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1- Introduction: Holocaust Fiction, Trauma literature and the Perpetrator 

This essay aims to study the figure of the perpetrator and how trauma can be transmitted 

through several generations in the long short story “Micha” by Rachel Seiffert. This is 

the third and last story in a volume entitled The Dark Room (2001), which deals with 

three different generations that are connected indirectly to Germans who participated in 

the genocide.  In “Micha”, entitled after its protagonist’s name, we observe the third 

generation: Micha is the grandchild of Askan Boell, a Waffen-SS member. Through the 

long short story, Micha will try to discover his grandfather’s dark past. I will first 

contextualize the story within Holocaust fiction and Trauma literature before I focus on 

the transgenerational transmission of trauma and the perpetrator. 

The term Holocaust is used to refer to the genocide of European Jews during the 

Second World War. The atrocious practices by the Nazi regime and its allies took place 

from 1933 until 1945. Jews were forced to live in ghettos, where their sanitary 

conditions were extremely bad, and they were also punished through harsh policies and 

violence. Antisemitism led to the ‘Final Solution’, that is, an organized mass murder of 

Jews. This horrendous period has remained in our minds since then. Such hard times 

cannot be easily —and must not be—forgotten. In literature, as a mirror of what is 

going on in society, we have been aware of the Holocaust from the very start. Survivors 

started to write about it and then, their descendants continued. This recurrent topic gave 

rise to a new kind of fiction: Holocaust fiction.  

This new fiction is linked to trauma literature. When analysing the term ‘trauma’ 

as a psychological condition, it is necessary to go back to the First World War. The 

condition of trauma had acquired military connotations (‘shell shock’) as only active 

people on the war were diagnosed with it. This situation continued until the outbreak of 

the Second World War. It was in this period when traumatic symptoms aroused among 
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civilians due to the atrocious practices that were carried out. The Holocaust drove the 

expansion of trauma in society, not only in the survivors but in the population at large. 

That is, the war’s effects were felt by all citizens and across all areas, including cultural, 

political, and artistic ones. 

According to Freud, a traumatic experience is repeated literally in the form of 

nightmares and flashbacks (Caruth 5). People suffering from this condition often 

hesitate about its veracity. As Cathy Caruth says: “The traumatized, we might say, carry 

an impossible history within them, or they become themselves the symptom of a history 

that they cannot entirely possess”(5). This phenomenon is also linked to the concept 

“collapse of witnessing” coined by Dr Laub. By establishing a relation between history 

and trauma, he argues that the Holocaust is a great instance to explain this concept: 

History was taking place with no witness: it was also the very circumstance of 

being inside the event that made unthinkable the very notion that a witness could 

exist ... The historical imperative to bear witness could essentially not be met 

during the actual occurrence. (qtd. in Caruth 7) 

Thus, this inability to witness the events as they occur provoked a post traumatic 

condition in the survivors of the Second World War who experienced the Holocaust. 

Trauma literature deals with the inability to express such events through words. 

However, narrating those memories helps traumatised people to control the trauma. 

Consequently, this type of literature can be seen as a process of healing. According to 

Dori Laub, trauma is timeless, it has neither a beginning nor an ending (Caruth 69). 

Therefore, by narrating their memories, traumatised people can give shape to the events 

and have some control over them. 

Another aspect to highlight of trauma is its transgenerational transmission. 

Literature uses this experience and tries to provide an explanation of how this 
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phenomenon occurs. Faimberg argues that what actually happens is a “telescoping of 

generations” where it takes three generations to contain those traumatic events or 

feelings (qtd. in Salberg 23). From the first to the second or third generation, the parents 

project the disturbing contents of their minds onto their children. It is important to point 

out that, as we have mentioned before, any trauma takes some time before we are able 

to process it. Thus, time was needed in order to process the trauma of the Holocaust. 

After a period of silence, Bergmann and Jucovy find out the first psychoanalytic 

writings regarding the effects of the Holocaust on its survivors at the beginning of 

1960s and on the second-generation years later (Salberg 28). 

Kestengberg discovered that survivor parents of the Holocaust could transmit 

their trauma to their children (Salberg 28). This has to do with the role of attachment 

within human relationships. Parents and children have this affectionate attachment 

which allows a deep unconscious communication of good feelings such as love or 

affection, but also allows the communication of anxiety or fear. Children have their 

parents as a reference; thus, they observe and notice the emotional presence or absence 

of their caregivers. If absence occurs, the affectionate attachment is damaged, 

consequently transmitting a negative background and provoking a trauma in the long 

term. Laub coined this absence “the empty circle”, which meant that it captured “the 

absence of representation, the rupture of the self, the erasure of memory, and the 

accompanying sense of void that are the core legacy of massive psychic trauma” (qtd. in 

Salberg 29). 

Halasz, whose parents were Holocaust survivors, investigated the procedural 

communications about the trauma story. He affirms that every child must do this in 

order to discover the absence of his/her parents. As a consequence, the child will be able 

to establish that affectionate attachment with them and therefore, overcome the trauma. 
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Through what Hopenwasser termed “disociative attunement”, the parents’ trauma enters 

the child’s mind even before narrative takes place. As a solution, Halasz says: “I have 

learned to confront, by making visible and audible, those invisible and silent barriers 

that now I increasingly respect as the gateway to my becoming mindless in the past” 

(qtd. in Salberg 36). He was a silent child who witnessed many fleeting moments of 

invisible experiences so he wanted validation and to understand it. We must say, then, 

that the non-verbalization of trauma together with the absence of the affectional 

attachments between parents-child, are vehicles to transmit trauma from one generation 

to other.  

Finally, it is important to provide an analysis of the perpetrator figure throughout 

Holocaust fiction. Perpetrators have been left aside in literature from the 1970s until the 

first decade of the twenty-first century. Instead, it is the testimonies of survivors which 

have prevailed over the figure of the perpetrator. Nevertheless, the question of the 

perpetrator has recently raised awareness among contemporary writers. Eric McGlothlin 

defines the “Holocaust perpetrator” as a term that “bears not only particular historical 

connotations that determine how we understand people who were responsible for or 

participated in genocidal violence but also powerful affective resonances that govern 

how we interpret cultural representations of them” (21).  

There is evidence that in the first decade after the Holocaust there was a massive 

absence of autobiographical texts written by perpetrators. In contrast, there was a 

constant growth of survivors’ testimonies. Therefore, the huge difference can be 

interpreted as the necessity of perpetrators to forget what they did in order to avoid 

criminal prosecution; or they may have wanted to keep it as a secret from their friends 

or relatives (McGlothlin 52). This situation has a turning point in the 1960s with the 

Adolf Eichmann trial. As McGlothlin says, the trial “inaugurated a dynamic era of 
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cultural fascination with the mental life of individual perpetrators” (53). A different 

point of view was given to the “Holocaust perpetrator”. The Eichmann trial enabled to 

visualise the role of a particular man within the administration and consequently, his 

attitude towards the horrible activities he participated in. This new understanding 

triggered a “shift from the monster to the mundane”, in Roseman’s  words (87). It is at 

this point that a growing interest in writing about Eichmann’s mind takes place. As a 

result, it generated a nonfictional writing wave, where the main aim was to analyse the 

mind of the perpetrator. For instance, Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem: A 

Report on the Banality of Evil (1963) is one of the most famous publications about this 

trial.  

In addition to this, perpetrator fiction emerges out of the nonfictional writing 

wave which takes place from the 1960s till the 1980s. Later on, there was new 

perpetrator research which started in the 1990s and continues till nowadays. Joanne 

Pettitt distinguishes three periods in which there has been an increasing production of 

these texts: the early postwar period, the full decade of the 1970s, and a period from the 

mid-1980s until the present moment (176). However, it is not until the last period that a 

steady stream of novels concerning the perpetrator’s perspective has taken place. In 

these fictional representations, the perpetrator acquires the form of a heterodiegetic (or 

third-person) narrator or the form of a homodiegetic (first-person) narrator, who tells the 

perpetrator’s story from within the story world. Moreover, these narrators are often 

unreliable ones: they can misreport, misread or disregard information. As we perceive 

them as narrators who are untrustworthy by virtue of their values, our scepticism 

towards them increases. Dan Shen labelled this type of narrator as “dispositionally 

unreliable” (334). Nonetheless, through the perpetrator’s perspective we discover how 

trauma also affected them. In “Micha”. for example, we can see characters like 
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Kolesnik and Askan expressing their traumatic experiences through silence or drinking 

alcohol. 

My analysis of the short story “Micha” discusses the figure of the perpetrator in 

the light of Hannah Arendt’s theory of “the banality of evil” that analyzed Eichmann’s 

behaviour in the Nazi regime. Arendt explained that he was not inherently evil but 

merely shallow and naive, he joined the Nazi party in search of purpose and direction. 

According to her, there was something disturbing in him: 

The trouble with Eichmann was precisely that so many were like him, and that 

the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, 

terribly and terrifyingly normal. From the viewpoint of our legal institutions and 

of our moral standards of judgment, this normality was much more terrifying 

than all the atrocities put together. (Arendt 276) 

 I will focus on three different perpetrators (Kolesnik, Askan and Micha) 

providing different points of view, that is, on the one hand, active perpetrators such as 

Kolesnik and Askan, and, on the other hand, Micha as an indirect perpetrator. 

Moreover, “Micha” offers us a view from the first generation, who experienced the 

Second World War, to the third, who is only connected to the first by memories. This 

enables us to explore how the traumatic experience of the Holocaust has affected all 

generations. So, the next point in my analysis will focus on the transgenerational 

transmission of trauma in the story. 
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2- The Figure of the Perpetrator and Hannah Arendt’s “banality of evil”: 

Kolesnik, Opa Askan and Micha 

Hannah Arendt differentiates between two kinds of evil: traditional evil and Totalitarian 

evil. The former is conceived as something deviant or abnormal which is often 

characterised by a bad will; in contrast, Totalitarian evil is organized, orderly and 

lawful, defined by conformity and efficient systems. These two approaches help Hannah 

Arendt to describe the term ‘the banality of evil’. This concept considers that there is an 

ordinary side in the word evil; in the context of Totalitarianism, something ordinary 

takes place every day. For instance, meetings are carried out, paperwork, government 

officers doing their job, etc. Consequently, the work of people who participate in a 

genocide might look like the work of a bureaucrat. This helps us understand the new 

psychology of evil that Arendt tries to explain. In Eichmann in Jerusalem, Eichmann 

states: “I never killed any human being. I never gave an order to kill anyone” (qtd. in 

Arendt 22). This comment provides us with a different perspective; Eichmann does not 

believe he was guilty of the crimes; instead, he claims that he was only doing his job. It 

does not make him less guilty because he was not in the scene of the crimes. As a result, 

the term “self-delusion” comes to mind. That is, Eichmann deludes himself thinking 

that he is doing something ordinary which is part of his job.  

 The concept of “the banality of evil”, therefore, is connected to the figure of the 

perpetrator. In “Micha”, we can observe two different types of perpetrators: the ones 

who participated directly in the genocide (Kolesnik and Askan) and the ones who are 

indirectly involved (Micha). To set the scene, Micha is a German history teacher who 

becomes interested in learning more about his grandfather’s past, or Opa, as he calls 

him. His family has never felt comfortable talking about it, so this triggers Micha’s 

interest. Once his grandmother tells him that his Opa was a Waffen-SS member, Micha 
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starts his investigation. He decides to travel to Belarus, where his grandparent spent his 

last year as a soldier. There, he meets Kolesnik, a Belarusian who worked as a translator 

for the Germans when they attacked Belarus. In the first encounter, Kolesnik prefers not 

to talk to Micha. At this point, we may think that he is sad about what happened in the 

war and he prefers to forget about it. However, in the second encounter, Kolesnik 

reveals his real identity: he “collaborated” in the genocide. Consequently, our 

perception changes: we start to see Kolesnik as a perpetrator who might be ashamed of 

what he did. Moreover, he selects the verb “collaborate” to play the matter down and 

explains that it was not a regular work: “I collaborated. That is the word for it, yes?” 

(331). Abruptly, he says: “Then I shot Jews. Other people too, partisans, but mainly 

Jews” (332). We immediately link him with “the banality of evil”: he is an ordinary 

man who did evil things. However, his situation differs from Eichmann’s. Both 

participated in a Totalitarian regime, but the difference is that Kolesnik killed people.  

 Kolesnik affirms several times that he does not feel guilty: “I don’t feel sorry for 

myself” (335). Instead, he states that: “Orders were orders, I was not responsible, they 

said the Jews were Communists, Communists caused my pain. Over and over I can say 

these things. Nothing changes. I chose to kill” (345). Thus, he shows off the Totalitarian 

evil, his job consisted in executing orders. The pain he was suffering made him blind 

and he took revenge on innocent people, he just wanted someone to blame. However, he 

deludes himself and sees no culpability in his acts because he was a puppet controlled 

by superiors. So, another characteristic of the perpetrator to point out is his 

thoughtlessness. Totalitarian regimes require the contribution of mass thoughtless 

people, who turn their brains off and do not think about the purpose of their job. This is 

the case of Kolesnik, he switches his brain off and does whatever they order him. It 
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seems impossible for the reader to see Kolesnik as a human when he is seen as a 

perpetrator. We empathize with Micha’s reaction:  

Micha nods. He unties his bag from the handlebars, fingers struggling with the 

knots. He can’t stand still. He busies himself with the buckles and straps and the 

bike, climbs up the five steps to the door. Get on with it. Get a few feet of air 

between himself and the old man, too. 

Micha is shaken. 

Micha thinks, I didn’t want to know. But it is too late. (332) 

Micha is shocked, no words come through his mouth, only thoughts (Get on with it/ I 

didn’t want to know). It feels like the burden he has in his back has grown with 

Kolesnik’s confession. However, we can better comprehend his position by relating it to 

Arendt’s theory.  

 Opa, even though he is also a perpetrator, is portrayed in a double context: he is, 

at the same time, Micha’s grandfather. We get to know Opa through his family’s 

descriptions. Oma, Micha’s grandmother, only has a good remembrance of him: “He 

was lovely with us. He drew pictures. He danced with me, taught me to waltz. I thought 

he was wonderful, I loved him” (238). Thus, an emotional side is provided which makes 

us empathize with him. He was a loving father, grandfather and an ordinary man. 

However, he was a Waffen-SS member who contributed to the genocide. This 

contradiction takes us back to “the banality of evil”. Still, his situation is the same as 

Kolesnik’s, we cannot fully relate them to this theory because they killed people. It 

explains the fact that they were controlled by superior forces but it does not justify their 

will to shoot people. Opa had two faces, the one that he showed to his family which was 

tender and affectionate; and the evil face that he used to take out to do his job. He, as 
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Kolesnik, took part in a totalitarian regime that washed their brains off by forcing them 

to follow commands without questioning what they were doing.  

After Kolesnik’s confession, Micha constantly wonders if his Opa chose to kill: 

“Did Opa kill? Because he thought he had to? Or just because he could? Did he feel 

sick, or sorry? Did he hate? Did he cry? Did he think it was right?” (346). Kolesnik 

affirms that it was up to you to kill: “You could say if you didn’t want to. If you didn’t 

want to, you didn’t have to” (337). Nevertheless, he says that if you chose not to, 

“someone else was always responsible” (338). Thus, the terms “self-delusion” and 

“thoughtlessness” arise again. They were a mass who was manipulated by superiors. As 

a result, they were not responsible for choosing to kill because it was the norm to do. 

Otherwise, if they did not choose to kill, another would. Nonetheless, even if they 

appear as not feeling guilty, we can appreciate actions that show that it has caused them 

trauma. For instance, Micha’s sister describes her Opa as violent and drunk: “He was a 

drunk. He screamed, smashed windows, shit the bed” (238). Alcohol appears whenever 

the war is mentioned, so we can interpret it as a way to escape trauma: “Micha and 

Kolesnik drink vodka together in the kitchen” (320), “They drink vodka and Micha’s 

stomach burns” (330). Furthermore, Kolesnik and Askan used it immediately after 

committing those atrocities: “ - And after you did it? - I got drunk. There was always 

something to eat and drink in the evenings afterwards. Lots of music. You didn’t want 

to speak. Just drink and eat, hear the music, really loud” (346). As a result, even though 

Micha and the reader are not given a clear picture of Opa’s feelings, we can still infer 

that he was obviously not proud of the actions he took. 

Micha, as a first-person narrator, transmits to the reader his uncertainty about 

Opa through his thoughts in italics: “Did he aim to miss? If he did, even once, does that 

make him different? Less bad? Why?” (340). He tries to put himself in Opa’s place and 
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understand “the banality of evil”. His grandfather was an ordinary man who committed 

bad acts, but the question is whether he did so as a job or because he wanted to. The 

answer is not given explicitly, however, we deduce that Opa was somehow forced to do 

those acts, as he was part of a Totalitarian regime. Moreover, the story gives a lot of 

emphasis on the loving side of Opa, which reinforces our idea of being forced. Kolesnik 

affirms that few people renounced killing: “There were so few who didn’t do it. I could 

tell you all the names and faces who didn’t do it because they were so few” (363). 

Unfortunately, Opa’s name was not among them. 

Micha, once he finds out that his grandfather was a Waffen-SS member, 

immediately becomes a perpetrator, not one who committed crimes, but a perpetrator in 

the sense that he feels that he is connected to Opa’s past. He has a strong desire to learn 

more about what happened, and the more he learns, the more engaged he becomes. 

Consequently, he feels, in some way, guilty about his grandfather’s crimes. For 

instance, when he travels to Belarus, he is ashamed to tell Andrej that his Opa was part 

of the Waffen-SS: “Micha doesn’t say Opa, he only says war, occupation, Nazis…” 

(271). He fears that his grandfather may have done something bad to Andrej’s family: 

“They could say anything. He shot my brother and twenty other men” (270). The same 

happens when he meets Kolesnik: “I don’t even need to tell him. Kolesnik doesn’t need 

to know. I don’t have to say Opa. I can just say Askan Boell” (327). This fear of being 

related to Opa makes him an indirect perpetrator. He must now live with the truth. 

Moreover, Kolesnik’s confession destroys Micha’s state of mind: “Micha thinks, I 

didn’t want to know. But it is too late” (332). He is now a witness of two perpetrators.  

Micha’s narrative gives us different perspectives to understand the figure of the 

perpetrator. It allows us to leave aside the traditional view of the perpetrator as a 

monster and provides us with the other side of the coin. The active perpetrators 
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(Kolesnik and Opa) have a family just like any ordinary person. Nevertheless, Micha’s 

fear of being linked to them displays the traditional side, viewing the perpetrators as 

monsters who carried out monstrous atrocities. Consequently, Micha as an indirect 

perpetrator is portrayed as a victim who has to fight and live with the truth of a dark 

past. However, at the end of the story, when Micha visits his grandmother with his 

daughter, we appreciate some sort of reconciliation with the past. 
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3- Transgenerational Trauma: From the First to the Third Generation 

“Micha” provides the reader with a timeline of different generations. The first 

generation corresponds to the perpetrators (Kolesnik and Askan); in the second 

generation we find Askan’s children; and the third generation includes Micha and his 

sister. The story sets a repetitive pattern which depicts how trauma affects the different 

generations: all of them have in common the recurrence of silence and the use of 

alcohol. Trauma literature deals with the inability to express traumatic events and, 

consequently, with the possibility of transmitting them to future generations.  

 In the first position, Askan and Kolesnik went through traumatic experiences at 

war. They have committed crimes and become perpetrators but, at the same time, they 

have developed a trauma which they try to avoid. In Micha’s encounter with Kolesnik, 

it appears that they drank and ate to forget what they did (347). There is a relation to Dr 

Laub’s concept the “collapse of witnessing”. The Holocaust was taking place with no 

witness, therefore, Kolesnik and Opa were traumatized people who were experiencing a 

history which they could not process. This is represented through their inability to talk 

after committing those atrocities: “You didn’t want to speak. Just drink and eat, hear the 

music, really loud” (347). Trauma continues two generations later and the same pattern 

is repeated: Kolesnik needs to drink alcohol in order to talk about his past (“He waits 

until Micha drinks, and then he drinks, too” (329)). Moreover, in Micha’s first 

encounter with Kolesnik, he opts to be silent and reject Micha: “ -It was many years 

ago. A bad time, I am an old man. Please go away” (282). He refuses to give Micha any 

information because he does not want to face his trauma. Askan also chose to be silent 

when he experienced those traumatic events. He sent letters to his wife almost every 

week, nonetheless, he never told her anything about what he actually did: “He wrote 

about the river, and the marshes, I remember that. Do you see it?” (254). He slowly left 
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aside his trauma leaving a silence which will have consequences for future generations. 

Besides, he burnt all the letters when he returned home so as not to have any memory 

related to the war.  

 Askan’s silence about the war continued in the second generation. Micha’s 

parents and uncles never talked about the Holocaust: “They didn’t talk about the war, 

the Holocaust; they didn’t really talk about the past at all. Only in family milestones: 

births, marriages, deaths” (228). The war was a taboo about which you could not speak. 

They only were able to talk about the loving side of Opa: “I was his only grandson. Opa 

drew pictures for me when I was born; birds and horses and a squirrel. He drew them 

in blue biro on hospital stationery, talking to me in crib” (232; original emphasis). This 

points to the transmission of Opa’s trauma to his children. According to Mª Jesús 

Martínez-Alfaro, Opa’s inability to talk about his actions created a spectrum which has 

come back in future generations to haunt them. Whenever Micha asked his parents 

about Opa, they reacted sharply: “ -He didn’t do anything, Michael. -How do you know? 

-I know. -Have you ever been curious? -No. Of course not” (296). Micha’s mother 

avoids remembering the dark past and she simply affirms that his father was not capable 

of murder, although she never asked him: “He wasn’t capable, Micha”, “You can’t be 

sure. If you’ve never asked, you can’t be sure” (297). 

 This silence also has a negative effect on the third generation, that is, Micha 

experiences the trauma too. As the story is focalized through Micha, we observe in 

depth how he manages to fight with the haunting memories of trauma. He, like Opa and 

Kolesnik, resorts to alcohol whenever war is mentioned: “Micha waits while Kolesnik 

pours a vodka for each of them to drink” (354). So, we appreciate that they follow the 

same pattern to face their trauma. In addition, Micha has lots of moments in which he 

cannot speak: “Micha doesn’t answer; he holds still”, “But it is too hard. The words 



15 

 

don’t come, only tears” (281). He is visiting Kolesnik for the first time, but he cannot 

explain him why he is there. This inability to talk reflects how traumatized he is. 

However, moments of silence contrast with moments of necessity to talk: “The man on 

the phone doesn’t need this information. Micha just wants him to know. To know that 

he knows” (249). He feels the necessity to talk about his past in order to overcome his 

trauma: we can appreciate how he tries to fight and heal.  

 Micha is the perfect example of how trauma can be transmitted through 

generations. He portrays all symptoms which indicate that there was a huge silence after 

the war, creating an “empty circle” in their family’s relationship. When he discovers 

that his Opa was a member of the Waffen-SS, his conscience becomes uneasy and starts 

making connections: “Though it is automatic, internal, it is also only partly 

subconscious” (227). At first, he only comes up with good memories of him: “When 

Micha remembers his Opa, he thinks first of all the good things” (233). However, as the 

story goes on, he starts to feel guilty about the family’s past: “Stupid to feel guilty about 

things that were done before I was born” (247). He does not really know why his 

grandfather’s past provokes him anxiety and uncertainty: “Because he knows she 

doesn’t understand why this film clip of Hitler gives him nightmares and the pictures of 

Belsen, Dachau, Auschwitz don’t” (260). A new connection is made after Micha 

discovers this film clip: neither Hitler nor Askan look at the camera. He is entering 

trauma and we observe how his mind becomes fragmented: “Opa, murder, family, me” 

(258).  

Micha’s anxiety grows when he discovers he is going to be a father because, 

somehow, the potential to transmit the trauma to a new generation arises. He internally 

knows the consequences silence might have so he feels afraid: “Micha can’t stop 

smiling. Stop smiling” (284). His subconscious is warning him to take action and start a 
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healing process. However, he goes back to Belarus, leaving behind his pregnant wife. 

Micha tries to avoid all problems by running away from home but it only gives him 

more difficulties: “He is hurting her, his mother, father, uncle, sister, Kolesnik and 

Oma, too. But he also cries for himself” (310). Despite the fact that he is responsible for 

letting down all the people around him, he still feels the need to travel to Belarus to help 

him overcome his trauma.  

In his second trip to Belarus, Micha finds out more about his Opa and 

Kolesnik’s trauma too. This involves him in a new dark past, nonetheless, he opts to 

stop his research once he has been able to talk about his concerns with Kolesnik. We see 

a sort of reconciliation with Opa’s past: “Micha is glad to be leaving. He tries to be, but 

he is not sad to say goodbye to Kolesnik. And though Micha knows Kolesnik likes him, 

he thinks the old man is also not sorry to see him go” (364). Both have helped each 

other and worked to get over their traumas through talking about them. For instance, 

Kolesnik's death indicates that he has finally been freed from his guilt and can rest in 

peace. Nevertheless, Micha bears a grudge on Oma because she never talked about the 

Holocaust and what Opa did: “What? I don’t want to see her. She knew about it. She 

covered it up” (366). But it is when he goes with his daughter to his Opa’s first home 

after prison that he finally realizes that he is not going anywhere by discovering how 

Opa felt: “Even now, with all his certainty about what Opa did, where he did it, the 

faces on the museum wall he might have done it to, Micha tries, but he can’t make it all 

add up to anything. Guilt, remorse, pride, defiance, shame. Nothing definite. Nothing 

for Micha to pin everything to” (376). Point out that when he is experiencing all these 

emotions, his daughter Dilan is present and crying desperately: “Facts, events, places 

stand separate, distinct, and Dilan screams” (376). So we observe how a new generation 

is interfering with Micha’s trauma. Fortunately, after Kolesnik’s funeral, Micha closes a 
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chapter in his life and learns to live with his family’s dark past. As a result, he 

reconciles with Oma and immediately connects the fourth generation to the first one 

when he takes Dilan to Oma’s house. In this way, the transgenerational trauma 

transmission ends with him.  
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4- Conclusion 

This essay presents a new perspective on Holocaust Fiction by analyzing the figure of 

the perpetrator and by focusing on how trauma is transmitted through several 

generations. Both the figure of the perpetrator and transgenerational trauma are 

connected in “Micha”. Literature has generally placed an emphasis on the victims rather 

than the perpetrators. However, the long short story focuses on the perpetrators’ point of 

view to give them an opportunity to express their feelings and acts. This allows us to 

put ourselves in the skin of Askan and Kolesnik, but especially in Micha’s skin. In 

“Micha” we find two different types of perpetrators: the ones who committed crimes 

(Kolesnik and Askan) and the ones who are indirectly related to them (Micha). Both 

have developed a serious trauma which has its roots in the Holocaust. As a result, they 

act under the same repetitive pattern, that is, drinking alcohol to escape their reality or 

recurring to silence to avoid being judged. Consequently, “Micha” makes us aware of 

all the consequences that occur when a trauma is not exteriorized and above all, it 

teaches the reader that when something from the past hurts, it is better to let it go and 

live with it.  

 We are accustomed to reading from the perspective of the victims. As a 

consequence, we think they are the only ones who can suffer from trauma. However, 

this long short story gives rise to a new possibility, that is, the trauma of the 

perpetrators. Micha’s narrative allows us to discover the point of view of Askan and 

Kolesnik but, above all, it enables us to identify with the protagonist. He is an indirect 

perpetrator who suffers from the consequences of his grandfather’s acts. Besides, 

Kolesnik’s truth makes him even more involved. As we read “Micha,” we can observe 

how the protagonist experiences different symptoms which indicate that he is going 

through a trauma. There are moments of silence which contrast with moments of 
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necessity to speak, there is fragmentation in his stream of consciousness and he 

experiences a problem with alcohol. These symptoms are consequences of the silence of 

the previous generation. Thus, Trauma literature also portrays how trauma can be 

transmitted through generations. Faimberg’s concept of “telescoping of generations” 

applies to Micha’s grandparents and parents. His predecessors were unable to talk about 

the war with him; Micha was unaware that his Opa was a Waffen-SS member (“He was 

a Waffen-SS, you see. She said it as if Michael knew already” (229)). Now, many years 

of silence appear in the form of a spectrum for Micha, tormenting his life from that 

moment on. 

Trauma literature is also connected to a process of healing which we can observe 

in “Micha”. Kolesnik’s healing process starts when he meets Micha. Then, in the 

second encounter he is finally able to put into words what he felt and experienced and, 

at the end, he dies peacefully. Besides, Micha realizes that there is no point in knowing 

what Opa felt, so he learns to accept his family’s past and live with it. At the same time, 

he is aware of how trauma has been passed down through generations, so he avoids 

passing it on to his daughter. He is reconciled with his Oma and takes his daughter to 

meet her. Micha represents Halasz’s theory, that is, learning to confront transmitted 

traumas by making audible those silent barriers of the past (Salberg 36).  

“Micha” also serves to provide an analysis of the perpetrator figure which 

originated in Holocaust fiction. This gave a new perspective of war: non-literary and 

literary fiction about the perpetrator, like Rachel Seiffert’s The Dark Room, emerged as 

a result of this figure. The story gives voice to the perpetrators in an attempt to 

understand their point of view. Some points of Arendt's theory of “banality of evil” can 

be related to Kolesnik and Askan. Both were part of a Totalitarian regime in which they 

were forced to follow orders. So, at that moment, they might not be ashamed of their 
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acts but they were experiencing a traumatic experience without noticing it. The fact that 

they were following orders within a harsh regime links their job to the “banality of 

evil”. However, Arendt’s theory does not explain the act of killing. Consequently, 

Kolesnik’s and Askan’s crimes cannot be fully explained by this theory. Despite 

executing those orders, there are instances in which we can infer that Kolesnik and 

Askan did not feel proud of their actions, especially with their recurrent drinking 

immediately after the crimes. 

Micha becomes a perpetrator too. He has broken the silent barriers of his 

family’s past and now he feels guilty about it. His narrative gives us different points of 

view in order to understand the perpetrators. We appreciate Askan as a loving father and 

grandfather but also as a monster capable of killing innocent people. Micha tries not to 

see the evil side because there is an emphasis on the good memories of Opa. This is 

connected to the transgenerational transmission of trauma. Micha only remembers his 

Opa as a loving figure because his previous generations have kept a huge silence about 

war and what Opa did. This “empty circle” haunts Micha’s mind since he discovers that 

his grandfather was a Waffen-SS member. However, once he has insatiably investigated 

into Opa’s past he learns that nothing is going to change: acts are done and cannot be 

erased. So, in the end, he manages to accept and live with it. In addition, he is aware of 

the consequences of silence and avoids committing the same mistakes as his 

predecessors. Instead, he reconciles with the following generation creating a bond 

between his daughter and his grandmother. 
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