speech and High German in 

writing, although this division is not always strict.  
330 Historians gathered in the Switzerland’s Independent Commission of Experts (the so-called Bergier Commission) 

have shown that Switzerland claimed neutrality but maintained business relations with the Nazis. For example, 

Swiss banks were buying Nazi gold, and Swiss factories were supplying the Nazi army with weapons and machinery 

(493-525). For an explanation of how the report debunked the myth of Switzerland’s neutrality and decency, see 

Junz. For a discussion of the impact of Bergier Commission on Holocaust restitution claims against Swiss banks for 

concealing and not returning dormant accounts to families of Holocaust victims, see Bazyler. 
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narrator’s distance to the story. Sebald weakens the persuasiveness of his account through his 

technique of periscopic writing, adopted from Austrian writer Thomas Bernhard and meaning 

“Erzählen um ein, zwei Ecken herum,”331 namely writing at many removes, without an 

omniscient narrator. Following this technique, Max speaks indirectly, and Věra mediates his 

words, with Austerlitz and the narrator relaying her account. The periscopic style comports with 

Sebald’s principle of discussing the Holocaust indirectly but turns his idea of bilingual education 

into a hypothesis rather than an explicit pedagogical recommendation.332 

  Austerlitz seeks to reconnect with his bilingual childhood and regain his translingual self 

by creating two bridges to his past. The knowledge of the circumstances of his parents’ death 

forms the first bridge. Their death is suggested by the fact that they never return to Prague or 

strive to locate him in postwar England. To reconstruct his mother’s ordeal, Austerlitz visits the 

Theresienstadt ghetto in the former Czechoslovakia, reads about the ghetto, and discovers that, in 

1944, she had been sent from the ghetto to concentration camps in Eastern Europe. The 

protagonist researches historical documents in the National Library in Paris, hoping to unearth 

leads on his father, who had moved to Paris to wait out the war while Agáta kept postponing the 

decision to leave the country. The book closes with Austerlitz on his way to the French camp in 

Gurs, where his father was interned. In contrast to his previous passivity, the protagonist now 

examines his past actively. By learning about his birth parents, he stimulates his self to grow. 

One must note that the narrator’s failure to elaborate on Austerlitz’s motivation for his travels 

                                                 
331 “narrating from around a corner or two” (Doerry and Hage 204). On periscopic writing, see Hutchinson, 

“Sprachen” 121. 
332 Bilingualism and multilingualism gain an increasing relevance in teaching as ways of promoting cultural 

integration. This turn occurs due to the recent rise of xenophobia in Europe and the United States and due to debates 

over strategies for integrating immigrants and refugees into host countries.  
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makes them seem contingent. Nonetheless, the plausible reason for his travels is precisely his 

need to follow the traces of his Jewish parents. 

 Austerlitz’s second bridge to his French-Czech childhood is the recovery of his Czech 

language and the memories it holds for him. This step is crucial to building his translingual 

identity because language and memories function as intimate connections to his past life in 

Prague. One example of language restoration occurs when Austerlitz’s examines a photo that 

shows him wearing a trainbearer-costume. Taken when he had attended a party with his mother 

half a year before his evacuation from the country, the photo bears a Czech inscription on the 

back and appears inside the book and on its cover.333 Věra shows him the picture, and he uses it 

as a visual cue for summoning up his memories: 

Andauernd kreisten die Worte páže růžové královny, páže růžové královny in 

meinem Kopf bis mir aus der Ferne ihre Bedeutung entgegenkam und ich das 

lebende Tableau mit der Rosenkönigin und dem kleinen Schleppenträger zu ihrer 

Seite wieder sah. An mich selber aber in dieser Rolle erinnerte ich mich nicht. . . . 

Wohl erkannte ich den ungewöhnlichen, schräg über die Stirne verlaufenden 

Haaransatz, doch sonst war alles in mir ausgelöscht. . . . Ich habe die 

Photographie seither noch vielmals studiert, . . . die sechs großen Perlmuttknöpfe, 

. . . jede Einzelheit habe ich mit dem Vergrößerungsglas untersucht, ohne je den 

geringsten Anhalt zu finden.334 (267-68) 

                                                 
333 The photo is authentic and shows an architectural historian from London (Doerry and Hage 198).  
334 “The words páže růžové královny, páže růžové královny went round and round in my head, until their meaning 

came to me from far away, and once again I saw the live tableau with the Rose Queen and the little boy carrying her 

train at her side. . . . I could not recollect myself in the part. I did recognize the unusual hairline running at a slant 

over the forehead, but otherwise all memory was extinguished in me. . . . I have studied the photograph many times 

since, . . . the six large mother-of-pearl buttons. . . . I examined every detail under a magnifying glass without once 

finding the slightest clue” (183-84). 
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Austerlitz reclaims here a semantic piece of his language through repeating the Czech phrase 

silently until the meaning of the word “páže” (“trainbearer”) returns to him. Despite recognizing 

himself, he lacks a recollection of the event captured in the photo. One can infer that the picture 

and the Czech phrase succeed in recovering a fragment of his semantic memory but fail to evoke 

his lived experience. 

Austerlitz’s failure to recall his lived experience is reminiscent of Marcel Proust’s idea of 

involuntary memory. In his Swann’s Way, the first volume of Remembrance of Things Past, 

Proust declares that one can genuinely recapture the past only with the help of involuntary 

memory, a term he coins for accidental reminiscences triggered by material stimuli. “The past is 

hidden,” Proust argues, “beyond the reach of intellect, in some material object (in the sensation 

which that material object will give us)” (48). Here, Proust emphasizes the spontaneous nature of 

memory. His model holds true for some memories. People would lack traditions, witness 

testimonies, anniversaries, and literature without the ability to recollect consciously. However, 

the scene with the photo squares with Proust’s idea because it demonstrates how the 

deliberateness of the protagonist’s efforts to recapture the event causes them to fail. This failure 

suggests that a genuine connection to Austerlitz’s past resides in his spontaneous memories.  

One could read Austerlitz’s effort to recall the costume party against Walter Benjamin’s 

comments on memory as a process of forgetting. In his “The Image of Proust,” Benjamin asks 

rhetorically:  

Is not the involuntary recollection . . . much closer to forgetting than what is 

usually called memory? And is not this work of spontaneous recollection . . . a 

counterpart to Penelope’s work rather than its likeness? For here, the day unravels 

what the night has woven. When we awake each morning, we hold in our hands . . 
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. but a few fringes of the tapestry of lived life, as loomed for us by forgetting. 

However, with our purposeful activity, and even more, our purposive 

remembering, each day unravels the web and the ornaments of forgetting. (202) 

In this quote, Benjamin suggests that forgetting creates memories. What one remembers is the 

result of forgetting. For him, purposeful (or voluntary) remembering creates gaps in the fabric of 

memory and cannot bring back the past. Austerlitz’s case accords with Benjamin’s view to the 

extent that the protagonist’s deliberate attempts at memory fail to recall his childhood event. In 

other words, his purposeful act of remembering does not yield memories. However, Benjamin 

presupposes that one’s access to “the tapestry of lived life” diminishes over time. Austerlitz, by 

contrast, works in the opposite direction and seeks to gain access to his lived experiences and his 

fabric of memory. His goal is to unlock his childhood memories. 

Still, the scene with the photo aligns with Benjamin’s notion of aura. In “On Some Motifs 

in Baudelaire,” Benjamin describes aura as “the associations, which, at home in the mémoire 

involontaire, tend to cluster around the object of a perception” (186). For him, aura is typical of 

involuntary memories and means the unique personal associations that make an object seem 

familiar to one.335 According to Benjamin, photographs do not reproduce aura. Nor can the 

mental images triggered by photos replicate aura. Austerlitz’s confrontation with the picture 

harmonizes with Benjamin’s remarks on aura because the picture fails to evoke the unique 

presence of the childhood event. By Benjamin’s standard, the photo is not auratic and thus 

cannot reawaken emotions associated with the costume party.  

                                                 
335 For Benjamin’s account of aura as a “cult value” of artwork, see “Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen 

Reproduzierbarkeit.” Aura means there the uniqueness of artwork and implies that the original artwork is always 

unknowable. For Benjamin, photography causes the decline of aura and destroys the unique character of originals.  
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Unlike the photo, a stuffed squirrel in a store in Theresienstadt is auratic. The squirrel 

triggers an involuntary reminiscence in Austerlitz and helps him recover his emotional link to his 

past. The animal reminds him of the Czech word “veverka,” which means a “squirrel” and 

appears so familiar to him that he characterizes the word as his forgotten friend (284). 

Austerlitz’s strong impression of familiarity with the word implies a personal resonance. Věra 

unveils this resonance when she discloses his childhood fascination with squirrels and their 

ability to remember where they stash their nuts. As a child, he would ask her, “Aber wenn alles 

weiß sein wird, wie wissen dann die Eichhörnchen, wo sie ihren Vorrat verborgen haben? Ale 

když všechno zakryje sníh, jak veverky najdou to místo, kde si schovaly zásoby?”336 (295). This 

Czech question belongs to Austerlitz’s lived experience. His sudden and intense sensation of 

familiarity brings back his childhood passion for squirrels and, in doing so, enables him to 

reconnect emotionally with his past. The photo in the previous scene restores the meaning of 

some Czech words, whereas the auratic squirrel manages to unlock his affects contained in the 

word “veverka,” namely his childhood fascination with squirrels.337 Since Austerlitz experiences 

several similar spontaneous reminiscences, the claim that the language in the novel “does not 

impart identity” seems inaccurate.338 On the contrary, Austerlitz’s behavior confirms that 

linguistic memories confer identity because they refer to human lived experiences. His memories 

have a therapeutic impact on him in stimulating his growth, giving him an emotional bridge to 

his past, and, in this way, helping him overcome his sense of hollowness. 

                                                 
336 “But if it’s all white, how do the squirrels know where they’ve buried their hoard? Ale když všechno zakryje sníh, 

jak veverky najdou to místo, kde si schovaly zásoby?” (204). 
337 The recurring mother-of-pearl buttons also suggest a continuity between Austerlitz’s past and present. He bursts 

into tears when he sees those buttons on his foster mother’s dress (99). They appear on the trainbearer’s costume and 

as the button-eye of the stuffed squirrel (284).  
338 See R. Kohn 46. Other involuntary memories include Austerlitz’s ability to count in Czech and the memory of 

his mother dressed as Olympia (234, 236). 
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Austerlitz’s reminiscences differ from Proust’s aesthetics of memory. In Proust, one 

replicates memories to embellish the remembered image of reality and to create its more 

authentic version.339 Austerlitz does not repeat his reminiscences but seeks to retrieve them from 

his subconscious mind in the first place. His recollections are not obsessive: He stops trying to 

recall the face of his mother when Věra confirms that he has indeed recognized his mother in one 

of the pictures he had brought from the theater where his mother used to work (360-61). Here, 

the photo is auratic. Austerlitz is uncertain about his discovery, but Věra confirms that the photo 

depicts his mother. Unlike in Proust, the protagonist’s goal is neither changing nor beautifying 

his past but rather learning about it and healing his sense of emptiness through affective contents 

derived from those memories. As he reframes the squirrel and the photo of his mother as his 

emotional ties to his French-Czech self, he regains both the linguistic content and the affective 

substance. 

Austerlitz’s emotional reaction to the Czech word “veverka” exemplifies the so-called 

language-tagging phenomenon. Drawing on linguistic studies and clinical research in 

psychotherapy and psychoanalysis of bilinguals, linguist Aneta Pavlenko explicates that human 

brain “tags” events according to a language in which they take place. Thus, words not only 

convey denotative meanings but are also linked in the mind to specific events and experiences.340 

Pavlenko explains that remembering an event in the language in which it occurred generates 

more accurate, detailed, and vivid images and “may facilitate recollection of early memories, 

trigger retrieval of previously repressed traumatic memories . . ., and rekindle emotions 

                                                 
339 For a critique of Proust’s aesthetics of memory, see Bersani 7-28. According to Bersani, Proust’s model of 

remembrance is redemptive insofar as it restores, enhances, and repairs past experiences (11). Bersani cautions, 

however, that Proust’s literary memories can downplay the singularity of human experience because Proust portrays 

life as realized “most authentically” in the imaginary mode, which suggests that art is superior to human life (11). 
340 Studies cited by Pavlenko show that linguistic memories might account for up to 80% of all memories (191). 
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experienced at the time of remembered events” (194). In other words, remembering an event in 

its original language may bring back feelings experienced during the original event with special 

vividness. Austerlitz’s reaction to the word “veverka” is in accord with the language-tagging 

phenomenon: The noun “veverka” is a semantic label for a “squirrel” and a “tag” for his 

childhood activity of watching squirrels in Prague parks. The Czech word produces a sensation 

of familiarity in Austerlitz precisely because its memory is correlated with his fascination with 

squirrels. Hence, Austerlitz’s recollection yields an affective connection to his Czech tongue, 

another piece of semantic memory, and, most importantly, a profound link to his lived 

experience embedded in the Czech expression. 

The language-tagging phenomenon underscores the value of emotions in Austerlitz’s 

understanding of home. He associates the English word “home” with his experiences of 

marginalization within his foster family and at the school. Home in the sense of intimacy and 

belonging is part of his French-Czech childhood. Since Austerlitz reports no positive experiences 

at his foster house, one can infer that his “English” sense of home remains unchanged. To 

recover the positive meaning of home, Austerlitz resumes speaking French and Czech.  

Austerlitz’s deliberate and continued practice of speaking Czech and French serves him 

as a self-therapy. The French-Czech linguistic mode restores his positive notion of home and 

becomes the foundation of his translingual identity. After his travels through Germany and 

Theresienstadt, Austerlitz leaves England and returns to Prague to resume his relationship and 

conversations with Věra “abwechslungsweise in französischer und in tschechischer Sprache”341 

(360). He stays there for an extended period. His intentional turn to French and Czech has 

received no scholarly attention, yet it indicates Austerlitz’s commitment to his translingual mode 

                                                 
341 “first in French then in Czech or vice versa” (252). 
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of life. Despite his advanced age, Austerlitz continues to excavate and cultivate his Czech 

vocabulary. His effort to counterbalance the attrition of Czech reveals his desire to keep both 

languages in his life. He wants to continue the process of forming himself anew and filling the 

void of home. The disappearance of English from his speech forms a concomitant circumstance, 

indicating that the protagonist relinquishes his spectral English identity for a more genuine 

French-Czech model. With satisfaction, he observes that he feels “befreit von seinem falschen 

englischen Leben,”342 thereby proving his acceptance of his translingual identity (361). While he 

feels trapped and hollow in English, he feels authentic, free, and at home in his French-Czech 

linguistic mode. For this reason, English passages disappear from the novel in favor of French 

and Czech quotes. After commenting on his feeling of freedom, Austerlitz travels to Paris, thus 

revealing his desire to remain in his new linguistic mode. In contrast to the hollow English that 

he associates with alienation, the deep emotional resonance of French and Czech allows him to 

develop his self in an authentic and constructive manner.  

Translingualism does not reconstitute Austerlitz’s former French-Czech persona but 

gives him an opportunity to reinvent himself through his new language affiliations. In this 

regard, Austerlitz embodies a subject in process/on trial, a notion developed by Bulgarian-French 

literary critic and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva in her book Revolution in Poetic Language.343 By 

subject in process, Kristeva means that human identity is never finished or constant but changes 

with every linguistic utterance. That is, people alter their identities by speaking. Kristeva’s 

central claim is that a human subject is born at the threshold of language, which she calls a thetic 

border between the symbolic and the semiotic. Borrowed from Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytical 

                                                 
342 “liberated from the false pretenses of his English life” (254). 
343 Kristeva argues that Husserl’s phenomenology and Hegel’s theory of the subject presuppose a rational and stable 

adult subject and thus disregard the fact that people are not born as rational beings but gradually develop rational 

skills. She seeks to overcome the dogma of the rational subject by defining humans as both rational and affective. 
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theory, the category of the symbolic means the realm of language, conceptual rules, and cultural, 

social, and patriarchal structures (29).344 By contrast, the semiotic denotes affects, Freudian 

drives (psychic energies), and the poetic dimension of language, such as music, rhythm, and tone 

(29). In Kristeva’s theory, people emerge as subjects every time they speak because every 

utterance amounts to crossing the thetic boundary and represents a unique viaduct between the 

semiotic and the symbolic.345 Since people communicate constantly, they keep crossing the thetic 

boundary and, by the same token, changing their identities.  

According to Kristeva’s theory, Austerlitz’s lifestyle before his breakdown amounted to 

an attempt to suppress the semiotic side, namely affects associated with his Czech origin. His 

mental collapse and aphasia paved the way for his reentry into language or, in Kristeva’s terms, 

his rebirth as a subject by speaking French and Czech. This translingual mode preserves the 

symbolic and the semiotic and, most crucially, enables Austerlitz to keep transforming and 

expanding his identity through his use of both languages.  

Concurrent with his allegiances to French and Czech are Austerlitz’s new cultural 

interests. He seeks to familiarize himself with his parents’ cultural preferences, particularly their 

love for French culture. To this end, he visits the theater in which his mother worked and begins 

to read French writer Honoré de Balzac. The protagonist reads Colonel Chabert, a novella about 

a French soldier who is believed to have fallen in Napoleonic battles and returns to France to 

reclaim his wife, honor, and belongings.346 Austerlitz chooses Balzac purposely because his 

mother and Věra shared a passion for French culture, and because Věra has a large collection of 

                                                 
344 On terminologies in Kristeva and Lacan, see Beardsworth. 
345 For Lacan, people enter the realm of language once. To do so, they must leave the semiotic, which he terms the 

maternal realm. For Kristeva, speaking is moving between the semiotic and the symbolic and requires no 

relinquishment of the semiotic. On Kristeva’s divergence from Lacan, see Kramsch 94-100. 
346 The theme of the novella echoes Austerlitz’s journey to his origin. Sebald quotes a few sections from the novella 

(400-01). 
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Balzac’s works that the protagonist still remembers from his childhood. These attempts at 

gaining cultural knowledge confirm Austerlitz’s motivation to stay connected to his birth parents 

and differ from his dislike of his foster parents’ Calvinism. By familiarizing himself with his 

birth parents’ cultural predilections, the protagonist further expands his sense of self.  

Austerlitz’s translingual practices contribute to his emotional transformation. He strives 

to develop genuine relationships with two living characters. His first emotional attachment is 

Věra. He remains in touch with her, helps her improve her life conditions, and sets up a 

retirement fund for her. All those gestures of gratitude intimate that Austerlitz no longer eschews 

human contact but desires genuine friendships. His second emotional involvement is Marie. At 

the end of the novel, he decides to reconnect with her (414). His decision suggests that he intends 

to resume his love relationship with her. He had rejected her because she was too inquisitive, but 

now he wants to start an honest relationship because he has finally confronted his past. 

Austerlitz’s affective associations contrast with his previous feeling of isolation and thus testify 

to his emotional change.347 

Scholars have overlooked the protagonist’s love relationship with Marie, yet she has 

twofold significance for his translingual identity. First, his love for Marie shows that French is 

not merely one of his mother tongues but also the language of his desired future with Marie. 

Hence, the therapeutic dimension of French involves both Austerlitz’s childhood memories and 

his intended future with Marie.348 Second, the scholarly neglect for Marie’s role has produced an 

inaccurate perception of Austerlitz as clinging to his past. This view disregards the protagonist’s 

dual goal declared at the end of the book, “Ich . . . werde also weitersuchen nach meinem Vater 

                                                 
347 The narrator is the third living character, with whom the protagonist forms a relationship. However, the narrator’s 

primary function is to preserve Austerlitz’s story. 
348 Likewise, reading French helps him recuperate in a hospital in Paris (384-85).  
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und auch nach Marie de Verneuil”349 (414). As the quote indicates, the two magnets in 

Austerlitz’s life are his father and Marie. Dubow and Steadman-Jones do not mention the 

protagonist’s dual orientation and interpret his story as illustrating his “state of survivorship” and 

the impossibility of forgetting (24). Admittedly, Austerlitz’s life depicts the consequences of the 

Holocaust for a child refugee, but his motivation at the end of the book seems to be a dual desire 

to bear witness and make amends for his willful amnesia throughout most of his life. Most 

importantly, in choosing two personal pivots, Austerlitz reveals that both past and future are 

relevant to him. The strong presence of Marie in the second half of the novel suggests that 

Austerlitz’s decision to search for her represents his recognition of her importance to him and 

thus his emotional reorientation rather than an afterthought. 

The complexity of Austerlitz’s translingual identity manifests itself in a melody he hears 

in a circus in Paris. The musical performance mesmerizes him, “Manchmal ist es mir gewesen 

als hörte ich ein längst vergessenes walisisches Kirchenlied aus ihrem Spielen heraus, dann 

wieder . . . die Drehung eines Walzers, ein Ländlermotiv, oder das Schleppende eines 

Trauermarschs, wo die im letzten Geleit Gehenden bei jedem Schritt den Fuß, eh sie ihn 

aufsetzen, ein wenig einhalten in der Luft”350 (389). The melody captivates Austerlitz because he 

recognizes himself in its hybrid form: The Welsh church music echoes his Welsh culture. The 

waltz evokes the heritage of his parents.351 The funeral march conjures up their deaths. This 

                                                 
349 “I am going to continue looking for my father, and for Marie de Verneuil as well” (293). 
350 “Sometimes I seemed to hear a long-forgotten Welsh hymn in their melodies, or then again, . . . the revolutions of 

a waltz, a ländler theme, or the slow sound of a funeral march, [in] which . . . uniformed guard[s] of honor . . . pause 

every time before taking the next step, with one foot suspended an inch above the ground for the briefest of 

moments” (274). The English translation adds some details that are absent from the German original and suggest 

that Austerlitz portrays himself as one of the guards. 
351 The reference to ländler, a folk dance popular in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Bavaria and Austria, 

is an allusion to Sebald’s region. 
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musical mélange does not imply a split personality but portrays the protagonist as a product of 

various cultural attachments. 

Austerlitz’s reaction to the melody reveals his existential uncertainty. He cannot 

determine whether he feels pain or happiness, “Was in mir selber vorging, . . . das verstehe ich 

immer noch nicht, . . . ebensowenig wie ich seinerzeit hätte sagen können, ob mir die Brust 

zusammengedrängt wurde vor Schmerzen oder sich zum ersten Mal in meinem Leben ausweitete 

vor Glück”352 (389-90). His emotional confusion conveyed in the quote originates in his 

knowledge about his roots. On the one hand, Austerlitz might feel pain because he can neither 

bring his parents back to life nor restore his childhood but must rely on snippets of memories. In 

this regard, the melody reminds him of—and perhaps even “reunites him” with—his experience 

of loss (Dubow and Steadman-Jones 24). On the other hand, Austerlitz might feel happy because 

he no longer deludes himself and is ready to develop true relationships. Since his decision to 

search for his father and Marie occurs after his musical experience, one can conclude that he 

accepts his state of uncertainty and acknowledges both his past and the possibility of happiness. 

His acceptance of both emotions has escaped literary scholarship that has focused on his past.  

The protagonist’s emotional vacillation squares with Sebald’s view on the role of pain 

and happiness in his writing. Sebald describes happiness as one of “beatific moments” that 

soothe the experience of “the horrific,” namely trauma and loss.353 In other words, serenity 

functions as relief and respite from pain. According to literary scholar Ben Hutchinson, Sebald’s 

notion of happiness derives from Italo Calvino’s definition of literature as seeking to overcome 

the force of gravity (W.G. Sebald 147). As Hutchinson expounds, happy moments appear in 

                                                 
352 “I still do not understand what was happening within me . . ., nor could I have said at the time whether my heart 

was contracting in pain or expanding with happiness for the first time in my life” (274). 
353 See Silverblatt 86. 
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Sebald’s works as images of suspension, lightweight, and levitation (146). Such moments are 

also discernible in the rhythm of the circus melody. Lightness and levitation appear in the waltz’s 

rise and fall movement and in the ländler’s figures of hopping. Suspension surfaces in the funeral 

march as an act of holding the leg in the air. This “happy” imagery suggests that the protagonist 

accepts his translingual identity as oscillating between pain and happiness.  

Unlike Sebald, Austerlitz seeks neither exile nor “a state of homelessness” (Catling 28). 

Rather, he mobilizes his languages to overcome his sense of emptiness by building a figurative 

home in-between French and Czech cultures, without choosing a new national pivot or settling in 

one country. Austerlitz favors French and Czech cultures but neither changes his nationality nor 

relinquishes his English citizenship. Dubow and Steadman-Jones draw a similar conclusion that 

the protagonist’s discovery of his Czech origins does not lead to “a national return” (20). Thus, 

Austerlitz’s sense of home remains translingual and cultural, without an interest in national 

commitment.354  

An unresolved issue remains the protagonist’s relationship to English. English vanishes 

from the book after his recognition scene with Věra and is consistently associated with 

homelessness. Admittedly, English is imposed upon the refugee, but it would be incorrect to 

blame a language for actions of Austerlitz’s foster parents. Above all, by associating English 

solely with alienation, Austerlitz divulges his ingratitude toward his adoptive parents and fails to 

admit that he would have perished, like his Jewish parents, if he had not been sent to England. 

Equally uneven is the distribution of English injections in the novel: They underscore 

Austerlitz’s unpleasant experiences in England, whereas his happy experiences, such as his 

friendship with a fellow English student, appear in German. The protagonist shows no clear 

                                                 
354 On European cosmopolitanism in Sebald, see Bauer. 
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intention of reconciling French, Czech, and English as parts of his self. His estrangement from 

English is unfortunate because it prevents him from developing an even richer network of 

associations. 

One might object that Sebald employs a Holocaust survivor as a protagonist to expiate 

himself for his adolescent unawareness of the Holocaust. Sebald confesses that he learned late 

about the Holocaust because he grew up in a remote Bavarian region and his parents avoided 

discussing their past.355 It would thus seem that Sebald writes about a Holocaust victim to 

compensate for his late confrontation with Germany’s Nazi history. However, this charge seems 

inadequate because Austerlitz is not an autobiography but a work of fiction. Nor does Sebald 

suggest resemblances between himself and the protagonist. It would be incorrect to claim that 

Sebald avoids coming to terms with his family’s Nazi past by describing himself as an outsider 

and fictionalizing the story of the real survivor. By modeling his fictional character on a real 

refugee, Sebald neither relativizes nor diminishes her suffering but rather commemorates all the 

survivors of the Kindertransporte in a literary fashion. In doing so, he accentuates the suffering 

of child refugees in any war zone.356  

In this part, Austerlitz’s self-reinvention occurs in three phases. He researches his origin 

and scrutinizes his memories. To build his translingual identity, he recovers his repressed Czech 

and switches to speaking French and Czech. 

Conclusion 

Austerlitz’s turn to translingualism results from the suppression of his French-Czech past. 

His foster parents silence his original identity, without offering a viable emotional substitute. The 

                                                 
355 See Wachtel 44. 
356 The Jewish religion is not central to Austerlitz’s story. His Jewish heritage is indicated throughout the book, but 

he does not seek to recover his Jewish faith.  
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English educational system further suppresses his French-Czech identity. Austerlitz contributes 

to his sense of spectrality by stifling his memories. To reinvent himself, the protagonist examines 

his roots and memories and, most crucially, reactivates his Czech language and shifts to speaking 

French and Czech. This translingual mode has a therapeutic effect because it enables him to form 

linguistic, cultural, and emotional attachments that help him overcome his sense of hollowness 

and find an abode in-between French and Czech cultures.  

Austerlitz’s story reveals that the integration of refugees into a host country fails when 

the country denies, suppresses, or erases their origins. His case indicates that linguistic, cultural, 

and emotional bridges between refugees and their host country can facilitate their sense of 

belonging. Austerlitz feels alienated in his English environment because his heritage has been 

removed and he has been given no healthy substitute nor allowed to merge his heritage with 

English culture. By renouncing his English identity, Austerlitz demonstrates that integration 

requires preserving the host culture and the refugee’s heritage. Austerlitz exemplifies the 

plasticity of human identity. He forms his translingual identity through his French-Czech 

linguistic practices. Intriguingly, the protagonist asks the narrator to look after his house in 

London, perhaps implying that he might return.357 By not cutting his ties to England entirely, 

Austerlitz suggests the possibility of reconciling the French, Czech, and English parts of his self. 

Austerlitz’s case illustrates the link between language and national belonging. His 

disaffection for England reveals that national belonging originates within families. Austerlitz 

develops no sense of national belonging because of his unequal treatment in his family. The lack 

of parental love prevents him from identifying with the country of his foster parents. By 

relinquishing his English self, Austerlitz exposes that the cultural colonization of refugees 

                                                 
357 Austerlitz also implies that he might die (414). 
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miscarries. His adoptive parents colonize him by changing his name and extirpating his past, 

without ever adopting him. Austerlitz retains his English citizenship but displays no interest in 

national matters. He remains a citizen on paper. 

Austerlitz’s school experiences reveal that education might foster the feeling of national 

belonging. Whereas the school principal undermines Austerlitz’s status within the community of 

English students, history class rectifies this situation; namely, it gives him an entry point for an 

understanding of his background and corroborates the education’s ability to make cultural 

bridges. Austerlitz’s translingualism constitutes a viable alternative to monolingualism because it 

enables him to create dynamic linguistic, cultural, and emotional identifications. The protagonist 

constructs a nurturing sense of self through his French and Czech allegiances, thus confirming 

that a sense of belonging is dynamic and evolves along with human linguistic, cultural, and 

emotional attachments. 

Sebald’s notion of a translingual subject contrasts with Adorno’s framework discussed in 

Chapter Two. Adorno prioritizes the mother tongue over other languages and stresses the need to 

cultivate German and retain national commitment in postwar reality. Contrary to Adorno, Sebald 

presents a subject who speaks several languages and does not identify with one country. Unlike 

Adorno, Sebald underscores the fluctuating nature of human linguistic and cultural attachments. 

For Adorno, spectrality affects all the Germans expropriated of their language by the Nazis. To 

overcome this condition, Adorno debunks the myth of linguistic purity and promotes using 

foreign borrowings in German. For Sebald, spectrality afflicts silenced speakers, like Austerlitz, 

and is curable by reinstating the suppressed tongues. Adorno remains loyal to his mother tongue 

throughout his texts for private and patriotic reasons. Sebald’s protagonist shifts to his French 

and Czech mother tongues because of their therapeutic power and for purely private purposes. 
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Both Adorno and Sebald emphasize that the exposure to languages might protect one from 

ideologies. 

The following chapter examines Sebald’s translingual aesthetics in Austerlitz. 
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Chapter Five 

Panta Rhei: Translingual Aesthetics in W.G. Sebald’s Austerlitz 

The preceding section focused on a literary analysis of a translingual protagonist in W.G. 

Sebald’s Austerlitz. The suppression of the protagonist’s memories and Czech language has 

caused him to feel hollow and spectral. His translingual practices, namely speaking French and 

reactivating Czech, have enabled him to cure his sense of emptiness. The analysis concluded that 

translingualism is therapeutic and facilitates the formation of human linguistic, cultural, and 

emotional attachments.  

This chapter argues from an aesthetic perspective that Sebald’s Austerlitz contains two 

models of German: Nazi Deutsch and Sebald’s translingual mode, which mixes German with 

other tongues and serves to counterbalance Nazi Deutsch. The first part analyzes Sebald’s 

portrayal of the Nazi style of grandiosity and misdirection (illusory precision). The second 

section exemplifies Sebald’s model with a German-English snow scene. The final segment 

contextualizes Sebald’s translingual writing within his remarks on aesthetics. The chapter 

concludes that Sebald’s literary translingualism opposes Nazi Deutsch and advocates literature as 

a domain for transcending linguistic, literary, and national boundaries. 

Sebald is a renowned yet controversial postwar German writer. His fiction thematizes the 

Holocaust, exile, trauma, and memory. He is celebrated for his so-called Kunstsprache (stylized 

language),358 his documentary fiction style, melancholic tone, and use of photography. In Anglo-

American readership, Sebald counts as “the master of melancholy” and receives acclaim for his 

moving portrayals of Holocaust survivors.359 His reception in his homeland has been a bit less 

                                                 
358 Sebald often calls his literary language Kunstsprache. See Hintermeier and Pralle 254. 
359 See Hintermeier 22. On Sebald’s hagiographic status in Anglo-American readership, see Hutchinson, W.G. 

Sebald. On Sebald’s Anglo-American reception, see also Schwartz 18, Denham, and Pakendorf 120. On differences 
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festive. One possible reason for Sebald’s mixed reception in Germany is his assessment of 

German philology as too abstract and inflexible, as well as his description of German literature 

as thematically narrow and stubborn.360 As an expatriate writer, Sebald harshly criticizes 

Germany’s relationship to its Nazi past as not empathetic enough toward Holocaust victims. 

Sebald caused controversy when he published his book accusing postwar German writers of 

shying away from depicting the suffering of the German population during World War II air 

raids.361 

Austerlitz tells a story of a fictional Jewish refugee named Jacques Austerlitz who grows 

up in a Calvinist foster family in Wales and travels throughout Europe to retrace the routes of his 

birth parents who died at the hands of the Nazis. Although written predominantly in German, the 

novel contains numerous foreign language sections that form an exhaustive meta-reflection on 

language and aesthetics. In Die Ausgewanderten, Sebald’s earlier text about the Holocaust, 

foreign language insertions occur less frequently and signal geographical settings. The short 

stories in Die Ausgewanderten present life trajectories of several Holocaust victims without 

discussing the role of language. By contrast, Austerlitz intertwines the protagonist’s story with 

the theme of language. 

Since the scholarship on Austerlitz concentrates on memory, exile, and Sebald’s literary 

models, the aesthetic role of foreign languages in the novel remains uncharted. The few 

                                                 
between Sebald’s Anglo-American and German reception, see Hintermeier, Denham, and Sheppard. On Sebald’s 

reception history, see also Wolff; and Baxter, Henitiuk, and Hutchinson. 
360 For Sebald’s evaluation of German academia, see Pralle 254-55 and Hage 183-85. For Sebald’s comments on 

postwar German literature, see Hage and Hintermeier. For Sebald’s criticism of German humanities in the 1960s, 

see Cuomo 106-07. For Sebald’s remarks on the conspiracy of silence in German postwar philology, see Wachtel 

46-48. 
361 For Sebald’s criticism of Germany’s relationship to its history, see Stoisser 240-41, Pralle 259, Rondas 216-220, 

and Hoffmann 271. According to Sebald, the Germans display an abstract sense of shame (Schande) rather than 

moral failure (Scham) (Hage 192). For Sebald’s descriptions of the bombings of German cities during World War II, 

see Luftkrieg und Literatur. For a historiographical account of those air raids, see Friedrich.  
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examinations of multilingualism in the book focus on the main character from a psychoanalytical 

angle and neglect other multilingual sections.362 An exception to this trend is an article by 

literary scholar Rob Kohn, who takes a narratological approach and portrays foreign language 

sections as exposing the narrator’s unreliability. Kohn, however, does not investigate the 

narrator’s multilingual passages, dismissing them instead as nearly absent (43). 

Scholars of Sebald’s literary style have either omitted the aesthetic role of foreign 

languages or categorized them as disruptions, with little or no analysis of foreign language 

passages. For example, literary scholar Andreas Kramer claims that foreign language injections 

express Sebald’s skepticism toward language and intrude in the text, but he does not examine 

any multilingual instances.363 Literary scholar Gunther Pakendorf insightfully analyzes word 

order, reported speech, archaic vocabulary, and temporality in Sebald’s works but omits foreign 

tongues. From a linguistic perspective, literary scholar Matthias Zucchi shows that Sebald uses 

his stylized language to historicize his works and make them lyrical. While enumerating Sebald’s 

neologisms, anachronisms, grammatical deviations, and Bavarian and Austrian expressions, 

Zucchi observes that foreign languages mirror geographical locations in Sebald’s fiction. In 

Austerlitz, however, foreign expressions are copious and fulfill various functions besides 

marking geographical contexts. 

The dearth of scholarship on foreign tongues in the novel might result from Sebald’s 

ambivalence toward German and English. On the one hand, he often underscored that he felt 

“attached”364 to his native language and described it as “eine Art von Floß,”365 a linguistic tie to 

his homeland. Except for his English poems, Sebald wrote his fiction in German, explaining that 

                                                 
362 For a review of those studies, see Chapter Four. 
363 On multilingualism in Austerlitz as a textual disruption, see also Willer. 
364 See Angier 69. 
365 “a kind of raft.” See Pralle 253. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are mine. 
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he considered himself not proficient enough in English to write literature in that language.366 On 

the other hand, Sebald disliked contemporary German and frequently joked that, thanks to 

residing in England, he was “spared always having to be up with the latest jargon” in his 

homeland.367 Sebald’s colleague Jo Catling has linked his views on both languages to the theme 

of exile in his works but has not analyzed Austerlitz within this context.368 This chapter shows 

that Sebald’s ambivalence toward German surfaces in Austerlitz. 

Sebald’s mouthpiece in the novel is the unnamed German narrator. Like all Sebald 

narrators, he shares biographical similarities with Sebald.369 For example, Sebald left Germany 

in the 1960s, lived first in French-speaking Switzerland and then its German-speaking part, and 

finally settled in England. Similarly, the narrator is a writer who shuttles between Germany and 

England and eventually decides to live in England. Like Sebald, the narrator regards himself as 

an outsider in both countries and remains critical of German academia in the 1960s. The 

correspondences between the narrator’s remarks on language and Sebald’s view on language are 

too substantial to be coincidental, and thus the narrator must be understood as a figure for 

Sebald, despite his objections to equating him with the book’s narrator.370 

The narrator is also the central refracting instance. He relays the dialogues of the 

characters by using reported speech and declarative markers, such as “sagte sie” (“she said”), to 

indicate that he has merely transcribed someone else’s words. However, his reporting techniques 

are inconsistent, so that the characters’ voices are at times indistinguishable from his voice.371 An 

                                                 
366 Sebald spoke German, English, French, and his Bavarian dialect. He also read texts in Italian (Baker). Sebald 

preferred his Bavarian dialect to standard German (Pralle 254). For Sebald’s explanation on why he writes in 

German, see Jaggi and Angier. 
367 See Zeeman 28. On Sebald’s estrangement from German, see Hintermeier. 
368 Catling focuses on Sebald’s Nach der Natur and Die Ringe des Saturn.  
369 On autobiographical features of Sebald narrators, see Schwartz 13-14 and Lubow 169. 
370 For Sebald’s objections to associating him with the novel’s narrator, see Lubow 169, and Doerry and Hage 204. 
371 On the narrator as a homodiegetic figure (one of the book’s characters) and his reporting style, see R. Kohn. 
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additional degree of refraction results from Sebald’s strategy of periscopic writing, borrowed 

from Austrian writer Thomas Bernhard and denoting an indirect narration style that relies on two 

or more reporting figures.372 All sections relevant to this chapter appear in the periscopic style. 

For example, Věra, Austerlitz’s nanny, speaks indirectly as he and the narrator mediate her 

words. Věra, Austerlitz, and the narrator refract the voice of Max, Austerlitz’s father. Due to 

those multiple relaying instances, the characters’ voices may occasionally seem mixed or 

blurred, thus generating interpretive ambiguity in the novel.  

Nazi Deutsch and Grandiosity 

Throughout the book, Sebald associates Nazi Deutsch with grandiosity and misdirection 

(illusory precision). Grandiosity appears most distinctly in the Nazi slogans used by Max, a 

Czechoslovakian political activist and delegate of republicans who favors popular sovereignty 

over absolutist and monarchical rule. Max travels throughout Germany in the 1930s to evaluate 

the political attitudes there for his compatriots. From his field trips, he assesses that the core of 

fascism resides in “das magische Wort tausend”373 (244). “Tausend, zehntausend, 

zwanzigtausend, tausend mal tausend und abertausend,”374 Max notes, is “der . . . den Deutschen 

eingetrichterte Reim auf ihre eigene Größe”375 (244). Here, he links the word “tausend” with the 

Nazi conviction of their greatness, and he observes that the German Reichskanzler continually 

reminds his followers of this mantra (244). When combined, the words “Reich” and “tausend” 

refer to the notion of “das tausendjährige Reich,” the Nazi belief in their duty to resurrect the 

Holy Roman Empire (Heiliges Römisches Reich), which had existed from the early Middle Ages 

until 1806.  

                                                 
372 On the periscopic writing, see Chapter Four. For Sebald’s dislike of omniscient narrators, see Silverblatt 83. 
373 “the magic word thousand” (167). 
374 “A thousand, ten thousand, twenty thousand, . . . a thousand times a thousand, thousands upon thousands” (167). 
375 “the refrain . . . [drummed] into the Germans . . . [about] the promise of their own greatness” (167). 
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The concept of “das tausendjährige Reich” implies magnitude in a secular and religious 

sense. As German Jewish philologist Victor Klemperer explains in his book LTI: Lingua Tertii 

Imperii about the Nazi perversion of German, the Nazis used the word “tausend” as a superlative 

to portray their regime as paramount (281). Superlatives, Klemperer observes, were the most 

common feature of Nazi Deutsch and often took the form of exaggerating the Nazi military 

power (283-84). Besides superlatives, the Nazis appropriated religious ideas to evoke religious 

magnificence. For example, Nazi officials often invoked the Holy Roman Empire, a religious-

political body with emperors consecrated by popes, to sanctify the Nazi vision of eternal empire 

(280). As Klemperer explains, the Nazi concept of eternal empire had a profoundly religious 

tinge because eternity connotes divinity. He clarifies, “Ewig ist Attribut einzig des Göttlichen; 

was ich ewig nenne, erhebe ich in die Sphäre des Religiösen”376 (143). He indicates here that 

eternity implies religious transcendence. This sense of transcendence inhered in the word 

“Reich” because the term was appropriated from religious rituals. Klemperer explains that “das 

christliche Jenseits ist das Himmelreich, und im allgemeinsten und schlichtesten Gebet des 

Christentums heißt die zweite Bitte: Dein Reich komme”377 (149). Through their use of those 

ideas, the Nazis colored their concept of empire with the religious sense of grandiosity.378 

Max’s use of Nazi slogans reproduces the voice of the Nazi regime and represents a form 

of heteroglossia. Russian literary scholar and critic Mikhail Bakhtin defines heteroglossia as a 

diversity of speech types, dialects, and jargons within a national language. The macro scale 

                                                 
376 “Eternal is an attribute reserved exclusively for the divine; by calling something eternal I elevate it to the sphere 

of the religious” (114). 
377 “for Christians the next world is heaven [Himmelreich], and in the most universal and simple Christian prayer the 

second request is Dein Reich komme [Thy kingdom come]” (118-19). 
378 Klemperer mentions the following question on school examinations: “‘Was kommt nach dem Dritten Reich?’ 

Antwortet ein Ahnungsloser oder Übertölpelter: ‘Das vierte’, dann lässt man ihn (auch bei guten Fachkenntnissen) 

als unzulänglichen Parteijünger unbarmherzig fallen. Die richtige Antwort muß heißen: ‘Nichts kommt dahinter, das 

Dritte Reich ist das ewige Reich der Deutschen’” (143-44). On “das tausendjährige Reich,” see also Schmitz-

Berning 607 and Michael and Doerr 396. 
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forms of heteroglossia include “social dialects, characteristic group behavior, professional 

jargons, generic languages, languages of generations and age groups, tendentious languages, 

languages of the authorities, of various circles, and of passing fashions, languages that serve the 

specific socio-political purposes of the day, even of the hour” (262-63). In brief, heteroglossia 

means multiplicity of voices within one language and appears in novels in the form of imitation; 

parody; characters’ speeches; and genres, such as diaries, letters, street songs, or folk sayings 

(273). 

On a micro scale, heteroglossia denotes two meanings or intentions in a word. Bakhtin 

describes such heteroglossia as “another’s speech in another’s language, serving to express 

authorial intentions but in a refracted way. Such speech . . . serves two speakers at the same time 

and expresses simultaneously two different intentions: the direct intention of the character who is 

speaking, and the refracted intentions of the author” (324). Here, Bakhtin conveys that 

heteroglossia signifies the speaker’s attitude and constitutes a subtext or a commentary hidden in 

a word. Such forms of heteroglossia entail “comic, ironic or parodic discourse, the refracting 

discourse of a narrator, refracting discourse in the language of a character and finally the 

discourse of the whole incorporated genre” (324). Hence, heteroglossia mimics a discourse and 

signals attitudes toward that language. 

Those attitudes often function as a form of critique. For this reason, Bakhtin credits 

heteroglossia with a centrifugal (decentralizing) force, namely an ability to prevent one discourse 

from dominating others by exposing various attitudes and lingos in a language.379 Bakhtin 

exemplifies the decentralizing function of heteroglossia with fabliaux, short humorous tales in 

verse popular in France in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. Usually about sexual intrigues 

                                                 
379 Bakhtin argues against treating the language of poetry as ahistorical and authoritative. 
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involving an unfaithful wife, her husband, her lover (typically a student), and an indecent priest, 

those tales employed a coarse language to condemn the duplicity of the clergy, whose authority 

was almost untouchable at the time. 

Max’s account employs heteroglossia to attack the Nazi spirit of grandiosity. Through 

irony, Max uncovers that the Nazis used pomposity to mask their imperial ambitions. In 

describing fascism as “eine blinde Eroberungs- und Zerstörungssucht,”380 Max identifies 

grandiosity as the Nazi camouflage for their desire for supremacy (244). His reference to 

conquest impugns the Nazi image of their greatness because conquest suggests violence instead 

of benevolence. Max eventually becomes a Nazi victim. He anticipates his death, comparing 

himself to “[einem] Fremdkörper”381 about to be “zermahlen und ausgeschieden”382 by Hitler 

supporters. This comparison hints at the perniciousness of the Nazis rather than at their greatness 

(246).383 

Crucial to the Nazi idea of grandiosity is the deification of Hitler. Max alludes to this 

stylization in his cinematic example of the Nazi sense of grandiosity when he describes the 1935 

Nazi propaganda movie Triumph des Willens directed by Leni Riefenstahl.384 The movie counts 

as one of the finest propaganda films ever because Riefenstahl was one of the first directors to 

massively deploy moving cameras, aerial photography, close-ups, and music. The film portrays 

                                                 
380 “a blind lust for conquest and destruction” (167). 
381 “a foreign body” (168). 
382 “crushed and . . . excreted” (168). 
383 Irony permeates Max’s comments on the Nazi regime. For instance, he observes that the crowds in Nürnberg 

greet Hitler as the long awaited “Heilsbringer” (246). However, their euphoria is incongruous with Max’s 

comparison of the city to “einem hoffnungslos überfüllten Ghetto” because a ghetto connotes suffering (246). Since 

Nürnberg was the heart of the Nazi regime and, except for 1923 and 1926, the location of 1923-1938 annual Nazi 

party rallies, the description of the city as a ghetto serves to highlight the monstrosity of the Nazi system. 
384 Der Sieg des Glaubens was Riefenstahl’s first film about Nazi rallies and documented the 1933 rally but was 

ordered to be destroyed because it showed Hitler in a company of inconvenient members of Sturmabteilung (SA), 

the paramilitary unit of the Nazi party. They were executed during the Night of the Long Knives in July 1934. 

Among those officers was Ernst Röhm, who was the SA leader and a long-time comrade of Hitler. 
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events from the 1934 Nazi Party rally in Nürnberg, including Hitler’s speeches and Nazi military 

parades and ceremonies, and famously opens with a shot of Hitler’s aircraft descending through 

clouds toward the city to conjure an impression of a deity landing on earth. The plane’s shadow 

appears from the bird’s eye perspective as a cross to evoke the idea of a Savior. As the last scene 

of the movie, a close-up of a swastika fades into an image of a marching German army.  

Without mentioning the movie’s title, Max’s ekphrastic385 account clearly identifies the 

iconic scenes of the film. As he explains, viewers could see not only  

wie sich das Flugzeug des Führers durch die Wolkengebirge allmählich 

herabsenkt auf die Erde; nicht nur wurde die allen gemeinsame tragische 

Vorgeschichte beschworen in der Zeremonie der Totenehrung . . .; nicht nur sah 

man die dem Tod fürs Vaterland sich weihenden Krieger, die riesigen 

geheimnisvoll schwankenden Fahnenwälder, die im Fackelschein davonzogen in 

die Nacht – nein, man sah auch . . . aus der Vogelschau eine im Morgengrauen bis 

gegen die Horizont reichende Stadt von weißen Zelten, aus denen . . . die 

Deutschen hervorkamen und sich . . . alle in dieselbe Richtung bewegten. . . .386 

(247-48) 

All the scenes in this quote, including the aircraft, the commemoration of the dead, torchlights, 

and the white tents of rally participants, occur in the movie and indicate the Nazi propaganda’s 

reliance on pomp and deification strategies. In fact, the Nazis stylized Hitler as “Erlöser”387 

                                                 
385 Ekphrasis is a vivid depiction of artwork through another medium of art. For instance, a poem describes a 

painting. In this case, a section in a novel describes a movie.  
386 “the Führer’s airplane descending slowly to earth through towering mountain ranges of cloud; not only was the 

tragic history they all shared invoked in the ceremony honoring the war dead . . .; not only might one see warriors 

pledging themselves to die for the Fatherland, and the huge forests of flags mysteriously swaying as they moved 

away by torchlight into the dark—no, . . . a bird’s-eye view showed a city of white tents extending into the horizon, 

from which . . . the Germans emerged . . . [and] all went in the same direction. . .” (169). 
387 “the Saviour” (39). 
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coming to the poor (Klemperer 55). He called some of his fallen soldiers his disciples and 

insisted on “seine besondere Gotteskindschaft”388 (144). As Klemperer records, Hitler claimed, 

“Die Vorsehung führt uns, wir handeln nach dem Willen des Allmächtigen”389 (144). Hence, 

pomp and references to Christianity served to deify Hitler. 

As Max notes, the Nazis sought to imbue the entire German nation with religious 

magnificence. To this end, the movie depicted the Germans as marching together in the same 

direction “als folgten sie einem höheren Ruf und seien, nach langen Jahren in der Wüste, nun 

endlich auf dem Weg ins Gelobte Land”390 (248). Max adds that the Germans equated 

themselves with “einem zur Messianisierung der Welt auserkorenen Volk”391 (247). Those 

appeals to a religious vocation served to bolster the halo around the German nation.  

Max’s irony reveals the pretentiousness in the image of German evangelizers in two 

ways. First, in characterizing the Germans as God’s chosen people, Max draws a similarity 

between the Germans and the Jews, who are regarded by Judaism and Christianity as God’s 

chosen people. The biblical story of Exodus, to which Max alludes, describes how the Jewish 

people leave Egypt and wander through the Sinai desert in search of the land promised to them 

by God. The disparity between the Germans and the biblical Jews consists in the fact that the 

Egyptians unjustly persecuted the Jews. By contrast, the Germans were neither biblical figures 

nor oppressed by the Egyptians but instead, under the Nazi leadership, made the Jews their 

primary targets.  

                                                 
388 “his special sonship” (115). 
389 “We are led by Providence, we act according to the Will of the Almighty” (115). 
390 “following, so it seemed, some higher bidding, on their way to the Promised Land at last after long years in the 

wilderness” (169). 
391 “a people chosen to evangelize the world” (169). 
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 The second ironic element is Max’s observation that the German belief in their salvific 

mission originated in “ihrer unverwundenen Erniedrigung”392 (247). Max refers here to the peace 

treaty of Versailles, which ended World War I and required Germany to acknowledge its 

responsibility for the war, to disarm, and to make war reparations. Many Germans perceived the 

treaty as unjust, shameful, and humiliating. This historical context around that humiliation is 

suggested in the novel but explicit in the movie’s prologue, which labels 1918 as the beginning 

of German suffering and 1933 as the year of Germany’s rebirth. Against this background, Max’s 

reference to German humiliation suggests the preposterousness of the Nazi belief in their 

evangelizing mission because the country has shirked admitting its responsibility for World War 

I, which further contradicts the Nazi image of their greatness.  

As portrayed by Sebald, the Nazi style of grandiosity invokes history and religion to lend 

credibility to Nazi imperial ambitions. Grandiosity emerges when the Nazis couple their vision 

of empire with the Holy Roman Empire. Stylizations of Hitler as a divinely inspired leader serve 

to project a similar sense of magnitude. Sebald employs irony to denounce the Nazi idea of 

grandiosity.  

Nazi Deutsch and Misdirection (Illusory Precision) 

Besides grandiosity, Sebald associates Nazi Deutsch with misdirection (illusory 

precision). Whereas precision tends to facilitate the ease of understanding, the Nazi deportation 

directives that Věra describes show how precision can serve to mislead. In Věra’s account, 

misdirection denotes an abundance of details that divert attention from relevant issues. As she 

explains, two messengers from “der Kultusgemeinde”393 bring Agáta, the protagonist’s mother, 

                                                 
392 “the humiliation from which the Germans had never recovered” (169). 
393 “the Israelite religious community” (177). 
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directives that she must prepare herself “auf den Abtransport in einer Frist von sechs Tagen”394 

(258). This laconic message comes with a heap of papers,  

in denen . . . bis ins einzelnste alles bestimmt und festgeschrieben war: wo und 

wann die Vorgeladene sich einzufinden habe, was an Kleidungsstücken . . . 

mitzubringen sei, welche Gebrauchsartikel . . . sich empfahlen, daß das 

Gesamtgewicht des Hauptgepäcks fünfzig Kilo nicht übersteigen dürfe, was an 

Handgepäck und Mundvorrat mitgeführt werden könne, wie die Koffer mit 

Namen, Transportziel und der ausgegebenen Nummer zu kennzeichnen seien; daß 

sämtliche beigeschlossenen Formulare vollständig ausgefüllt und unterfertigt 

werden müßten, daß . . . jede Anordnung der amtlichen Organe in jedem Fall 

genauestens zu befolgen sei.395 (258) 

Here, the messengers and directives represent the voice of the Nazi regime. Those guidelines 

underscore technicalities, such as weight limit, clothing, labeling instructions, and required 

documents, to conceal the lack of essential information about the deportation’s destination, 

reason, and purpose. In other words, the focus on procedural details functions here to hide the 

crucial omissions.  

The deportation directives depersonalize Agáta and strip her of her dignity by 

disregarding her right to know where and why she is transported.396 Subjected to the prism of 

weight limit, tag number, and the completeness of her paperwork, she is forbidden to object to 

                                                 
394 “to be taken away within six days” (177). 
395 “setting out everything down to the very smallest detail: where and when the person summoned must present 

herself, what items of clothing were to be brought . . . [,] what articles of personal use it was advisable to bring . . .; 

the weight of the main item of luggage, which was not to exceed fifty kilos; what else could be brought in the way 

of hand baggage and provisions; how the luggage was to be labeled, with name, destination, and the number allotted 

to her; the proviso that all the attached forms were to be filled in and signed, that . . . all orders issued by the official 

authorities were to be followed to the letter in every contingency” (177-78). 
396 Věra mentions that Agáta’s case was part of a large-scale deportation of the Jews from Prague. 
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the authorities. What reinforces her objectification is the requirement that all deportees wear their 

transport numbers “um den Hals . . . an einem Spagat,”397 which demotes the victims to numbers, 

if not animals on a leash (260). The use of passive voice in the directives introduces an 

impersonal tone and accentuates the activities, further deemphasizing the victim. At the same 

time, passive voice has a concealing effect because it does not require indicating the agent of an 

action. The Nazis preferred using passive modes in official communication to evade personal 

responsibility (Doerr 32). Likewise, Agáta’s case would be blamed on the authorities (“amtliche 

Organe”) or her religious community (“Kultusgemeinde”) because the deportation directives 

leave out the name of the issuing clerk. 

In Věra’s account, the Nazi language of camouflage (Tarnjargon) authenticates the voice 

of the Nazi system and exposes its deceptiveness. As genocide studies scholar Karin Doerr 

elucidates, the Nazis created code words (Tarnwörter) to hide their crimes, in keeping with 

Heinrich Himmler’s wish that there be no written record of Nazi acts against the Jews (33).398 

Code words were benign expressions to which the Nazis added secret meanings. For instance, 

the term “Umsiedlung” (resettlement) means moving to a new place of abode, but in Nazi 

communication it denoted forceful expulsion “to die or to be murdered in the East of Europe” 

(37). The important Nazi code words in Věra’s report are the remarks on Agáta’s file: She was 

“EVAKUIERT oder GHETTOISIERT,”399 namely sent to a ghetto for extermination (261). For 

the public, the word “evakuieren” (to evacuate) meant removing people from war and bombing 

regions. For the Nazis, it meant deporting the Jews for annihilation.400 It is worth noting that the 

                                                 
397 “round their necks on pieces of string” (178). 
398 Himmler comments on Nazi anti-Jewish policies, “In our history this is an unwritten, never-to-be-written page of 

glory” (qtd. in Doerr 40). 
399 “EVACUATED or GHETTOIZED” (179). 
400 See Schmitz-Berning 219. On the word “evakuieren,” see also Michael and Doerr 153. Other relevant Nazi term 

in Věra’s section is “arisiert” (257). “Arisierung” (Aryanization) meant confiscation of Jewish property (Michael 

and Doerr 72). 
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word “Evakuierung” (evacuation) replaced “Auswanderung” (emigration) when its secret 

meaning of deporting to ghettos and concentration camps became too recognizable to the public. 

The misleading effect of the word “evakuiert” (evacuated) is now evident. For the Nazis, 

the label “evakuiert” masked killing in ghettos and concentration camps. For the public, the word 

connoted safety and life, not death. Hence, the deceptiveness of language in Věra’s account 

results from meticulous, yet misleading deportation instructions and Nazi code words. This 

image of Nazi Deutsch contrasts with the narrator’s wish for a different language, which will be 

discussed shortly.  

Věra’s account is heteroglossic; it contains the voice of German-Jewish writer Franz 

Kafka. His voice appears as a blind quote in the following description of the messengers: “Diese 

Boten . . . trugen mit verschiedenen Falten, Taschen, Knopfleisten und einem Gürtel versehene 

Jacken, die, ohne daß man sich darüber klar wurde, wozu sie dienen sollten, besonders 

zweckmäßig erschienen”401 (258). The italicized section comes from Kafka’s novel Der Prozeß 

and belongs to a detailed description of the messengers’ appearance that directs the reader’s 

attention away from Agáta’s deportation order. Kafka’s book tells a fictional story of bank 

official Josef K. who is unexpectedly arrested “one fine morning,” tried before the court for a 

year, and eventually murdered by two court messengers without knowing his charges or the 

verdict.402 

Agáta and Josef K. share several similarities. Like Josef, Agáta never learns the reason 

for her deportation, is objectified by the law, and sent to her death wearing a neck string that 

makes her look like an animal on a leash. Similarly, Josef is taken outside of the town and killed 

                                                 
401 “These messengers . . . wore jackets furnished with assorted pleats, pockets, button facings, and a belt, garments 

which looked especially versatile although it was not clear what purpose they served” (177). Kramer also recognizes 

the passage as coming from Kafka (99). 
402 For Der Prozeß as a novel about forgetting, see Benjamin, “Franz Kafka.” 
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like a dog. Like Josef on the day of his death, Agáta expects messengers. Those thematic 

similarities suggest that Sebald emulates Kafka to show proximity between those two literary 

worlds. 

Moreover, Sebald imitates Kafka’s portrayal of the justice system as convoluted and 

suffocating. Just as the law in Kafka is massive and impenetrable, deportation directives in 

Sebald are complicated, lengthy, and complex (despite leaving out the essential information). 

Just as Kafka’s justice system grinds down every defiant individual, Nazi directives demand 

absolute obedience. Josef reaches the court located in an attic of a tenement building by 

meandering through labyrinthine staircases in suffocating air.403 Likewise, Agáta digs through 

deportation instructions formulated “in einer geradezu ekelerregenden Sprache”404 (258). Josef 

cannot grasp the law. She is similarly unable to make sense of Nazi policies and expresses her 

dismay by shouting, “Ich be grei fe es nicht! Ich be grei fe es nicht! Ich wer de es nie mals be 

grei fen!!”405 (252). Here, repetition and words parsed into syllables emphasize her 

consternation. Considering that this is the only direct quote from Agáta in the book, her scream 

boldly and clearly indicts the Nazi law.  

Like Kafka, Sebald depicts power as parasitic. In his essay “Das Gesetz der Schande,” 

Sebald argues that power in Kafka’s fiction is parasitic and perpetuates itself through the full 

control of people (88). Indeed, Josef K. stops trying to defend himself before the court and does 

not even resist his killers. The Nazi system in Sebald is equally parasitic: Having filed several 

                                                 
403 On Kafka’s maze-like structures as symbolizing capitalism in full control of people, see Adorno, 

“Aufzeichnungen zu Kafka” 267-68. Adorno casts Kafka as a late Enlightenment figure writing parables about the 

absurd world of late capitalism. 
404 “nauseatingly” (178). 
405 “I do not un der stand it! I do not un der stand it! I shall ne ver un der stand it!” (172). 
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appeals, Agáta stops fighting Nazi policies, becomes apathetic, and, in fulfilling the messengers’ 

commands without question, reveals her despair.  

According to Sebald, Kafka depicts despair to evoke the Judaic hope for redemption (98-

99). This type of hope appears in Kafka through the figures of light and angels (103). By 

contrast, darkness is the attribute of power.406 The section about Agáta is much darker than 

Kafka’s paradigm of despair since her story contains no angels but rather two messengers of 

darkness who deliver her the deportation order at three o’clock in the morning. The absence of 

light in her story indicates the hopelessness of her situation. 

With his imitation of the Kafkaesque world, Sebald suggests a propinquity between 

Kafka’s fiction and the Nazi reality, thereby condemning the Nazis and their language as a 

materialization of Kafka’s absurd reality. Sebald implies that Kafka’s literary world is eerily 

similar but perhaps “lighter” than Nazi Germany because it is fictional. Though she seems a 

Kafkaesque character, Agáta is based on Rosa Bechhöfer, an unmarried Jewish woman sent to 

Auschwitz. Though fictional, Agáta’s story draws heavily on actual anti-Jewish Nazi policies, 

including property confiscations; deportations; executions; and prohibition to leave the country 

and access public spaces, such as parks, coffee shops, movie theaters, and public phones (251-

57). By describing the Nazi reality in the Kafkaesque style, Sebald caricatures and denounces the 

Nazis, warning that what seems absurd or unthinkable now may become acceptable in future. In 

other words, Sebald’s imitation of Kafka satirizes the Nazi reality. Analogously, Sebald mixes 

Kafka’s voice with Nazi Deutsch to suggest that the Nazis had “perfected” the style of absurdity 

                                                 
406 For an opposing account of hope in Kafka, see Benjamin, “Franz Kafka.” According to Benjamin, Kafka’s stories 

show no hope for redemption for people. Benjamin quotes Kafka’s observation that human world is “only a bad 

mood of God, a bad day of his” (116). For Benjamin, Kafka restricts hope to intermediary creatures, such as 

messengers, because their evolution is “unfinished” (117). 
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and to caution against any similar languages in future.407 In the novel, the Nazi legacy is 

precisely what haunts the German language.  

Recent scholarship has examined Agáta’s story as evincing Sebald’s attempt to restore 

the Platonic trio of goodness, beauty, and truth.408 As Kramer has argued, the characters’ names 

evoke the Platonic virtues. Věra means “true,” and Agáta means “good.”409 Kramer reads the 

name symbolism as pointing toward the concept of aesthetic beauty (99). While both names 

remind one of the Platonic triad, the section on Agáta seems to be an elegy about the Nazi 

obliteration of those values. Only Věra is alive. Agáta’s presence is symbolic since she dies in a 

concentration camp, or on the way to it. The Nazis destroy her career as an opera singer and deny 

her access to cultural activities. Nothing in her story points to a lasting idea of beauty. Its 

absence underscores the hopelessness of Agáta’s case. 

The most elaborate account of Nazi strategies of misdirection (illusory precision) is the 

section about the ghetto in Theresienstadt (Terezín), Czech Republic. Austerlitz portrays the 

ghetto in keeping with Hans Günther Adler’s historiographical account Theresienstadt 1941-

1945 about the ghetto’s structure and functioning.410 Theresienstadt functioned as both a ghetto 

and a transit camp for transporting the Jews to forced labor and to killing centers in Eastern 

Europe. Austerlitz describes job duties and diseases in the ghetto (mostly due to malnutrition and 

infections), events from its history, and ways of storing and transporting corpses. In contrast to 

                                                 
407 One could argue that Sebald’s imitation of Kafka exemplifies anxiety of connectedness, namely a fear that certain 

events might reoccur. On connectedness as a redemptive network, see Bersani. According to him, James Joyce’s 

Ulysses is an attempt to transcend anxiety of disconnectedness through putting cultural fragments into a network 

(163). 
408 For Plato, truth, goodness, and beauty were “divine concepts” that formed “the eternal transcendent world of the 

ideas or forms” (Turley 13). That realm was considered the source of life. Human souls were believed to reflect 

those tree virtues (13). 
409 The name Věra is either of Latin or Slavic origin. Věra means “true” in Latin and “faith” in Russian. The name 

Agáta is of Greek origin. 
410 Adler was a German scholar and one of the ghetto’s survivors. 
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the indirect description of Riefenstahl’s movie and Sebald’s subtle imitation of Kafka, the 

section about the ghetto clearly identifies Adler as its historical source and incorporates materials 

from his book, including the map of the ghetto and a list of work divisions.411  

 The beautification of the ghetto for the Red Cross Visit in June 1944 exemplifies Nazi 

deception strategies. This historical event illustrates a mass scale swindle carried out by Nazi 

propaganda through disguising the ghetto as a “Luftkurort”412 (343). The Nazis used this label to 

delude deportees and the Red Cross representatives from Switzerland and Denmark into 

believing that Theresienstadt was a health resort with cultural events. To that end, the ghetto’s 

inmates were forced to embellish the town by planting flowers, setting up signposts, organizing 

cultural activities, renovating houses, and building new structures, including a library, post 

office, chapel, bank, coffee houses, and stores. To reduce the population, over 7,500 prisoners 

were sent to the East, namely Auschwitz (348). After the visit, the Nazis recorded the ghetto in a 

movie for propaganda purposes.413 

Once again, Sebald uses irony to expose the beautification campaign as an elaborate 

hoax. Through Austerlitz, he comments that Theresienstadt became 

ein potemkinsches, möglicherweise sogar manche seiner Insassen betörendes oder 

doch mit gewissen Hoffnungen erfüllendes Eldorado, wo die . . . Kommission, als 

sie nach einem von der Kommandantur genau ausgearbeiteten Zeit- und Ortsplan 

                                                 
411 The description of the ghetto contains several Nazi terms, such as “R.n.e” meaning “Rückkehr nicht erwünscht” 

(“return not wanted”) (345). This file note permitted exterminating inmates (Michael and Doerr 353). Other relevant 

example is the noun “Einschleusung” meaning being “sluiced in” (343). The prefix “ein-” denotes the beginning of a 

process. In the ghetto’s lingo, the noun “Schleuse” meant a place where belongings were checked and confiscated 

(Adler xxxvi). When this process was complete, the inmate was considered “durchgeschleust” meaning “funneled” 

or “flushed through.” Per Himmler’s 1943 order, the word “durchgeschleust” replaced “Sonderbehandlung” 

(“special treatment”), a euphemism for “killed in a death camp” (Doerr 33). In the ghetto’s jargon, the verb 

“schleusen” meant “to smuggle” (Adler xxxvi). 
412 “pleasant resort” (239). 
413 The movie’s title is Theresienstadt: ein Dokumentarfilm aus dem jüdischen Siedlungsgebiet. The film was 

dubbed Der Führer schenkt den Juden eine Stadt. 
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durch die Gassen dirigiert wurde, . . . mit eigenen Augen sehen konnte, was für 

freundliche und zufriedene Menschen, von den Schrecknissen des Krieges 

verschont, hier bei den Fenstern herausschauten, wie adrett sie alle gekleidet 

waren, wie gut die wenigen Kranken versorgt wurden, wie man ein ordentliches 

Essen im Tellerservice und die Brotzuteilung mit weißen Zwillichhandschuhen 

ausgab. . . .414 (348-49) 

This description of the Red Cross visit harmonizes with Adler’s account (169-75). The renovated 

ghetto seems safe, friendly, and sufficiently supplied with food. However, Austerlitz’s previous 

remarks about malnutrition, unhygienic conditions, suffering, and killing in the ghetto demystify 

this happy veneer and expose Theresienstadt as part of the Nazi war machine. A few sick people 

were present in the town because several thousand had been killed to ensure that the population 

looked healthy.415 Sebald’s ironic comment “ein alles in allem beruhigendes Schauspiel”416 

expresses his criticism of the Red Cross observers for not seeing through Nazi dissimulation 

techniques (349).417 In this regard, the Red Cross visit captures the magnitude of deception 

achieved with the tag “Luftkurort.”  

Precision appears in the section about the ghetto as the Nazis’ dogmatic insistence on 

statistical accuracy. Through Austerlitz’s eyes, Sebald observes that, for the Nazis, “die 

zahlenmäßige Korrektheit [gehörte] zu den obersten Grundsätzen”418 (345). To underline the 

                                                 
414 “a Potemkin village or sham Eldorado which may have dazzled even some of the inhabitants themselves, and . . . 

the commission . . ., having been guided, in conformity with a precise plan and a timetable drawn up by the 

Kommandant’s office, through the streets . . ., could see for themselves the friendly happy folk who had been spared 

the horrors of war and were looking out of the windows, could see how smartly they were all dressed, how well the 

few sick people were cared for, how they were given proper meals served on plates, how the bread ration was 

handed out by people in white drill gloves. . .” (243-44). 
415 According to Adler, the elderly and poorly dressed people were ordered to stay away from the streets (169). 
416 “a most reassuring spectacle, all things considered” (244). 
417 Adler draws the same conclusion: The observers did not see anything alarming (175). 
418 “numerical accuracy [counted] as one of their highest principles” (241). 
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importance of accuracy, he characterizes it as “ein ungemein aufwendiges, weit über die zivilen 

Erfordernisse hinausgehendes Geschäft,”419 drawing attention to the difficulty of maintaining 

accurate records (345). He sarcastically explains that statistical correctness was hard to achieve 

because of the ongoing new transports, thus comparing murder to business and suggesting that 

the Nazis considered keeping track of mass killing more important than any concerns about its 

illegal nature (345).  

To illustrate and condemn the Nazi obsession with statistical exactitude, Sebald refers to 

the 1943 ghetto census, when the Nazis forced all inhabitants to gather outside the town and 

stand in the same spot the entire day. With Austerlitz as his mouthpiece, Sebald describes that 

the census took place 

am 10. November 1943, im Bohusevicer Kessel draußen vor den Mauern auf 

freiem Feld, auf das die gesamte Einwohnerschaft des Ghettos – Kinder, Greise, 

und halbwegs gehfähige Kranke nicht ausgenommen – . . . hinausmarschieren 

mußte . . . und, ohne daß man auch für Minuten aus dem Glied treten konnte, den 

ganzen, von naßkalten Schwebelfaden verhangenen Tag hindurch gezwungen 

war, auf die SS-Leute zu warten, die endlich um drei Uhr auf ihren Krafträdern 

eintrafen, die Zählprozedur einleiteten und in der Folge zweimal noch 

wiederholten, ehe sie . . . sich davon zu überzeugen vermochten, daß das 

errechnete Endergebnis . . . dem von ihnen angenommenen Stand von 

vierzigtausendeinhundertfünfundvierzig entsprach, wonach sie eilends wieder 

                                                 
419 “an uncommonly time-consuming business going far beyond civilian requirements” (241). 



 187 

davonfuhren und darüber völlig vergaßen, den Befehl zur Rückkehr zu geben. . . 

.420 (345-46) 

This passage suggests the extreme relevance of statistical accuracy for the Nazis. They aimed to 

achieve it by any means. Indeed, Adler confirms that prisoners stood approximately fifteen hours 

in the same spot and began walking back to the town in panic around eight thirty in the evening 

because Nazi officials left without giving the command to return (157). This inhumanity 

invalidates the previous image of Theresienstadt as a pleasant spa town and underscores the 

monstrosity of the Nazi system.  

Sebald’s account of the census slightly diverges from historical data to emphasize the 

suffering caused by the Nazi fixation on accuracy. According to Adler, during the night from 

November 10 to 11, 1943, an initial count occurred in the ghetto, preceding the census itself, 

which took place on November 11. The verification outside the town was unsuccessful, and only 

the next alphabetical census inside the ghetto yielded the figure of 40,145 as of November 30, 

1943. This second census confirms the Nazi resolve in ensuring statistical exactness. 

Sebald caricatures the Nazi obsession with accuracy through his style. Just as the Nazis 

strove for exactitude, Sebald renders an exhaustive image of the ghetto, describing it in one 

sentence that extends over nine and a half pages. Due to this over-precision, his style has been 

characterized as “peinlich genau”421 and “peinlich spürbar”422 (Kramer 102). Admittedly, the 

                                                 
420 “on 10 November 1943 outside the gates in the open fields of the Bohusevice basin, when the entire population 

of the ghetto—children, old people, and any of the sick at all able to walk not excepted—was marched out . . . and 

there, through the whole of this cold and damp day, as the fog drifted over the fields, they were forced to wait . . . 

and not permitted to step out of line even for a minute, for the SS men to arrive, as they eventually did on their 

motorbikes at three o’clock, to carry out the count of heads and then repeat it twice before they could feel convinced 

that the final result . . . did . . . tally with the expected number of forty thousand one hundred and forty-five, 

whereupon they rode again in some haste, entirely forgetting to give any orders for the inmates’ return . . .” (241-

42). 
421 “meticulously precise.” 
422 “embarrassingly precise.” 
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extreme length of the sentence makes it discomforting, perhaps nauseating, and difficult to read. 

However, the appalling effect of the section derives not so much from its length as its subject 

matter, and from the reader’s awareness that Theresienstadt was a real place. The length of the 

sentence vividly underlines the suffering of inmates, thereby condemning Nazi atrocities. 

Kramer reads Sebald’s precise style as an indication of his skepticism about the language’s 

expressiveness (103). Undeniably, Sebald criticized contemporary German, but the section about 

Theresienstadt deals with Nazi Deutsch. Sebald revealed that he portrayed Nazi jargon because 

of its grotesque character.423 Consequently, the description of the ghetto is not so much a 

reflection on contemporary German as a caricature of Nazi Deutsch.  

Moreover, the length of the words functions as a form of symbolic justice. The Nazis 

stripped prisoners of their dignity when they treated them as statistics. Sebald symbolically gives 

prisoners back their dignity by writing out the number 

“vierzigtausendeinhundertfünfundvierzig,” the total count of Theresienstadt inmates. By not 

being written in digits, the number decelerates the pace of reading and, in this way, rivets 

attention on the human beings hidden behind the number.424 Hence, Sebald uses the 

typographical format to put the prisoners at the center of attention.  

In this section, the Nazi style of misdirection (illusory precision) takes three forms. The 

first form is camouflage by directing attention to unnecessary details. The second principle is 

camouflage by imbuing words with secret meanings. The third form is a fixation on statistical 

accuracy. Sebald ridicules and condemns Nazi Deutsch through showing its proximity to Kafka’s 

literary style of absurdity and through his abnormally long sentence about the ghetto. 

 

                                                 
423 See Jaggi, “St. Jerome Lecture 2001” 10. 
424 On Sebald’s dialectical writing techniques that decelerate the narrative pace, see Hutchinson, W.G. Sebald. 
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Translingual Writing: Margins and Ambiguity in Language 

To counterbalance the Nazi style of grandiosity and misdirection (illusory precision), 

Sebald proposes translingual writing that mixes tongues. Against the Nazi preference for 

grandiosity, Sebald ascribes liberating powers to marginal and flexible linguistic forms. Sebald’s 

translingual model emerges from the German narrator’s reflections on language that are 

conveyed through metaphors of vision.  

In contrast to the Nazi style of grandiosity, the narrator attributes therapeutic qualities to 

marginal perspectives. Their liberating potential can be seen in his comments on his eyesight 

defect. Instead of shapes and colors, he sees “nur eine Reihe dunkler, nach oben und unten 

seltsam verzerrten Formen — die mir bis ins einzelne vertrauten Figuren und Landschaften 

hatten sich aufgelöst, unterschiedslos, in eine bedrohliche schwarze Schraffur”425 (55). That is, 

he registers the world around him in the form of black hatching. His eyesight problem prevents 

him from reading and writing and elicits in him a sense of danger: The black lines seem 

menacing because they trap his vision.426  

If one reads vision as a metaphor for language, then the narrator seems to feel trapped in 

language. Sebald invites such an analogy by portraying speaking as seeing. For him, to speak 

means to see. For example, Sebald describes the protagonist’s language crisis as his inability to 

see his way in a city and connections between words. The protagonist loses his language when 

he no longer discerns his path among the buildings and relations between words (183-84). 

Similarly, the narrator seems to lose his language since he only sees the black hatching that 

symbolizes the borders of his language. The English translation adds that the narrator sees a 

                                                 
425 “[only] a row of dark shapes curiously distorted above and below—the figures and landscapes familiar to me in 

every detail having resolved indiscriminately into a black and menacing cross-hatching” (35). 
426 The protagonist later suffers from the same issue (331). His defect ends in a seizure and a subsequent recovery in 

a hospital.  
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cross-hatching pattern that one could construe as an allusion to a swastika and thus perhaps a 

suggestion that the narrator feels blocked by the legacy of Nazi Deutsch.  

The narrator suspects that shifting his attention to the margins of his field of vision may 

cure his defect. He notes, “Dabei war es mir ständig, als sähe ich am Rand des Gesichtsfeldes mit 

unverminderten Deutlichkeit, als müßte ich mein Augenmerk nur ins Abseits lenken, um die . . . 

Sehschwäche zum Verschwinden zu bringen”427 (55). Here, he conjectures that clarity and 

healing are possible from a vantage point on the edges of his field of vision. His move toward 

margins contrasts with the Nazi penchant for grandiosity. Whereas the Nazis invoked grand ideas 

and used pompous language, the narrator turns to peripheries. His choice of margins is the 

opposite of the Nazi inclination toward bombast.428  

Sebald exemplifies such linguistic marginality through his use of Austrian words, 

colloquial speech, and South German verb forms. For instance, Sebald uses both German word 

“Krankenhaus” (“hospital”) and its Austrian equivalent “Spital” (331). He employs the 

conjunction “trotzdem” colloquially in the sense of the conjunction “obwohl” (“although”), 

which belongs to standard German. This is visible in the narrator’s comment, “Gelungen ist mir 

dies allerdings nicht, trotzdem ich es mehrfach probierte”429 (55, my emphasis). Furthermore, the 

narrator says that it was late afternoon, “als ich . . . in dem . . . Wartezimmer . . . gestanden 

bin.”430 Here, he uses the helping verb “sein” (“to be”) in South German fashion instead of the 

verb “haben” (“to have”) required in standard German because the verb “stehen” (“to stand”) 

                                                 
427 “At the same time I kept feeling as if I could see as clearly as ever on the edge of my field of vision, and had only 

to look sideways to rid myself of . . . [the] weakness in my eyesight” (35). 
428 Another example of the narrator’s rejection of bombast in language is his comment on an eye-enhancing liquid 

used by artists in the past to make their eyes shiny and attractive. The narrator reads glossiness as an example of 

“der Falschheit des schönen Scheins” (56). Glossiness in language means inflating ideas with grandiose vocabulary.  
429 “Although I tried several times, I did not succeed” (35). For Zucchi, Sebald’s use of the conjunction “trotzdem” 

is the Kafkaesque trait (846). 
430 “[when I] was standing . . . in the . . . waiting room” (37).  
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denotes no movement (58). Another South German verb form appears when the narrator says, 

“Ein, zwei Stunden bin ich dann meist bei ihm [Austerlitz] gesessen”431 (51). Here again, 

standard German requires the auxiliary verb “haben” because the verb “sitzen” (“to sit”) does not 

imply motion, but Sebald opts for the South German variant “sein.” Given that those deviations 

from standard German are consistent throughout the novel and absent from Sebald’s scholarly 

work, they count as his deliberate stylizations directing attention away from standard German 

toward dialectal expressions.432 In this sense, Sebald brings linguistic marginality (dialect) to the 

fore. 

Unlike the hatching pattern, a blurry and ambiguous environment fills the narrator with a 

sense of freedom. He feels free when he dreams of himself sitting in a chair in a garden and 

dimly seeing reality (56). He imagines himself “befreit von dem ewigen Schreiben- und 

Lesenmüssen, in einem Korbsessel in einem Garten sitzen . . ., umgeben von einer konturlosen, 

nur an ihren schwachen Farben noch zu erkennenden Welt”433 (56). In his dream, pale colors and 

unclear shapes incite neither alarm nor menace but relief. In fact, he feels so tranquil and relieved 

that he describes his experience as akin to the “Erlösung”434 (56). It is worth emphasizing that 

tranquility emanates here not from visual acuity but ambiguity. The word “Erlösung” contrasts 

with the Nazi sense of “Erlösung.” “Erlösung” means both “release” and “salvation” in the 

religious sense. The narrator uses the secular sense of “Erlösung” to signal his feeling of 

liberation, thus ascribing a positive quality to ambiguity. By contrast, the Nazi sense of 

“Erlösung” is religious and implies the Nazi belief in their mission to evangelize the world and 

                                                 
431 “I would usually spend an hour or so sitting with him” (32). 
432 Zucchi confirms that Sebald’s essays employ standard German (848). 
433 “free of the constant compulsion to read and write, sitting in a wicker chair in a garden, surrounded by a world of 

indistinct shapes recognizable only by their faint colors” (35-36). 
434 “release” (35). 
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restore the Holy Roman Empire. The narrator’s dream betrays no such aspirations, yet the 

religious echo appears intentional because the word “Erlösung” is juxtaposed with the term 

“befreit” (freed), which lacks a religious connotation. This religious tinge remains invisible in 

the English translation because “Erlösung” is rendered as a “release.” 

The narrator’s dream is reminiscent of Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s Ein Brief, a letter by a 

fictional writer Lord Chandos to Francis Bacon about the inadequacy of human language. Lord 

Chandos resigns from his literary profession because of his disappointment with the arbitrariness 

of words. He maintains that nature conveys the spiritual experience of the world more adequately 

than words. Not human language but nature makes him feel part of a stream of life flowing 

through all beings. Such revelations, Lord Chandos claims, can only be gleaned from real things, 

such as a tree, a beetle, or a moss-covered stone. In essence, nature speaks for him clearer than 

words.  

Similarities between the narrator’s dream and Hofmannsthal’s text are far from 

coincidental. Both figures seek less conventional ways of relating to reality. Lord Chandos finds 

the language of nature liberating. A hazy natural environment has an equally calming effect on 

the narrator. Lord Chandos has a moment of illumination when seeing a beetle swimming inside 

a watering cane in a garden. Similarly, the narrator’s feeling of liberation arises in a garden. One 

could argue that he looks at the reflection of the garden in the water: The blurry shapes around 

him resemble the image of the garden mirrored in the water.435 Unlike Lord Chandos, the 

narrator does not quit his profession. His leap into the alternate modality is temporary.  

Against this background, ambiguity appears to denote a lens through which one perceives 

reality. Such a lens is liberating insofar as it recognizes uncertainties in the world and defies 

                                                 
435 On Sebald’s invocations of Hofmannsthal’s garden scene, see Catling 48-49. 
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conceptual rigidity. Ambiguity involves acknowledging that some contents elude classifications. 

In this sense, ambiguity opposes the Nazi dogma of accuracy. Whereas the Nazi style is rigid, 

ambiguity accepts conceptual flexibility. The Nazi style relies on illusory transparency to 

deceive the public. Ambiguity exposes that transparency is contingent upon interpretation. In a 

sense, ambiguity represents the space of alterity, a spectrum of potentialities that can emerge 

from changing the angle of perception.  

A German-English snow scene exemplifies such a space pregnant with meaning. In this 

scene, ambiguity emerges from the mixing of tongues into a translingual form. Composed in 

German with two English blind quotes, the scene shows the narrator looking at snow in a dark 

December sky over a lifeless London. He reflects on snow in his native German Alps and his 

childhood wish, “daß alles zuschneien möge, das ganze Dorf und das Tal bis zu den obersten 

Höhen hinauf”436 (58). Snowflakes remind him of the following line from one of his favorite 

poems: “And so I long for snow to sweep across the low heights of London” (58). He imagines 

London disappearing under snow and quotes again in English, “London a lichen mapped on mild 

clays and its rough circle without purpose” (59).  

The snow scene illustrates ambiguity on a visual, linguistic, and literary level. Haziness is 

manifest in the misty sky, in the snow shower, and in the vanishing city. In this section, similar 

obscurity occurs in the language boundaries: English parts blend with the surrounding German 

text, and a reader may find the boundaries hard to distinguish because they lack italics and 

different formatting. Those English insertions may obscure the meaning of the scene for non-

English speakers. Likewise, the intertextual references are concealed because Sebald marks the 

                                                 
436 “for everything to be snowed over, the whole village and the valley all the way to the mountain peaks” (37). 
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English quotes with ellipsis points rather than quotation marks, thereby suggesting that the poem 

is fictitious. 

 In the snow scene, London stands for language in a dismal state.437 The narrator notes 

that every visit to London elicits in him “eine Art dumpfer Verzweiflung”438 (56). Even though 

the city always looks the same, and he knows it well, he describes it as “fremd und 

unheimlich”439 (57). The city’s pale and lifeless panorama exudes a similar sense of gloom. The 

mauve brick buildings emanate blandness (58). Lifelessness is evident in the narrator’s remark 

that the city resembles “[einen] riesigen steinernen Auswuchs”440 (59). The network of streets 

and train tracks shows no bustling life but, instead, reminds him of “ein unterirdisches 

Kolumbarium”441 (57-58). This lack of vigor is reinforced through a rigidity suggested by the 

image of “die häßlichen Rückseiten der Reihenhäuser”442 and through a sense of flatness 

projected by “die flache, fast baumlose Landschaft”443 (57, 56). This dull and rigidly structured 

urban landscape symbolizes language: Like the city, language lacks color, vitality, and 

flexibility. In short, language and the city are analogously insipid and rigid. Considering that this 

image of language precedes the sections about the Nazi style, the London metaphor seems to 

function as a frame and introduction to Sebald’s literary history of German. In other words, 

London symbolizes the miserable state of German, with the following sections depicting the 

factors that have caused its deterioration. Nazi Deutsch appears to be one such a factor. 

                                                 
437 The language-city analogy is most explicit in the protagonist’s comparison of his language loss to being unable to 

find his way through the city. “Wenn man die Sprache ansehen kann als eine alte Stadt,” he says, “so glich ich selbst 

einem Menschen, der sich . . . in dieser Agglomeration nicht mehr zurechtfindet” (183). 
438 “a kind of dull despair” (36). 
439 “alien and incomprehensible” (36). 
440 “[a] huge outcropping of stone” (37). Gloom also emanates from “das Gräberfeld von Manor Park” (56-57). 
441 “an underground columbarium” (36). 
442 “the ugly backs of the terraced houses” (36). 
443 “the flat, almost treeless landscape” (36). 
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The London metaphor must be contextualized within Sebald’s remarks on German. 

Sebald maintained that contemporary German was decaying. “The contemporary language is 

usually hideous,” Sebald said and added, “but in German it’s especially nauseating.”444 His 

example of decay was the word “das Handy” meaning a “mobile phone.”445 This example 

suggests an aversion to technological vocabulary and not to English borrowings and matches 

Sebald’s dislike of technology.446 To his ears, modern German sounded “ganz furchtbar.”447 He 

argued that contemporary German was undergoing a process of flattening and losing depth. To 

use his words, “Es wird ja alles eingeebnet.”448 Sebald revealed that his phobia (Phobie) of 

modern German was a byproduct of his estrangement (Entfremdung) from German, due to 

having lived and worked for many years in a predominantly English-speaking environment.449 

The landscape of London harmonizes with Sebald’s conviction that German keeps 

declining and becoming rigid and flat. The flat urban panorama exudes inflexibility and 

monotony, supporting the narrator’s impression that the city always looks the same. The 

regularly arranged houses evoke rigidity and a lack of variation. Like Sebald, the narrator feels 

estranged from his language. The ugly row houses echo Sebald’s distaste for technological 

vocabulary in modern German. Sebald does not suggest that contemporary German is dogmatic 

like Nazi Deutsch. However, he perceives contemporary German, like Nazi Deutsch, as too rigid, 

monotonous, and inflexible. Like Adorno, Sebald seeks to revitalize German through linguistic 

hybridity and semantic complexity.  

                                                 
444 See Lubow 166. 
445 See Lubow 166. 
446 See Lubow 166. 
447 “quite horribly.” See Kospach 123.  
448 “Everything is being leveled.” See Hintermeier 22. 
449 See Hintermeier 22. 



 196 

 Indeed, the snow scene expresses the narrator’s longing for change. His desire surfaces 

in his reflection on his childhood habit of envisioning the world’s return to life from underneath 

the melting ice. He would imagine, “wie es wäre, wenn wir im Frühjahr wieder auftauten und 

hervorkämen aus dem Eis”450 (58). In this passage, the melting ice signals spring and the rebirth 

of life. This expectation of spring conveys the narrator’s hope for a linguistic “spring” rather than 

advocating haziness as a way of hiding blemishes in language. 

The melting ice illustrates transformation as high entropy. In physics, entropy measures 

randomness or disorder within a system. Low entropy indicates slow progress. By contrast, high 

entropy signifies advancement at a swift pace and is referred to as disorder or complexity, 

namely a great number of ways in which one could organize a system. High entropy results from 

transforming or merging systems into a more advanced one. The melting ice represents a case of 

high entropy: As ice crystals melt, they become mobile and thus capable of forming more 

configurations than in the solid state, where bonds between molecules were more fixed and space 

restricted. This example indicates that a liquid state is more conducive to new arrangements than 

the solid state. The melting ice is an analogy for the dissolution of language boundaries. Hence, 

the narrator’s wish for spring can be construed as his hope for more flexibility in language.  

The transformative power of snow is celebrated in Stephen Watts’s poem “Fragment” 

from which Sebald quotes. The poem praises snow for changing the image of reality. The lyrical 

I-subject explains her longing for snow in the following way: “I remember the lucid air’s 

changing sky / and I remember the grey-black wall with / every colour imminent in a coming 

white / . . . and I remember the blue snow hummocks / the mountains of miles off in snowlight” 

(17). In this quote, snow brightens up reality; the air clears up. A snow-covered wall shines in the 

                                                 
450 “what it would be like when we thawed out and emerged from the ice in spring” (37). 
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sunlight. This positive tone resounds in the poem’s conclusion, “And I think – we need such a 

change / my city and I, that may be conjured in / us that dream birth of compassion with / reason 

& energy merged in slow dance” (17). Here, the speaking subject reaffirms that snow causes a 

much-needed change, thus underscoring the transformative quality of snow.451  

A similar transformation occurs in the snow scene. The mix of German with English 

transforms the text into a translingual high-entropic hybrid form that transcends genre boundaries 

and borders between national literatures. This complexity would not transpire without English 

injections or if they were translated into German. In essence, translingualism endows the scene 

with linguistic and literary complexity, changing the text from a reflection on winter weather into 

a wish for linguistic and literary hybridity. This transformation would not occur without the 

English blind quotes. 

It is now evident that Sebald and Adorno argue for semantic complexity. As discussed in 

Chapter Two and Chapter Three, Adorno frequently uses French, Latin, and Greek Fremdwörter 

(borrowings recognizable to native speakers as foreign) to amplify, evoke, and pluralize meaning 

in his texts. He insists on increasing the visibility of foreign traces in German and occasionally 

inserts short English language passages into his works to juxtapose ideas. By contrast, Sebald 

profusely employs French, English, Welsh, Czech, and Dutch language passages and quotes 

from English and French literature. Unlike Adorno, Sebald intensifies the heteroglossic 

(multivoiced) and complex character of his works by using German and English blind quotes, 

concealing their intertextual dimension, and making them visually less perceptible in his texts. 

Both writers endorse semantic density and linguistic hybridity rather than rigid conventions.  

                                                 
451 Conceptual resemblances between Hofmannsthal, Sebald, and Watts are created by references to stone and moss. 

Hofmannsthal mentions a moss-covered stone. Sebald compares London to a stony outgrowth. Watts describes 

London as lichen. 
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For Sebald, ambiguity works against conceptual rigidity. Sebald portrays ambiguity as an 

artistic technique of dissolving boundaries between things. As Austerlitz narrates, Alphonso, 

who was the great uncle of the protagonist’s English school friend, had applied this technique in 

his paintings.452 Alphonso’s aquarelles did not replicate natural sceneries but showed their 

outlines, “eigentlich nur Andeutungen von Bildern, hier ein Felsenhang, da eine Böschung, eine 

Kumuluswolke—mehr nicht, nahezu farblose Fragmente”453 (134). Clearly, Alphonso painted 

surroundings in sketchy strokes instead of precise snapshots. He employed a blurred perspective. 

When painting, he would wear spectacles that contained a thin layer of gray silk instead of glass 

lenses. His peculiar silk-lens would cause an impression that “die Farben verblaßten und das 

Gewicht der Welt einem vor den Augen zerging”454 (132). That is, the silk layer made objects 

seem lighter and faded. Like the snow shower in the previous example, the silk-lens would 

smudge shapes of objects.  

To understand why the painter relies on ambiguity and a distorted perspective, one needs 

to contextualize them within Sebald’s notion of literary lightweight. In Sebald’s view, literature 

serves to reduce the heaviness of phenomena. He clarifies, “Das ist mein schriftstellerischer 

Ehrgeiz: die schweren Dinge so zu schreiben, daß sie ihr Gewicht verlieren. Ich glaube, daß nur 

durch Leichtigkeit Dinge vermittelbar sind.”455Sebald indicates here that his goal is to write in a 

way that would make his themes less daunting than they are and thus more digestible to readers. 

This is not to say that literature is allowed to relativize or belittle topics. Rather, Sebald implies 

                                                 
452 The painter is a figure for a writer. In a different section, Sebald uses the painter-writer analogy when he 

describes an artist who only paints variations of the letter “A” (43-44). The artist conveys his reflections on language 

through his paintings. 
453 “barely sketches of pictures—here a rocky slope, there a small bosky thicket or a cumulus cloud—fragments, 

almost without color” (88). 
454 “[the] colors [muted] and the weight of the world dissolved before your eyes” (88). 
455 “This is my writerly ambition: to write about the heavy things so that they lose their weight. I believe that things 

are communicable only through lightweight.” See Siedenberg 124. 
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that literature ought to tackle taboos in a manner that would reduce public discomfort and stir up 

discussion. With this objective, Sebald follows the lead of Italian writer Italo Calvino, who 

defines the aim of literature as overcoming gravity by making things seem weightless 

(Hutchinson, W.G. Sebald 147). As literary scholar Ben Hutchinson demonstrates, Sebald’s 

literary strategies for evoking lightweight include motifs of levitation and lifting off the ground 

(147-65).456 Ambiguity belongs to the same repertoire of tools: Alphonso makes his objects seem 

lighter by smudging their edges.  

Similarly, Sebald evokes lightweight typographically when he refrains from “weighing 

down” foreign languages with italics or quotation marks. In this way, he creates a visual sense of 

flow, in which French, English, Welsh, Czech, and Dutch sections seem inconspicuous and 

“weightless.” Since those insertions follow the thematic trajectory of the German matrix, they 

maintain its cohesion. Quotation marks only appear around biblical quotes and foreign language 

parts that convey the protagonist’s emotional distance. Italicization marks foreign language 

passages that colorize the background. They include technical terminology, titles, such as the 

Dutch title Eendracht maakt macht (Unity makes strength), and geographical locations, like the 

Salle des Pas Perdus (“the hall of lost footsteps”) in the railway station in Antwerp, Belgium.457 

The lack of paragraphs and chapters reinforces the impression of flow. 

Sebald’s deliberate deviations from standard German also evoke lightweight. For 

instance, Sebald “ages” his language with archaic vocabulary and old spelling. When describing 

London, he uses the old-fashioned word “Kolumbarium” (“columbarium”) instead of its modern 

                                                 
456 On Sebald’s notion of lightweight as a moment of forgetting, see Hutchinson, W.G. Sebald 151-52. For 

correspondences between Sebald’s motif of levitation and Walter Benjamin’s idea of “Jetztzeiten,” see Hutchinson, 

W.G. Sebald 164. 
457 In the novel’s manuscript, Sebald underlines foreign language titles but uses no special formatting for foreign 

geographical locations and conversations in a foreign language. See the manuscript of Austerlitz. 
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equivalent “Urnenhalle” (“columbarium”) (57). He spells the word “Telephonbuch” (“telephone 

book”) in the old fashion instead of the new spelling “Telefonbuch” (54). For this reason, 

Sebald’s Kunstsprache has been characterized as a “classical German”458 and “Diktion im 

Gehrock.”459 Sebald often intentionally violates German word order in present perfect tense by 

not putting participles at the end of a sentence. For example, the narrator states that “die mir bis 

ins einzelne vertrauten Figuren und Landschaften hatten sich aufgelöst . . . in eine bedrohliche 

schwarze Schraffur”460 (55). In the quote, the participle “aufgelöst” should appear after the word 

“Schraffur.” 

Likewise, Sebald often intentionally abuses the end-position-requirement for verbs in 

subordinate clauses, like dass-clauses, wenn-clauses, während-clauses, and relative clauses. For 

example, the narrator reflects, “wie es wäre, wenn wir im Frühjahr wieder auftauten und 

hervorkämen aus dem Eis. Und während ich . . . mich erinnerte an den Schnee auf den Alpen, . . 

. da gingen durch meinen Kopf die Anfangszeilen eines meiner liebsten Gedichte”461 (58, my 

emphasis). In the wenn-clause, the verb “hervorkämen” should occur after the word “Eis.” In the 

während-sentence, the verb “erinnerte” should appear after “den Alpen.” Sebald deliberately 

misplaces pronouns. For example, the narrator says that one of his reminiscences had to do with 

“der Falschheit des schönen Scheins. . ., und daß ich darum mich ängstigte . . ., zugleich aber 

erfüllt war . . . von einer Vision der Erlösung, in der ich mich . . . in einem Garten sitzen sah”462 

(56, my emphasis). Here, the first instance of “mich” is a reflexive pronoun and should occur 

                                                 
458 See Jaggi, “St. Jerome Lecture 2001” 9.  
459 “a frock-coat style.” See Zucchi 842. 
460 “the figures and landscapes familiar to me in every detail having resolved . . . into a black and menacing cross-

hatching” (35). 
461 “what it would be like when we thawed out and emerged from the ice in spring. And as I stood in the waiting 

room remembering the snow of the Alps, . . . the opening lines of one of my favorite poems came into my mind” 

(37). 
462 “the deceptiveness of that star-like, beautiful gleam . . ., an idea which filled me with concern . . . and at the same 

time . . . with a vision of release, in which I saw myself . . . sitting . . . in a garden” (35-36). 
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before “darum.” Given that the next “mich” (personal pronoun) is used correctly, right after the 

subject “ich,” Sebald’s play with the position of pronouns is intentional. Those deviations serve 

to endow his prose with a lyrical sound and rhythm (Zucchi 845). 

Furthermore, Sebald plays with prepositions and subjunctive mode. He employs the 

preposition “vor” (“before”) in the temporal sense instead of the conjunction “bevor” (“before”). 

A case in point is the narrator’s comment that, in the past, opera singers would use an eye-

enhancing liquid “vor [sic] sie sich auf der Bühne produzierten”463 (55). Equally hazy is Sebald’s 

distinction between subjunctive forms Konjunktiv I (used in reported speech) and Konjunktiv II 

(used for conjectures). The narrator states that he felt “als sähe ich am Rand des Gesichtsfeldes 

mit unverminderten Deutlichkeit . . . [und], als sei auch linksseitig eine gewisse Beeinträchtigung 

des Blicks eingetreten”464 (55, my emphasis). The first subjunctive form “sähe” is used correctly 

to denote speculation. The second sentence is also a conjecture but employs the subjunctive form 

(“sei eingetreten”) that is used for reported speech. Thanks to those deliberate divergences from 

German grammar, Sebald’s language seems less schematic. 

Sebald’s preference for ambiguity contrasts with the Nazi style of dogmatic accuracy. In 

Sebald’s novel, Nazi Deutsch misleads by precision. Sebald uses ambiguity to transform 

language and increase its multivalence and complexity. Moreover, ambiguity has a positive 

meaning because it serves to evoke lightweight, to which Sebald ascribes a beatific quality.465 In 

this sense, ambiguity is for him a happy linguistic phenomenon. 

Sebald’s translingual writing mixes German with other tongues into a hybrid, multivalent 

form. To blur boundaries within German, Sebald employs dialectal expressions and deviates 

                                                 
463 “before they went on stage” (35). 
464 “as if I could see as clearly as ever on the edge of my field of vision . . . [, and] I thought that I had suffered some 

impairment on the left as well” (35). 
465 See Silverblatt 86. 
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from German grammar. He directs his literary translingualism and grammatical deviations 

against his literary image of Nazi Deutsch. 

Flexibility and Tide Pools 

The goal of Sebald’s translingual aesthetics is a creation of beauty. Sebald associates 

beauty with flexibility and marginal phenomena. Beauty, he comments, using Alphonso’s voice, 

either has disappeared from the face of the earth or exists in marginal places. Alphonso argues, 

“daß die schönsten Farben zum größten Teil schon verschwunden oder nur dort noch zu finden 

seien, wo sie keiner sehe”466 (134). Here, he intimates that beauty resides in peripheries that 

people tend to overlook. For him, a tide pool is one such beautiful place. He stresses that the 

most beautiful colors exist “in den submarinen Gärten klaftertief unter der Oberfläche des 

Meers”467 (134). In his view, those submarine spaces epitomize beauty. Alphonso’s comments 

on beauty correspond to Sebald’s aesthetic ideal of miniature worlds. Sebald elucidates his ideal 

in the following way: “This notion of something that is small and self-contained is for me both 

an aesthetic and moral ideal.”468 Rock pools match Sebald’s ideal to the extent that they are 

small and self-contained. They form within crevices and gaps on rocky shores due to rise and fall 

of tidal flows. Hence, the image of rock pools squares with Sebald’s aesthetic ideal. 

Sebald’s preference for little worlds results from his dislike of gigantism. He explains, “I 

don’t like large-scale things, not in architecture or evolutionary leaps. I think it’s an 

aberration.”469 His skepticism toward grand phenomena derives from his view that 

monumentalism often implies delusions of grandeur (Hutchinson, W.G. Sebald 158). Another 

inspiration for Sebald comes from Rober Walser’s narrative strategy of miniaturization and 

                                                 
466 “that many of the loveliest colors had already disappeared, or existed only where no one saw them” (88). 
467 “in the submarine gardens fathoms deep below the surface of the sea” (88). 
468 See Lubow 168. 
469 See Lubow 168. 
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abbreviation. Sebald admired Walser’s small narrative forms and decorative style.470 Like 

Walser, Sebald perceived small worlds as happy places (Hutchinson, W.G. Sebald 160). In light 

of Walser’s influence on Sebald, tide pools can be said to convey both Sebald’s aversion to 

gigantism and his association of happiness with peripheries.  

The crucial feature of tide pools is their vivacity. As Alphonso observes, rock pools 

contain the most vibrant colors, including “spangrün, scharlach, rauschrot, schwefliggelb, und 

samtschwarz”471 (134). Those sassy hues differ vastly from Alphonso’s pale watercolors, the 

watery scenery in the garden, and gray London. This tremendous difference in color saturation 

shows that, in the novel, beauty is associated with vivacity and embodied by rock pools. They 

stand out because the narrative is permeated with grayness and no other section displays a 

similar degree of vivaciousness. Evidently, vivacity forms the book’s aesthetic ideal while the 

technique of blurring boundaries represents a stepping-stone toward vivacity. One blurs 

boundaries to mix ideas and generate new potentials. From this perspective, the narrator’s desire 

for flexibility, which he expressed in the snow scene, turns out to be longing for aesthetic beauty. 

Rock pools distinguish themselves in the book with their vitality and dynamism. They are 

teeming with “ihr wunderbar schillerndes Leben”472 (134). Unlike other places in the novel, tide 

pools are vigorous, robust, and energetic. Their vitality contrasts with the image of lifeless 

London. Their dynamism exceeds the energy of snow in the snow scene. Snow embodies the 

energy that slows down the world. The melting ice symbolizes the energy that gradually 

mobilizes the world and restores it back to life. Tide pools, by contrast, signify the fullness of life 

and maximum energy, revealing Sebald’s endorsement of flexibility in aesthetics. In attributing 

                                                 
470 See “Le promeneur solitaire” 142. 
471 “emerald, scarlet and rosy red, sulfur yellow, velvety black” (90). 
472 “their wonderfully iridescent life” (90). 
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dynamism to liquid realms, Sebald suggests that flexibility is invigorating and conveys his desire 

for linguistic and literary hybridity. 

Scholars often characterize Sebald’s texts as rhizomatic.473 As Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari explain, a rhizome is a root that has no pivot and extends “in all directions to concretion 

into bulbs and tubers” (7). As a method of interpretation, a rhizome combines random elements 

from unrelated disciplines into a chain, without one central principle. Deleuze and Guattari 

clarify, “A rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, 

interbeing. . . . The fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction “and…and…and…” (25). As the 

passage indicates, a rhizome resembles an enumeration of unrelated examples because it 

synthesizes them into one chain without any hierarchical or causal relations.  

The garden scene, the snow scene, and the image of tide pools do not form a rhizome. 

The logic of resemblance connects those examples. They revolve around the idea of water and a 

garden. The narrator imagines himself in a garden. Tide pools are described as submarine 

gardens. The snow scene lacks a reference to a garden. Water takes the form of snow, ice, and 

tide pools. Water is implied in the garden scene because it imitates Hofmannsthal’s description 

of a beetle swimming in a watering cane. Given that those examples center on the same idea of 

ambiguity and flexibility, they resemble Walter Benjamin’s constellations. For Benjamin, 

writing in constellations means writing that refracts a central idea from multiple perspectives 

without stating it directly, so that its meaning emerges eventually from all its refractions.474 In 

other words, constellations revolve around a central motif and show relations between its 

elements.  

                                                 
473 See Öhlschläger 171.  
474 See “Erkenntnistheoretische Vorrede” 73. 
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Sebald’s proximity to Adorno is now clearly apparent: Both writers follow Benjamin’s 

model of constellations. In his Negative Dialektik, Adorno clarifies his understanding of a 

constellation, “Wo sie [Sprache] wesentlich als Sprache auftritt, Darstellung wird, definiert sie 

nicht ihre Begriffe. Ihre Objektivität verschafft sie ihnen durch das Verhältnis, in das sie die 

Begriffe, zentriert um eine Sache, setzt. . . . Indem die Begriffe um die zu erkennende Sache sich 

versammeln, bestimmen sie potentiell deren Inneres”475 (164-65). Here, he stresses that 

constellations convey their central idea indirectly by portraying relations between its 

components. The meaning of the constellation transpires from those relations.  

In his Minima Moralia, Adorno emphasizes the concentric form of constellations. He 

explains:  

Anständig gearbeitete Texte sind wie Spinnweben: dicht, konzentrisch, 

transparent, wohlgefügt, und befestigt. . . . Die Stichhaltigkeit einer Konzeption 

läßt danach sich beurteilen, ob sie die Zitate herbeizitiert. Wo der Gedanke eine 

Zelle der Wirklichkeit aufgeschlossen hat, muß er . . . in die nächste Kammer 

dringen. Er bewährt seine Beziehung zum Objekt, sobald andere Objekte sich 

ankristallisieren. 476 (97)  

Here, Adorno underlines that constellations have one center and are densely woven. Adorno and 

Sebald follow this pattern when they organize words around one chief theme and create copious 

                                                 
475 “Where it [language] appears essentially as a language, where it becomes a form of representation, it will not 

define its concepts. It lends objectivity to them by the relation into which it puts the concepts, centered about the 

thing. . . . By gathering around the object of cognition, the concepts potentially determine the object’s interior” 

(162). 
476 “Properly written texts are like spiders’ webs: tight, concentric, transparent, well-spun and firm. . . . The 

soundness of a conception can be judged by whether it causes one quotation to summon another. Where thought has 

opened up one cell of reality, it should . . . penetrate the next. It proves its relation to the object as soon as other 

objects crystalize around it” (87). 
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connections between those words. Sebald’s constellations are, however, more protracted than 

Adorno’s because he uses longer literary genres while Adorno prefers fragmentary forms.  

Sebald’s criticism of the human destruction of nature underlies his description of tide 

pools. Commenting on the deforestation of Earth, Sebald cautions that “in one sense, organic 

nature is going to vanish” because it “is being replaced through the agency of the psychozootic 

power . . ., e.g., us—it’s being replaced by something else, by chemistry, dust, and stones.”477 In 

this passage, Sebald warns that nature has become increasingly destroyed in the name of 

progress. To bring this ecological issue to the fore in literature, Sebald often portrays virgin 

nature, such as arctic regions, as an ideal of beauty.478 Rock pools belong to this paradigm of 

beauty because they exemplify natural and vibrant places that technology has not yet touched. 

Sebald’s reflections on the human exploitation of nature accord with Adorno’s remarks 

on the human conflict with nature. In their Dialektik der Aufklärung, Max Horkheimer and 

Adorno exemplify this issue using Odysseus as an embodiment and a prototype of “das Prinzip 

der kapitalistischen Wirtschaft”479 (80). Like capitalists, Odysseus calculates risks and tricks 

natural and supernatural forces for the sake of self-preservation. He adapts to the natural 

environment to deceive supernatural creatures. He avoids magical plants and outwits the sirens, 

the Cyclops, and the witches. Odysseus masters nature but becomes alienated from it. Adorno 

and Horkheimer use Odysseus to criticize the domination of nature through capitalism and 

industry. They argue for more consideration of the human dependence on nature. Like Adorno 

and Horkheimer, Sebald maintains that technology exacerbates human distance from nature, 

bringing people out of touch with the natural world. 480 

                                                 
477 See Cuomo 102-03 
478 For Sebald’s two models of nature (a utopian ideal and a destructive force), see Johannsen 78. 
479 “the principle of the capitalist economy” (48). 
480 On Sebald’s relation to Adorno, see also Sheppard 100 and 117. 
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For Adorno and Horkheimer, nature is expressive because it is the location of mana, the 

preanimistic spirit of unity between people and nature. The writers elaborate on mana, “Primär, 

undifferenziert ist es alles Unbekannte, Fremde; das was den Erfahrungsumkreis transzendiert, 

was an den Dingen mehr ist als ihr vorweg bekanntes Dasein”481 (31). In this quote, mana 

appears as a form of transcendence. The writers underscore that mana belongs to prehistoric 

times: 

Mana, der bewegende Geist, ist keine Projektion, sondern das Echo der realen 

Übermacht der Natur in den schwachen Seelen der Wilden. Die Spaltung von 

Belebtem und Unbelebtem . . . entspringt erst aus diesem Präanimismus. . . . 

Wenn der Baum nicht mehr bloß als Baum sondern als Zeugnis für ein anderes, 

als Sitz des Mana angesprochen wird, drückt die Sprache den Widerspruch aus, 

daß nämlich etwas es selber und zugleich etwas anderes als es selber sei, identisch 

und nicht identisch.482 (31) 

In this passage, Adorno and Horkheimer highlight that mana denotes the prehistoric unity of 

people with nature. Mana had disappeared when human rationality developed and distinguished 

a word from a sign, an object from a subject. The authors view nature as expressive because it is 

the remnant of mana. Like Adorno and Horkheimer, Sebald regards nature as expressive and 

evocative. However, he ascribes to nature beauty rather than mana. The idea of mana remains 

absent from his reflections on nature, which focus on ecological aspects.  

                                                 
481 “Primal and undifferentiated, it is everything unknown and alien; it is that which transcends the bounds of 

experience, the part of things which is more than their immediately perceived existence” (10). 
482 “[Mana], the moving spirit, is not a projection but the echo of the real preponderance of nature in the weak 

psyches of primitive people. The split between animate and inanimate . . . arises from this preanimism. . . . If the tree 

is addressed no longer as simply a tree but as evidence of something else, a location of mana, language expresses the 

contradiction that it is at the same time itself and something other than itself, identical and nonidentical” (10-11). 
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Benjamin’s historical pessimism holds equal relevance to Sebald’s criticism of the human 

destruction of nature. In the ninth thesis of his “Über den Begriff der Geschichte,” Benjamin 

illustrates his idea of historical pessimism through the figure of an Angel of History. He 

describes progress as the wind that blows from paradise towards the future and causes 

devastation. Unable to resist the wind, the Angel of History is forcibly pushed by it towards the 

future and sees the debris that the wind creates. Sebald does not endorse Benjamin’s historical 

pessimism. On the one hand, Benjamin’s pessimism about progress resounds in the painter’s 

belief that beauty either has disappeared from the world or endures solely in peripheries. On the 

other hand, tide pools incarnate beauty that exists despite progress. Unlike the passive angel in 

Benjamin’s thesis, submarine gardens brim with life and energy and are continually revitalized 

by tidal flows. Consequently, Sebald’s description of tide pools conveys less pessimism about 

human progress than an appeal to protect and preserve virgin nature. 

Sebald’s aesthetic ideal of beauty accentuates small worlds and flexibility. Flexibility 

functions in his novel as an energizing force. Sebald’s technique of mixing and blurring language 

boundaries serves to create flexible forms in language and aesthetics. 

Conclusion 

Sebald’s translingual aesthetics is antithetical to the Nazi style of grandiosity and 

misdirection (illusory precision). He portrays the Nazi style as invoking grand ideas and 

misleading by precision. To oppose Nazi Deutsch, Sebald uses translingual writing exemplified 

in the German-English snow scene, in which languages, genres, and national canons mix into a 

hybrid form. This translingual paradigm aims at achieving linguistic and literary hybridity 

depicted in the image of tide pools as an aesthetic ideal. Sebald’s translingual writing 

counterbalances the Nazi style of grandiosity and misdirection (illusory precision) and envisions 
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literature as a transnational realm for creating meaning and value by transcending linguistic and 

literary borders.  

Sebald’s literary translingualism has several implications. To begin with, his translingual 

model extends Bakhtin’s description of novels as heteroglossic, that is, speaking in varieties of 

one national language. Next, Sebald’s practice of mixing languages endows his text with a 

complexity and multivalence that monolingual works cannot reproduce. His translingual 

paradigm presents the dissolution of language boundaries as conducive to vitality and beauty in 

language and aesthetics, thereby suggesting that transcending boundaries creates conditions for 

novelty and alterity (otherness). In positing flexibility as the principle of growth, Sebald argues 

against conceptual rigidity and underscores that progress occurs by surpassing, altering, and 

defying standards, which in turn indicates that no linguistic or literary norms have absolute 

value. By deliberately mixing tongues and deviating from German grammar, Sebald celebrates 

ambiguity as a way of pluralizing meaning. 

Most crucially, Sebald’s translingual writing promotes literature as a transnational 

domain in which the disappearance of linguistic and literary borders helps generate ideas. This 

notion of literature as a territory beyond national frontiers detaches literary works from service to 

national interests. Without denying literature a political function or an impact on national 

identity, Sebald suggests that literature has no obligation to portray national uniqueness. On the 

contrary, Sebald indicates that literature is especially fruitful when it strives for transnational 

approaches. Translingual literature lifts national borders and welcomes linguistic diversity to 

yield ideas that might be foreclosed in monolingual perspectives. 

Sebald’s translingual model differs from Adorno’s aesthetics discussed in Chapter Two 

and Chapter Three. Adorno focuses on exposing the ideology and historical roots of Nazi 
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Deutsch. He uncovers linguistic myths appropriated by the Nazis and pluralizes meaning in his 

works by using Fremdwörter (foreign borrowings) much more frequently than foreign language 

passages. Thus, his aesthetics favors foreign borrowings over foreign language injections.  

Sebald’s literary portrayal of Nazi Deutsch exposes, ridicules, and condemns its pompous 

and misleading (illusorily precise) character. As a literary alternative, Sebald develops a 

translingual style that seeks linguistic and literary complexity and hybridity. In creating such 

linguistic and literary bridges within his text, Sebald underscores transnational connectedness 

rather than separateness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 211 

Conclusion 

This dissertation has demonstrated how Theodor Adorno and W.G. Sebald defy the 

German Romantic monolingual paradigm of national identity that emerged in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries, celebrated the mother tongue as a quasi-sacred foundation of a 

nation, and discouraged multilingualism. Though misappropriated, radicalized, and racialized by 

the Nazis, this paradigm was omitted in postwar discussions over German national identity and 

in scholarly examinations of Nazi Deutsch that have focused on Nazi terminology. Adorno and 

Sebald reevaluate the German Romantic model through their reflections on the Nazi perversion 

of language. Adorno dedicates himself to exposing the toxic Nazi ideology, refuting the myth of 

linguistic purity, and fostering tolerance of Fremdwörter (foreign borrowings) and foreign 

languages in German. Decades after Adorno, Sebald portrays the Nazi style of grandiosity and 

misdirection (illusory precision) as a haunting Nazi legacy and advocates translingualism—the 

mixing of languages—rather than linguistic isolation.  

An essential literary contribution of this dissertation consists in tracing a trajectory of the 

concept of the mother tongue from its sacralization in German Romanticism to its secularization 

in postwar German literature. To awaken the German national spirit, German Romantic writers 

sacralized the idea of the native language by ascribing to it religious and moral qualities. The 

German Romantics utilized the idea of the mother tongue to promote German linguistic and 

cultural identity (Herder) and political unity (Fichte). This paradigm emphasized loyalty to the 

mother tongue and the need to shield its purity from foreign languages. 

Adorno and Sebald secularize the notion of the mother tongue, rehabilitate foreign 

languages, and argue against attributing religious or moral qualities to language. For both 

writers, language serves to create moral or religious values instead of embodying them. Adorno 



 212 

upholds the relevance of language to national identity and insists on the need to cultivate German 

in postwar literature. Contrary to the German Romantics, Adorno warns against linguistic 

nationalism, the idolization of language for nationalistic purposes, while he debunks and 

condemns the idea of linguistic purity. He propagates a philosophical and an aesthetic framework 

with one national tongue open to foreign languages. Sebald moves away from the national 

perspective and favors a transnational position while maintaining the importance of language to 

national identity. In contrast to the German Romantic notion of monolingual literature, Sebald 

mixes German with other tongues and presents translingualism as a source of enrichment, 

complexity, and multivalence. While the German Romantics describe literature as expressing 

national goals and uniqueness, Sebald argues for translingual literature that seeks transnational 

perspectives rather than serving national interests.  

In Chapter One, the analysis of Herder and Fichte has revealed that they sacralized the 

concept of the mother tongue to further German Romantic nationalism. Herder portrayed loyalty 

to the native language as a moral imperative and described writing in a foreign tongue as sinful 

and aesthetically mediocre. Fichte sacralized German by ascribing to it a living character 

(proximity to the divine source of life), honesty, virtue, and an ennobling effect on other cultures. 

Both Herder and Fichte called for insulating German from foreign influences: Herder depicted 

foreign languages as destabilizing the nation and unsuitable for aesthetics while Fichte portrayed 

foreign tongues as corrupt, dangerous, and detrimental to the pure and living core of German. 

This attribution of ethical and religious qualities to the native language produced an image of a 

quasi-sacred mother tongue hostile to multilingualism. 

This chapter has exposed how the ascription of religious and ethical values to the mother 

tongue surrounds it with the nimbus of sacredness and produces a similar halo around the idea of 
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linguistic purity, thus delegitimizing multilingualism and endorsing linguistic isolation. An 

equally essential contribution of this analysis stems from its revelation that the portrayal of 

writing in a foreign language as sinful spreads prejudice against multilingualism. Another 

relevant contribution of this chapter is its demonstration that when one ascribes the living 

character (the divine proximity) to a language, one creates a rigid hierarchy of tongues and 

renders other languages inferior. 

Chapter Two has demonstrated that Adorno challenges the German Romantic paradigm 

by repudiating the myth of linguistic purity, rehabilitating foreign languages, and recommending 

the use of Fremdwörter. His praise of Fremdwörter has revealed his rejection of the Nazi anti-

Fremdwort politics and his endorsement of aesthetics with one mother tongue accepting foreign 

elements. The analysis of Adorno’s remarks on the affinity between linguistic purity, racial 

purity, and societal uniformity has exposed how the Nazis instrumentalized the idea of linguistic 

purity to disseminate ethnic prejudice. In Excursus One, Adorno’s work on American fascist 

propaganda in the 1930s has unveiled how fascist propagandists glorified the concept of 

religious homogeneity through positive biblical references while vilifying religious diversity 

through antagonistic biblical tags. Excursus Two has shown how Martin Luther utilized biblical 

imagery to condemn Judaism in the sixteenth century. 

 The key contribution of this chapter consists in debunking the idea of linguistic purity as 

a myth. This section exposes hostility to Fremdwörter as a linguistic form of violence that fuels 

and morphs into other types of violence. An equally valuable contribution of this analysis resides 

in demonstrating how Nazi linguists perpetuated and radicalized the German Romantic project of 

sacralizing the mother tongue. This exploration of Adorno’s use of Fremdwörter adds an 
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ideological dimension to the scholarship on his notion of language and shows how Adorno’s 

texts can help one understand language attitudes. 

A crucial theoretical implication of this chapter is that the idealization of linguistic purity 

frames linguistic diversity as an enemy. In other words, the glorification of purity casts diversity 

as the dangerous other. This section reveals that neither homogeneity nor diversity has an 

intrinsic value; rather, the meanings of those concepts are dynamic and negotiable. The two 

excursuses present religious homogeneity as another form of purity and expose how the use of 

biblical language can propagate religious homogeneity. They also indicate how the German 

right-wing group Pegida (Patriotic Europeans Against the Islamization of the Occident) endorses 

homogeneity through similar religious insults. 

Chapter Three has explicated Adorno’s redemptive writing techniques for pluralizing and 

enhancing meaning in his works. Those devices include open literary forms (configurations), 

defamiliarization (estrangement), critique, contradiction, oxymoron (incongruous words), irony, 

and dissonance (opposing voices). Adorno’s critique of Benjamin’s language mysticism, 

Adorno’s rejection of the German Romantic idea of transcendental music, and his remarks on the 

arbitrary (conventional) nature of words have revealed Adorno’s preference for a secular notion 

of language. The analysis of both Adorno’s inversion of Hegel’s idea of totality and Adorno’s 

writing techniques has demonstrated that his redemptive writing devices create semantic 

opportunities by unsettling conceptualizations and suggesting alternate options. The comparison 

of Adorno’s writing tools to Steiner’s notion of “falsity” (picturing the world otherwise) has 

unveiled that both writers construe difference and semantic possibilities as enrichment and 

opportunity rather than an error. 
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The key contribution of this chapter consists in showing how Adorno pluralizes meaning 

in his texts. In this way, this section enhances the theoretical and philosophical readings of his 

conception of language. By demonstrating how Adorno uses English in his German works, this 

analysis enriches the biographical readings of his English expressions. This chapter casts 

redemption not in the theological sense but as an intellectual activity which fosters progress by 

challenging conceptual patterns. Through analyzing Adorno’s writing techniques, this section 

shows that he imagines a philosophical and an aesthetic space for alterity (otherness) as a process 

of creating semantic vistas. 

In Chapter Four, a literary analysis of the main character in Sebald’s Austerlitz has 

demonstrated that his translingualism, speaking French and Czech, has helped him cure his sense 

of emptiness and spectrality caused by the suppression of his Czech language and his past. 

Austerlitz’s adoptive parents, English educational system, and the protagonist’s evasion 

strategies have repressed his Czech language and his past, causing him to feel hollow, spectral, 

and alienated. Austerlitz’s practice of speaking French and Czech and his reactivation of his 

linguistic memories had a therapeutic effect on him and helped him overcome his sense of 

emptiness, reinvigorate himself, and create a symbolic abode in-between French and Czech 

cultures.  

Austerlitz’s superficial integration into his English homeland has demonstrated that 

cultural integration of a refugee requires forming linguistic, cultural, and emotional bridges 

between the refugee’s heritage and the host country. Austerlitz employed his translingualism to 

create a bridge to his suppressed French-Czech self. His story has shown that cultural education 

might facilitate understanding between cultural and linguistic communities. Austerlitz’s switch 
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to French and Czech allegiances has revealed that the sense of belonging is dynamic and changes 

due to human linguistic, cultural, and emotional associations. 

The essential literary contribution of this chapter resides in rectifying the scholarship that 

reads Austerlitz from the monolingual perspective as a split personality. Austerlitz is not fixated 

on his past but views his past and the future as equally relevant. This chapter demonstrates 

conceptual links between Sebald and Benjamin, Proust, Kafka, and Beckett and shows that 

linguistic memories and translingualism are therapeutic, endow subjects with a sense of identity, 

and enable them to form dynamic linguistic and cultural associations. The analysis of 

Austerlitz’s story reveals that the integration of refugees into a host country requires 

acknowledging their heritage and preserving the culture of the host nation. An essential 

theoretical implication of this chapter is that human identity is neither finished nor fixed but 

continuously evolving through human linguistic practices and actions. In showing how the 

protagonist reinvents himself through speaking French and Czech, this section presents 

translingualism as a fruitful alternative to monolingualism.  

Chapter Five has examined two models of German in Sebald’s Austerlitz: Nazi Deutsch 

and Sebald’s translingual mode that mixes German with other tongues. Nazi Deutsch was 

associated with grandiosity and misdirection (illusory precision), whereas Sebald’s literary 

translingualism functioned to offset Nazi Deutsch. The German-English snow scene has shown 

how Sebald blends languages into a hybrid and multivalent form. His translingual model 

advocates dissolving linguistic and literary boundaries to catalyze complexity and novelty in 

language and literature. His paradigm endorses the notion of literature as a domain beyond 

national interests that transcends linguistic, literary, and national borders to generate 

transnational perspectives. 
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The key literary contribution of this chapter consists in adding an aesthetic dimension to 

the scholarship on multilingualism in Sebald’s novel. This analysis demonstrates that Sebald 

makes his text complex through mixing German with English and reveals conceptual parallels 

between Adorno and Sebald. Another relevant contribution of this segment lies in showing 

Sebald’s endorsement of translingual literature that creates transnational bridges rather than 

emphasizing national uniqueness or serving national interests. This conception of literature 

opposes the German Romantic idea of national literature. The crucial literary implication of this 

analysis is that mixing languages facilitates semantic complexity. Another relevant implication is 

that semantic ambiguity is not impoverishing but enriching and represents the space of alterity. 

In this chapter, conceptual flexibility and semantic ambiguity indicate growth, enhancement, and 

progress.  

Adorno and Sebald: Comparison 

Adorno and Sebald share several similarities. Both writers view Nazi Deutsch as the toxic 

linguistic ballast in German. In his essays, Adorno persistently exposes the Nazi ideology in Nazi 

jargon and its conceptual roots in language purism. In his literary texts, he frequently uses 

Fremdwörter to emphasize internal difference within German and to dispel the myth of linguistic 

purity. Sebald portrays the Nazi jargon in a literary fashion and satirizes, caricatures, and 

condemns the camouflaging effect and the grandiose character of the Nazi style. Adorno and 

Sebald associate a suppression of a language with an emotional sense of spectrality or 

hollowness. In Adorno’s eyes, spectrality is the condition all Germans face due to the Nazi 

perversion of German. For Sebald, spectrality afflicts silenced speakers like Austerlitz, but its 

cure resides in reactivating the suppressed languages. Both writers ascribe liberating and 

edifying powers to multilingualism. In Sebald’s view, knowledge of foreign languages makes 
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people alert to jingoism and enables them to form rich linguistic and cultural networks. For 

Adorno, the awareness of foreign traces within one’s mother tongue protects one from linguistic 

myths and nationalism. 

Adorno and Sebald exhibit a similar penchant for nonschematic methods of presentation. 

Both writers feel discomfort with their respective genres and seek more flexible and hybrid 

forms of presentation. Adorno feels entrapped within the standards of philosophical explication. 

Sebald is dissatisfied with the genre of the novel and literary realism. Both writers adopt 

Benjamin’s method of writing in constellations, presenting an idea from various angles, without 

stating it directly. They favor open and indirect forms of writing. Just as Adorno avoids making 

conclusive statements, Sebald mixes languages and the characters’ voices and deviates from 

German grammar to suggest ideas rather than pinpointing them directly.  

Adorno endorses a philosophical and aesthetic framework with one national language and 

a limited presence of foreign tongues. His emphasis on Fremdwörter and his occasional use of 

foreign language insertions result from his immediate historical context: Adorno seeks to 

uncover Nazi manipulation strategies as a way of educating his compatriots about the Nazi 

linguistic legacy and facilitating Germany’s transition toward democracy. His primary medium is 

philosophical discourse. He composes in the tradition of scholarly writing that uses Fremdwörter 

and resists the German Romantic idea of linguistic purity. Adorno employs Fremdwörter and 

short foreign language sections to emphasize and evoke certain contents and aspects.  

By contrast, Sebald’s primary medium is literature, a genre that has more freedom than 

philosophical discourse. Sebald espouses a transnational perspective and envisions literature as a 

domain for thinking beyond linguistic, literary, and national boundaries. His Kunstsprache 

creates semantic alternatives within German by breaking with its grammar and employing 
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dialectal expressions. His literary translingualism in Austerlitz strives to build bridges between 

German and other languages. Sebald’s foreign language sections are much longer than Adorno’s. 

He employs foreign language injections and blind quotes from foreign literary works to increase 

the intertextual dimension and semantic richness of his texts. His translingual protagonist uses 

languages to design a similar transnational network of associations. Hence, the goal of Sebald’s 

literary translingualism is to create transnational or perhaps global connections.  

Adorno and Sebald point to the difficulty of reflecting on the Nazi linguistic legacy in 

German. Adorno theorizes on ways of transforming German. Sebald imitates Nazi Deutsch and 

opposes it through his literary style. Yet, the line between imitation and satire or caricature is not 

always clear in his text, which generates interpretive ambiguity and may suggest an uncanny 

resemblance between fiction and reality. Sebald’s deliberate deviations from German grammar 

cannot clearly oppose his image of Nazi Deutsch. To oppose it more evidently, he employs 

foreign languages as a more explicit form of linguistic otherness. 

Future Research Directions 

The scholarship on Adorno and Sebald could be advanced in the future through several 

research avenues. First, it would be fruitful to examine if, and to what extent, Sebald’s literary 

translingualism, preference for literary hybridity, and his dislike of conceptual schematism might 

have been influenced by Adorno’s notion of language reification, that is, the shrinking of 

expressive capacities of language. Second, Adorno scholars might connect his use of foreign 

language injections to his theory of language reification. Third, Sebald scholarship could benefit 

from an examination of how photography and translingualism contribute to his genre hybridity. 

Fourth, Sebald’s translingual aesthetics could be juxtaposed with Richard Wagner’s celebration 

of an unchangeable German spirit. 
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This dissertation has shown how the idea of linguistic purity fuels, emboldens, and 

morphs into other forms of purity. For instance, the idea of purity was initially construed in 

linguistic and aesthetic terms and acquired an overtone of sacredness in German Romantic 

nationalism. The Nazis racialized this image of purity to spread ethnic prejudice. Adorno and 

Sebald condemn the ideology of purity and debunk the myth of linguistic purity. This study of 

Adorno and Sebald opposes the appeals to linguistic purity by defending the value of linguistic 

diversity. 

This dissertation has also revealed that cataclysmic events can radicalize language 

attitudes. The Napoleonic wars contributed to the German Romantic idea of the native language. 

The Nazi rise to power triggered a radical sacralization of the concept of the mother tongue. 

Contemporary societies invoke the idea of linguistic purity as a reaction to the inflow of Syrian 

refugees into Europe. Through their reflections on foreign languages, Adorno and Sebald dispel 

the fear of linguistic diversity. 
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