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Sivuaineen pro gradu -tutkielmassani “Trauma, Guilt and Moral Conflict in William
Styron’s Sophie’s Choice” kasittelen yhdysvaltalaisen kirjailijan William Styronin
romaanissa Sophie’'s Choice esiintyvaa trauman tematiikkaa. Romaanissa trauma on
nimenomaan holokaustin trauma, eli toisin sanoen juutalaisten joukkosurman
kokemuksen jalkiseuraus, joka ilmenee nimenomanomaan romaanin hahmon Sophie
Zawistowskan kokemusten, ei Auschwitzin keskityslerilla vangittuna olemisen,
kautta. Tutkielmassani holokaustin trauma kytketd&an my6s maailmansotien jakeen
Euroopassa vai kuttaneeseen fil osofiseen eksistentialismin liikkeeseen.

N&en trauman kaksinaisena ilmién& ensinnakin konkreettisena ruumiin vammana ja
toiseksi mielen héiriona Ruumiillisesti trauma ilmenee muun muassa keskitysleirien
vangeille tyypillisend numerotatuointina seka nalkiintymiseen liittyvind sairauksina ja
laihuutena. Lisdksi kytken trauman ruumiillisuuden Sophien eroottispainotteiseen
kaytokseen ja hanen kerronnalliseen seksualisointiinsa. Mielen vammana trauma on
monimutkaisempi. Esitan, ettd romaanissa se nakyy esimerkiks posttraumaattisena
stressireaktiona: kokemusten toistuvuutena ja pakonomaisena tarpeena kertoa niista
eteenpdin siita huolimatta, etta niiden ilmaisu on osittain mahdotonta.

Olennainen osa Sophien traumaa on syyllisyyden tunne ja hdped, jotka ovat
ensisijaisesti peraisin keskitysleirin tapahtumiin liittyvasta moraalisesta konfliktista.
Joutuessaan paattamddn kumman lapsistaan |8hettéd teloitettavaks ja kumman
tydleirille Sophie joutuu mahdottoman valinnan eteen, joka vainoaa hantd sodan
jdkeen trauman muodossa. Késittelen tata valintaa ja sen moraalisia ongelmia
eksistentialismin ja syyllisyyden teorioiden avulla.

Kaiken kaikkieen esitén tutkielmassa, etta trauman kokemus ja sen moraaliset
ulottuvuudet kytkeytyvét lagjempaankin kontekstiin kuin pelkastdan yksittéisen
ihmisen karsimykseen tai edes holokaustiin. Styronin romaanissa annetaan sen
minakertoja-paahenkilon Stingon ja hanen asemansa vakoisena etelavaltiolaisena
kautta ymmartaa, etté syyllisyys voi painaa traumaattisena myos niitd, jotka kuuluvat
mustia orjuuttaneeseen kansaan, ja etta pahuuden kohtaaminen ja sen moraalinen
voittaminen ovat universaa eja kokemuksia.

Asiasanat: Styron, Holocaust, trauma, guilt, morality, choices, testimony
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1. Introduction

Someday | will understand Auschwitz. This was a brave statement but
innocently absurd. No one will ever understand Auschwitz. What | might have
set down with more accuracy would have been: Someday | will write about
Sophie’s life and death, and thereby help demonstrate how absolute evil is
never extinguished from the world. Auschwitz itself remains inexplicable. The
most profound statement yet made about Auschwitz was not a statement at all,
but a response.

The query: * At Auschwitz, tell me, where was God?

And the answer: ‘Where was man? (Sophie’s Choice, 629.)

The trauma of Holocaust survivors has been in the focus of interest in literary circles
since the actual events occurred both during and at the aftermath of the World War 11.
Both scholars and writers of fiction have striven to capture the horrible redlity of the
genocide and the effect it had on its victims through either their authentic experiences
or tales of others. William Styron’s Sophie's Choice (1979) tells a tale of Sophie
Zawistowska, a Polish young woman and a survivor of Auschwitz. During the course
of the novel Sophie tells the novel’ s narrator, Stingo, how she was captured and taken
to Auschwitz to work a a camp commander Rudolf HOssS's household. Despite this
privileged position Sophie suffered immensely during her captivity both in the form

of starvation and malnutrition and emotional degradation.

The novel takes place in New York afew years after the ending of World War Il. The
first person narrator Stingo meets and falls in love with Sophie and gradually comes
to learn the details of her tragic experience of being in captivity in Auschwitz. The
novel depicts, through Stingo, Sophie's life after the war, at the same time giving
much room for Sophie’'s own voice and stories she has to tell. In the end Sophie
reveals the most pressing detail of her trauma. Even though her captivity in the house

of the camp commander was mentally degrading and physically devastating the most



horrendous of all her ordeals was the choice she had to make on the platform of a
terminal point in Auschwitz. She was forced to send one of her children to death. She

chose her daughter, Eva.

In New Y ork Sophi€e’s life seems to run smoothly in spite of the violent arguments she
has with her Jewish lover, Nathan Landau. However, under the surface Sophie suffers
from haunting guilt and depression that come to show in the form of excessive
drinking and her anxiety-filled confessions to Stingo that constitute her own
Holocaust testimony. Her descriptive and graphic but at the same time elusive
narratives are often contradictory and sometimes contain untruths which tell a tale of
her unwillingness to face all the details of her past. Her grief and tormenting guilt
come to an end when she finally, after several intimations towards such conclusion,

engages in a suicide with Nathan.

Sophie’'s Choice depicts not only traumatic experience and Sophie€'s confessions
describing it: it also addresses the problem of whether or not one is at the end of the
day able to give such atestimony. Noteworthy is the fact that the novel concentrates
on the consequences of a traumatic event more than the event itsdlf: it is mostly a
depiction of an ongoing trauma and Sophie's physically and mentally degraded state.
When it comes to the aforementioned guilt the victims of traumatic events might have,
in Sophie' s case it proves to be unbearable. The guilt stems from her conduct at atime
when she was supposed to be an innocent victim of horrendous circumstances, but at
least in her opinion ends up being exactly the opposite, an accomplice. In addition to
not being a Jew (she's a Catholic) Sophie actually participated in her father’s attempt

on writing one of the first anti-Semitic pamphlets in her youth and was captured by



the Nazis and brought to Auschwitz by an unfortunate coincidence, thus representing
an unconventional Holocaust victim. She also made schemes during her captivity to
get on the good side of commander Hass by claiming to be an ardent follower of Nazi
ideologies. These guilt-provoking actions, however, are nothing compared to her

choice of sending one of her children to death.

One might argue that Sophie’s Choice does not fit appropriately to the tradition of
trauma fiction per se, since it is predominantly a fictional novel and its first-person
narrator/protagonist, Stingo, is not the one who has experienced the Holocaust. The
actual victim is Sophie, and even she is a character in a piece of fiction. Furthermore,
the whole tendency of fictional literature to grasp such horrendous topics as the
Holocaust has been somewhat criticized. Sara Horowitz poses significant questions
concerning the matter: “(1) Should one read (write) imaginative literature, rather than
“straight” history, about the unimaginable, the concentrationary universe? (2) If so,
how should one evaluate and understand what has so often been termed
unrepresentable? (3) Is there aliterary mode best suited to represent what has so often
been termed unrepresentable?’ (Horowitz 1997, 16.) Consequently, Styron has been
criticized about embarking on an impossible voyage of describing something that can
not be described, especially not by someone who did not experience the Holocaust

and the horrors of Auschwitz firsthand (see the quote on p. 40).

There has been a great deal of research literature written about Sophie’s Choice,
concerning for example its inherent sexism (Durham 1984), discussions on race and

the “Southern myth” (Herion-Sarafidis 1995, Wyatt-Brown 2001) and Styron’'s

! Styron’s novel The Confessions of Nat Turner (1968) discusses a similar issue in context of afamous
slaverebel Nat Turner. The novel was criticized for its perspective: Styron was not seen as an
appropriate person to write about a black people’ s hero’slife.




autobiographical impulses (Herion-Sarafidis 1995, to some extent). Autobiographical
discussions on the novel have repeatedly emphasized the fact that Stingo is William
Styron’s ater ego. This has been justified for example with the first chapter of the
novel, where Styron lists a number of comtemporary novelists and describes
accurately young Stingo’s unsuccessful career in publishing and his aspirations to
become a writer himself. Also, the first-person narration of the novel is that of a
middle-aged author’s who engages in a monologue about his experiences in New

Y ork in the summer of 1947 — this has been seen as an allusion to Styron as well.

What is most significant is that Sophie' s Choice has usually been regarded as a novel
about its protagonist’s journey to maturity and his discovery of evil.? However, as
Elizabeth Herion-Sarafidis points out in her extensive study on William Styron’s
novels (A Mode of Melancholy: A Sudy of William Styron’s Novels 1995), the novel
Is not merely about the “organizing, speculating and connection-making endeavour of
the narrator”, but also about the storyline that describes Sophie Zawistowska's
testimony and her attempt of discovering “the truth exposed by the reassembled
fragments of her life” (Herion-Sarafidis 1995, 142-143). Even though the novel might
on its surface level concentrate mostly on Stingo and his older self’s effort of making
sense of what the confrontation with evil did to the younger one, this study will take
note of the view point in the novel that allows the concentration on Sophie

Zawistowska and her traumatic experience. Thus Stingo will be treated as a character

? Lisa Carstens notes the abovementioned criticism, among some other, in her discussion on mixing
traumas and dramatic devicesin the novel: “It evokes a parallel between relation-ships to the Holocaust
and relationships to American davery; it gives equal if not primary attention to the story of the
narrator's maturation in relation to his own past; to the extent that it focuses on the Holocaust, it
positions a non-Jewish survivor at the center of the story; it gives great attention to that survivor's
possible status as accomplice as well as victim; it unfolds frequently in a comic mode; it deals
extensively and explicitly in sexual terms, particularly evoking a comparison between the psychology
of genocidal violence and the psychology of sexual violence against women.” (Carstens 2001, 295-296.)



who is in a subordinate relationship with Sophie — his function being acting as a

trustee and a mediator of Sophie’s testimony. Sophie is at the core of the discussion.

Furthermore, | do not share the opinion that Sophie’ s Choice should not or could not
be discussed in the context of trauma fiction. Novel’s depiction of trauma is as
revealing and intriguing as any story based on real-life, first-hand experience. It is
also based on the Holocaust, which evidently is very much an authentic traumatizing
phenomenon and worthy also of discussion that is based on a more abstract, fictional

level.

Herion-Sarafidis states about Styron's fictional production that it “reflects an
overriding concern with the possibility of the growth of the human spirit and reveals,
indeed, an inclination towards the grand design” (Herion-Sarafidis 1995, 21). She dso
argues that there is an impossibility of redemption present in Styron’s texts: they may
include acts of moral compassion and moral responsibility on the surface, but there
are darker insights hidden in the subtext. Melancholy, depression, pessimism and the
pain of existence are the ultimate centre of attention in Styron’s novels. (Herion-
Sarafidis 1995, 29-30.) This applies well to Sophie’s Choice, which deds with
Sophi€’s all-consuming anxiety and the anguish a guilt-ridden life stirsin her. What is
most intriguing in the novel is the fact that it reaches far beyond Sophi€’'s experience
and her testimony and brings forth general discussion on the nature of human
experience and the existence of absolute evil. Thus Sophie's self-destructive
depression, her confessions and the construction of her horrible past are not the only
centre of attention: this study aso strives to show that there is something very

universal about Sophi€’s guilty anxieties.



What, then, will be my main argumentsin this thesis? It should be noted that | will not
analyze Sophi€'s testimony and the mediation of trauma too far. | am more interested
in the nature of Sophie's confessions than their actual ability to depict what happened
to her. Firstly, | intend to discuss the nature of Sophie’s trauma from both physical
and emotiona sides. Secondly, | will incorporate the analysis of various aspects of
Sophie's trauma into the core of it all, her choice, and discuss also the mord
implications of trauma. All in al | wish to make an argument on the
comprehensiveness and universality of Sophie's trauma, i.e. to claim that in addition
to being an event or a process an individual encounters, trauma also reflects larger
concerns of what being a human means. All this will be conducted in a fashion that
allows (in addition to theoretical discussion) much room for the novel itself: extensive
quotations will let the novel to speak for itself on instances when the writer’s words,

somewhat like narrative reconstruction of the Holocaust, are inadequate.

More precisely: In chapter 2 1 will discuss traumatic experience on general terms by
going through some definitions the research has been offering of trauma: these
include, for example, Cathy Caruth’s and Dominick LaCapra s ideas on trauma as an
ongoing process instead of seeing it as a single, manageable event. | will also address
the more particular issue of the trauma of the Holocaust respectively. After this | will
move on to more elaborate analysis of the depiction of trauma in the novel itself. In
my opinion trauma can be seen as a two-folded phenomenon. Thus, Chapter 3 deals
with Sophie’s trauma as wound of the body. In chapter 4 | move on to discuss
Sophi€e' s trauma as something that takes place in the mind of the victim, the symptoms

of which demonstrate as clearly as actual wounds the effects the trauma has on an



individual. Despite dividing trauma into two sections, body and mind, | do not intend
to argue that the two are completely unconnected: instead, | wish to claim that the two
give a comprehensive view of Sophi€’s trauma. In chapter 5, which is the fina part of
the analysis, | will move on to a more abstract area of discussion by concentrating on
Sophi€e's choice and the existentialist and moral dilemmas the choice provokes both in

the true heroine of the novel and in the whole of humanity.



2. 0On Traumatic Experience

When | went to bed the music was still playing. And when each of the
scratchy shellac records reached its end, allowing me in the interval before the
next to hear Sophi€e' s inconsolable weeping, | tossed and turned and wondered
again how one mortal human being could be the vessel to contain such grief.
(Sophie’s Choice, 61.)
Trauma fiction is not the same as Holocaust fiction, even though in this study the two
are intertwined. Trauma fiction includes fictions that that can deal with wide-ranging
subjects, such as war, major epidemics, genocides, famine, ecological catastrophes,
terrorist attacks, slavery, domestic violence and rape (Knuuttila 2006, 23). Holocaust
isonly one of its multiple embodiments. However, Holocaust fiction inevitably seems
to be trauma fiction. Whether autobiographical or complete fiction, narratives about or
by the victims of the Holocaust concentrate on the description of the atrocities that

took place, and more importantly, the problems of witnessing, testifying and

representing trauma.

2.1 Defining Trauma

According to Cathy Caruth, the notion of a trauma is an opposite of an actual wound
in the body in the sensethat it is not a healable event. Traumais a wound of the mind,
which returns to plague the victim later on. The process of healing cannot begin after
a single moment when the wound has been born in the past, since there is no such
moment. The violent or original event is not situated only in the survivor’s past, but is
achronic state of an individual. Caruth states that to be traumatized is, in fact, “to be
possessed by an image or event”. The event is not assimilated completely (or at all) as

it occurs, and its possession keeps repeating itself and haunting the victim. (Caruth



1996, 4-5.) She further complicates the issue of the structure of a traumatic event by
discussing it from a historical perspective, arguing that traumais not experienced as it
occurs — the horrible reality is not only forgotten and re-enacted after the event, but
the event is actually experienced in another time and place (Caruth 1996, 17). The
concept is an intricate one, and in the context of this study it suffices to state that
trauma is not merely something diabolical that takes place in an individual’s past, but
takes over the victim’s mind and becomes a part of her, repeating itself and possessing

theindividual. It is also arguable whether a trauma can be healed at all.

Dominick LaCapra sees trauma as something that can be turned into a testimony only
through a long process which not only strives to come to terms with the event and to
understand it, but also offers possibilities of surveying its linguistic manifestation and
the workings of a memory of an individua. He states that “[t]estimonial witnessing
typically takes place in a belated manner, often after the passage of many years, and it
provides insight into lived experience and its transmission in language and gesture”
(LaCapra 1998, 11). If one wishes to work through her past she has to accept that it is
a question of process, not of an accomplished state. Process refers here to the attempt
to perform accurate, critica memory-work in order to come to some conclusions

about past experiences. (LaCapra 1998, 42.)

Sophie's testimony can definitely be considered as a process in the sense that she
seems to be living her experience again and again by reminiscencing about it with
Stingo in multiple occasions. Styron’s novel also manifests the im/possibility of
mediation of trauma through language by emphasizing the fact that English is not

Sophi€’'s native language, but Polish is. Sophie is actually much more fluent in
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German than in English, which is ironic concerning the fact that she has ended up
being captured by German people. She describes her skill in the language in the
following way: “‘1 could read German before | read Polish, and do you know, | even
spoke German before | spoke Polish, so that when | first went to the convent school |
would get teased for my German accent’” (Sophie’'s Choice, 92). In addition to the
language problem Sophie’'s accounts on what happened to her are elusive and
fragmentary. Sophie tells her tale on various occasions, leaving information out and
adding to her tale in arandom order, and it takes Stingo the whole summer to form a

comprehensive image of her past.

LaCapra divides memory into primary and secondary memory, i.e. the memory of a
person who actualy lived through a traumatic experience and the memory that is a
result of a critical work on primary memory: “The participant and the observer-
participant meet on the ground of secondary memory, where they may conceivably
agree on certain things that constitute accurate memory.” (LaCapra 1998, 20-21.) Itis
relevant to notice that a memory is always affected by elements that have nothing to

do with the actual experience:

With respect to trauma, memory is always secondary since what occurs is not
integrated into experience or directly remembered, and the event must be
reconstructed from its effects and traces. In this sense there is no fully
immediate access to the experience itself even for the origina witness, much
less for the secondary witness and historian. (LaCapra 1998, 21.)

Thisis essential in the context of Sophie’s memory and fragmentary testimony of her
experiences. even though she is constantly in the midst of her trauma and living her

pain over and over again, she is also telling a memory, not an authentic first-hand
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account. James E. Young points out that the experience and the trauma of the
Holocaust are actually a part of deep memory, concept borrowed from Saul

Friedlander;* thus they are inherently beyond the grasp of consciousness:

For like Friedlander, | find that it may be the very idea of "deep memory" and
its incompatibility with narrative that constitutes one of the central challenges
to Holocaust historiography. What can be done with what Friedlander has
termed "deep memory" of the survivor, that which remains essentialy un-
representable’? Is it possible to write a history that includes some oblique
reference to such deep memory, but which leaves it essentially intact,
untouched and thereby deep? (Y oung 1997, 23.)
If Sophi€e’'s testimony itself and, furthermore, the ability to depict Holocaust and draw
the actual experience from under the layers of memory and denial are under suspicion,
how can her experience and her trauma be even remotely grasped and analyzed? In
this thesis | will not strive to offer a conclusive anaysis of what Sophi€’s testimony

entails and how it is constructed, but to discuss various aspects of her trauma and

analyze the behavior resulting from that trauma.

2.2 Trauma of the Holocaust

In the field of trauma studies the Holocaust has been one of the most analyzed events
in history. It seems to hold a unique significance in the consciousness of humanity.
The extermination of six million Jews and millions of members of other minority
groups (as well as the atom bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki) stands as a unique
moment in history, demarking a point when something beyond the imagination of
mankind actually did take place. As | aready stated, literary circles have been very
much interested in the depiction of both the Holocaust and its aftermath. In the

context of the genocide performed by the Nazis it is a question not only of the

% E.g. Friedlander (ed.) 1992.
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traumatic experience and its remembrance. The impossibility of mediating and
relieving the past which some survivors would gladly put behind them, as well as the
elusiveness of this past to the efforts of describing it, is also at the centre of research
concentrating on the Holocaust. In addition to these, concern has been shown towards
the absolute evil that arose in Auschwitz and in other termination or concentration
camps, as well towards the tormenting guilt about surviving that haunts the victims
long after the actual events. It has also been suggested that the guilt the German
people feel about their ancestors' actions and will always carry with them is, in fact,

the guilt of all of mankind.

The concentration/extermination camp Auschwitz-Birkenau has become such an
infamously known concept throughout the world that to most it signifies the
Holocaust itself. In Sophie' s Choice it is a faraway place in distance and somewhat in
time, but it has never left Sophie's side and represents not only a place of ultimate
terror and anguish but also the core of her all-consuming guilt that eventually leads to
her death. These issues are not relevant only in the context of Styron’s novel;
Holocaust survivors, whether they were situated in Auschwitz or someplace else,
experiences in the camps often stayed in their (sub)consciousness and returned to

haunt them in the passage of years.

However, trauma of the Holocaust can also be, if not completely overcome, reduced
greatly during the passage of years. For example, a study conducted by Morton
Weinfeld, John J. Sigal and William W. Eaton amongst Holocaust survivors and
Jewish immigrant control group in 1981 in Montreal reveals that there are no

significant differences between these two objects of study. They do suggest that the
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lack of difference is due to the fact that the ones that suffered the most in the camps
had a significant mortality rate after the experience (perhaps because of malnutrition).
(Weinfeld, Sigal & Eaton 1981, 13-14.) Some parts of Sophie’'s Choice suggest that
overcoming trauma might have been possible for Sophie also. When Stingo meets her
in 1947, she has advanced greatly in the process of recovering physicaly from her
ilInesses and suffering. She also has a steady income and has at least some kind of
socia circle around her. However, something prevents her from reaching further in

her survivorship. In the following I will analyze this “something.”
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3. Wound of the Body

She stretched out her hand and pressed into my own the handkerchief, a soggy
wad. As she did so | saw for the first time the number tattooed on the
suntanned, lightly freckled skin of the forearm — a purple number of at least
five digits, too small to read in this light but graven, | could tell, with
exactitude and craft. (Sophie’'s Choice, 58.)
Even though Caruth claims that traumais a wound of the mind as opposite to wound
of the body, sometimes the two can be intermingled. Etymologically trauma means

wound and thus both the word itself and the condition it refers to have concrete,

bodily meanings. These meanings are also very much present in Sophie’ s Choice.

3.1 Actual Markson the Body
An outsider would never imagine the lovely Polish young woman could ever have
gone through such physical devastation as Sophie has. When Stingo first encounters

her, he marvels at her gorgeousness:

“[hler nose was swollen with grief and the pink tear stains marred her
extraordinary beauty, but not so much that the beauty itself . . . failed to melt
me on the spot — a distinct feeling of liquefaction emanating not from the
heart’ s region but, amazingly, from the stomach . . . “ (Sophie' s Choice, 57).

On various other occasions Stingo praises various beautiful features of Sophie: her

hair, skin, facial features, body and radiant smile.

In New York, one and a half years after her ordeal, Sophie may look dazzling to

Stingo’s eyes, but she is a long way from recovering fully from the illnesses that
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plagued her in Auschwitz and after. The following passage illustrates the two-

sidedness of her appearance:
As she went slowly up the stairs | took a good look at her body in its clinging
silk summer dress. While it was a beautiful body, with al the right
prominences, curves, continuities and symmetries, there was something alittle
strange about it — nothing visibly missing and not so much deficient as
reassembled. And that was precisely it, | could see. The odd quality
proclaimed itself through the skin. It possessed the sickish plasticity (at the
back of her hands it was especially noticeable) of one who has suffered severe
emaciation and whose flesh is even now in the last stages of being restored.
Also, | felt that underneath that healthy suntan there lingered the sallowness of
abody not wholly rescued from aterrible crisis. (Sophie' s Choice, 60.)

Even though Sophie is an immensely beautiful woman, there lie traces of suffering

underneath her loveliness.

In Auschwitz Sophie suffered from starvation and the resulting illnesses. She had
withered into a wraith, those days weighing only eighty-five pounds. Even in New
York she is still very thin with one hundred and ten pounds. In the novel she and
Nathan recite all the illnesses she had: scurvy, typhus, scarlet fever and anemia. The

scurvy caused her to loose all her teeth at a young age:

She turned from the mirror with a startled gasp and in so doing revealed a face
| shall never in my life forget. Dumbfounded, | beheld — for a mercifully
fleeting instant — an old hag whose entire lower face had crumpled in upon
itself, leaving a mouth like a wrinkled gash and an expression of doddering
senescence. It was a mask, withered and pitiable. (Sophie's Choice, 158.)

The description is in very much Styronian style immensely graphic and offers an
image of Sophie that provokingly contradicts her beauty: the beautiful Pole has turned

into an old hag.
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However, the most obvious physical sign of Sophi€’'s stay in Auschwitz is the tattoo
on her wrist: a line of numbers that replaced her name and individudity in the camp
(see the quote at the beginning of this chapter). The tattoo is probably the most
universally known symbol of the victims of the Holocaust. Janet Liebman Jakobs
describes in her study on the victimization of women in particularly during Holocaust
(“Women, Genocide, and Memory: The Ethics of Feminist Ethnography in Hol ocaust

Research” 2004) a photograph that illustrates an example of the infamous tattoo:

In a collage-like exhibit at Auschwitz, tatooed limbs of the prisoners are pre-
served in photographic imagery in which only an arm or leg is visible,
highlighting the numbers imprinted on the exposed body part. Among these
images, only one limb belonging to awoman is discernable. In this photograph,
the female prisoner's knee is dlightly bent, her body in profile, revealing the
numbers 23528 that had been burned into her upper thigh. The upper limits of
the photograph are bounded by a skirt that appears to have been raised
intentionally for the camera. Had this image stood alone, separate from the
other, more masculine arms and legs, it might be mistaken for a 1940s
pornographic postcard. (Liebman Jakobs 2004, 231.)

The ending of the passage reveals an aspect of trauma which is highly relevant in the

context of femae victims of the Holocaust, and which is aso essential in the

discussion in thisthesis: the sexual degradation of captured women.

3.2 Sexual Degradation®

In on analysis based on the physical aspects of trauma the emphasized sexual content
in Styron’s novel is definitely worth noting. One of the most revealing aspects of
Sophi€’s trauma is that her depiction tends to lean towards sexual connotations. Lisa
Carstens argues in her article “Sexual Politics and Confessional Testimony in

Sophie’'s Choice” (2001): “If Sophie's victimization in the Holocaust is the novel's

* For discussion on how sexual degradation present in the novel relates to Sophie’s (in)ability to testify
her experiences, see Carstens 2001.
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nominal center, her sexual and emotional subjugation by male characters commands
more constant attention.” (Carstens 2001, 297.) One might question the relevance of
this in the context of physical characteristics, since conventionally even sexual
content of trauma might be considered as deriving from the mind and not from the
body. However, in my opinion emphasized sexuality and the resulting behavior
patterns are very much bodily marks of Sophie's trauma, which will be especialy
emphasized when the actual novel is analyzed. They may result from her inner
conflicts, which | will deal with in the next chapter of thisthesis, but are manifested in

an extremely concrete and earthly manner.

The afore-mentioned passage that depicts Sophi€’'s near-perfect appearance continues
in the following manner:
But none of these at al diminished a kind of wonderfully negligent sexuality
having to do at that moment, at least, with the casual but forthright way her
pelvis moved and with her truly sumptuous rear end. Despite past famine, her

behind was as perfectly formed as some fantastic prize-winning pear; it
vibrated with magical eloquence. . . (Sophie's Choice, 60.)

The beginning if the passage illustrates the apparentness of the traumatic
characteristics in Sophie’s body; the latter part also stresses the fact that Sophie is
depicted in an erotically charged manner throughout the novel. She is the object of

men’ s desire; an erotic daydream come true.

Sophie also suffers from physical sexual abuse both from the side of men and women
and behaves herself in a highly sexually charged manner. Thisis true even concerning
her past. For example, Styron offers a description of how a female staff member in the

camp commander’s household sexually abused Sophie. Again, the description is



18

graphic in nature. Furthermore, even though Sophie implies at first that before Nathan
she was chaste, amost virginal, Stingo eventually learns that she actually had a lover
before her apprehension, with whom she had intense sexual encounters. She also tried
to make use of her feminine charms in order to impress Auschwitz camp commander
Hoss and improve her position. And when it comes to the summer of 1947 in New
York, Sophieis clearly awilling and sometimes an active participant in her love affair
with Nathan. Stingo overhears one of their encounters and describes the sound as “the
uproar, the frenzy of two people fucking like crazed wild animals’ (Sophi€’'s Choice,

42).

Unfortunately the sexual relationship between Sophie and Nathan is far from being
simply fulfilling and blissful. The following passage, referring to a trip to aforest and
asmall hotel Connecticut, indicates that their affair isin all its passion aso intense in

aviolent manner:

‘Christ, how awful. | was redlly out of it. | wasin space. Outer space.
Gone!” With a sudden rustle of bedclothes he heaved himself about and
groped for her. *Oh, Sophie — Jesus Christ, | love you!” He wrapped an arm
around her and with a heavy squeeze drew her toward him; simultaneously, on
an outpouring of breath, she screamed. It was not a loud scream she heard
herself give, but the pain was stabbingly severe, real, and it was a small, red
scream. ‘Nathan!” . . .

... (But not screaming when the point of the polished leather shoe strikes hard
between two of her ribs, draws back, strikes again in the same place, driving
the breath from her lungs and causing a white blossom of pain to swell
beneath her breast.) ‘Nathan!” It is a desperate groan but not a scream, the
hoarse flow of her breath merging in her ears with his voice coming in brutish
methodical grunts: ‘Und die . . . SSMadchen- . . . spracht . . . dot will teach
you . . . dirty Jidinschwein!” (Sophie’s Choice, 415.)
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The passage illustrates also how the sexual violence and degradation Nathan inflicts
upon Sophie is often in direct connection with her past trauma. A few moments before
the afore-mentioned scene, in the middle of an oral fellatio which again is depicted in
a detailed manner, Nathan compares Sophie to Irma Griese, a cruel female Nazi who

was guilty of acts of indescribable sadism and torture in Auschwitz:

She opens her eyes, glimpses at his tortured face, resumes blindly, realizing
now that his voice has become a shout which begins to echo from the flanks of
the rock-strewn hill. ‘Suck me, you Fascist pig, Irma Griese Jew-burning
cunt’” The delicious marble palmtree, the dippery trunk swelling and
expanding, tells her he is on the edge of coming, tells her to relax so as to
accept the pulsing flood, the seawater gush of palmtree milk, and in that
instant of hovering expectancy, as always, she feels her eyes brim over with
stinging inexplicabletears. . . (Sophie's Choice, 414.)
The sexually marked instances in Sophie's life are not always linked to her own
symptoms. For example, the novel includes a passage which describes an incident in a
New York subway between Sophie and an anonymous man. When the subway
screeches to a halt and lights go out, Sophie is suddenly and shamefully molested:
“ ... shefdt, now, from behind her the hand dlither up between her thighs underneath
her skirt”. The incident is described in a most detailed manner and labeled as “digital
rape’: “For such it was, no random and clumsy grope but a swift all-out onslaught on,
to put it simply, her vagina, which the embodied finger sought like some evil,
wiggling little rodent, quickly circumvented the silk, then entered at full length,
causing her pain”. The hand “working with a surgical skill and haste, unbelievably
assertive as it probed and burrowed” is described as having a “rigid central finger”

and Sophie is even “conscious of fingernails’. (Sophie’s Choice, 109.) The physically

detailed description stresses the awckwardness and especially the bodily emphasis of



20

the situation. More importantly, the incident is directly linked to Sophi€e’'s fragile

condition:

[H]er distress was compounded by the way it upset the fragile balance of her
newly renowned psyche, by the manner in which this looting of her soul (for
she felt it to be that as much as her body) not only pushed her back toward the
cauchemar, the nightmare from which she was ever so delicately and slowly
trying to retreat, but actually symbolized, in its wanton viciousness, the very
nature of that nightmare world.

She who had for so long been off and on literally naked and who, these
few months in Brooklyn, had so painstakingly reclothed herself in self-
assurance and sanity had again by this act, she knew, been stripped bare.
(Sophie's Choice, 110.)

The feeling of being stripped naked is as bodily as if one had actually unclothed
Sophie. In addition to the physical experience the nakedness is aso related to the
nakedness of the soul. The loathsome act draws Sophie back to the world of

nightmare and shame even though she remains physicaly fully clothed during the

incident.

In other words, the bodily trauma both derives from and adds to Sophie’s mental

trauma. In the next chapter | will discuss the aspects of traumarelated to psyche.
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4. Wound of theMind

And | aso began gradually to understand how the turmoil that was grinding
them to pieces had doubl e origins, deriving perhaps equally from the black and
tormented underside of Nathan’s nature and from the unrelinquished reality of
Sophie’'s immediate past, trailing its horrible smoke — as if from the very
chimneys of Auschwitz — of anguish, confusion, self-deception and, above all,
guilt . . . (Sophie’'s Choice, 227)

4.1 Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Trauma victims mental state after the dreadful event is often referred to as post-
traumatic stress disorder. Obviously the Holocaust is not the only catastrophe that
causes post-traumatic stress disorder (most of the events Knuuttila mentions can cause
it), but the state is common amongst the concentration camp survivors. Cathy Caruth
discusses the disorder and states that it is a response to an overwhelming event and
can occur in the form of “repeated, intrusive hallucinations, dreams, thoughts or
behaviors stemming from the event, along with numbing that may have begun during
or after the experience, and possibly aso increased arousal to (and avoidance of)

stimuli recalling the event” (Caruth 1995, 4).

In Styron’s novel Sophie seems to be hovering between recovering from her
experience and suffering from it. For example, the narrator Stingo explains how
listening to music plays an important role for Sophie in reclaiming piece of mind:
while sitting in a concert of classical music Sophie “felt a serenity, a sense of inner
solace that amazed her, aong with the awareness that there were things to live for,
and that she might actually be able to reclaim the scattered pieces of her life and
compose of them a new self, given half the chance” (Sophie' s Choice, 104). However,

she is aso affected by amost all of the symptoms Caruth mentions. She has repeated
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nightmares and is deeply emotionally wounded by her experience. She also re-enacts
the self-destructive behavior pattern that is caused by her past, i.e. drinking
obsessively and engaging in a damaging, violent love affair with Nathan. Furthermore,
she at the same time has a need to revea and to avoid the aspects of her traumatic
experience. On the one hand she is quite willing to narrate her experiences, and on the
other highly elusive about her past. For example, when she first describes her arrival
to Auschwitz, she comes too close to addressing the matter of the terrible choice she
made on the platform, thus she stammers and leaves out the most essential part of the

story:

When | come of thetrain | was selected nottogoto...to. .. not to Birkenau
and the . . .” To Sophi€e's chagrin, she felt the thin outer layer of her cool
facade begin to shiver and crack, and her composure faltered; she was aware
of a quirky quaver in her voice. She was stammering. But she quickly gained
control of herself. (Sophie’s Choice, 174.)
Even though she has to smother the things from her past that cannot face daylight, she
has almost an obsessive need to “come clean” about her experiences. Stingo mentions
about Sophi€e's wish to confess that “when she was the most vulnerable, her need to

give voice to her agony and guilt was so urgent as to be like the beginning of a

scream” (Sophi€’'s Choice, 177).

The overwhelming presence of trauma in the victim’s mind can become an essential
part of the individual herself. According to LaCapra, those who have survived a
horrible ordea may develop afidelity to trauma. They actually resist working through
their experience, because the trauma has become a part of their identity. (LaCapra
2001, 22-23.) In Sophie's Choice it would seem that the identity of Sophie that is

present in the novel in fact constitutes from the trauma that has born and grown in her
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mind. This can be justified with the fact that everything she does seem to be
connected to her trauma and guilt: this includes her excessive drinking, her irrational
passion for Nathan and her self-destructive willingness to continue their violent
relationship, and her conversations with Stingo which almost always evolve into a

confession.

Caruth pointedly adds to her discussion of trauma the concepts of crisis of death and
the correlative crisis of life, which reflect the intermediate state “between the story of
an unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature of its survival”
(Caruth 1996, 7). Sophie evidently suffers both from being in the midst of her turmoil
of possessive memories of her past and from the trauma that builds up on them.

Nathan articulates the crisis of death in the early pages of the novel:

[he] cried out in a tone that might have been deemed a parody of existential
anguish had it not possessed the resonances of complete, unfeigned terror:
“Don't . ..you...see... Sophie...we...ae...dyng!' Dying!"”
(Sophie’s Choice, 91.)

Eric L. Santner offers a pointed argument to the question of what is necessary for a
survivor to do and suggests, that essential to any successful survivorship is “the work
of mourning” (Santner 1992, 145). An interesting question is whether or not Sophie
succeeds in this — does her suicide mean that she has come to accept her destiny and
understood that to live under such circumstances is impossible, or that she has given

up trying to mourn her loss properly, to heal ?

Noteworthy is the fact that the woman who existed before Auschwitz does not

actually appear in the novel except through the already damaged Sophi€’ s own words.
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Stingo and the reader come to know only the woman who has been through
Auschwitz and who is ultimately forever labeled by it. Douglas and Vogler introduce
an interesting remark concerning individua memory, which includes depicting
memory as the core of psychological self, a key to persona identity (Douglas &
Vogler 2003, 16). Sophie seems to be obsessed by her past, which in addition to her
remembrance of it constitute Stingo’s depiction of her identity, and also influence her

process of reconstructing the past with feelings of guilt and self-hatred:

... itisnow clear to me that a hideous sense of guilt aways chiefly governed
reassessments she was forced to make of her past. | a'so came to see that she
tended to view her own recent history through a filter of self-loathing —
apparently not a rare phenomenon among those who had undergone her
particular ordeal. Simone Weil wrote about this kind of suffering: * Affliction
stamps the soul to its very depths with the scorn, the disgust and even the self-
hatred and sense of guilt that crime logically should produce but actually does
not.” Thus with Sophie it may have been this complex of emotions that caused
her to be silent about certain things — this corrosive guilt together with a
simple but passionately motivated retinence. (Sophie’s Choice, 176.)

The passage illustrates that in Sophi€’s case self-loathing and guilt go hand in hand,
and also that these feelings are not necessarily eligible in her condition. They are the
sort of emotions that should rise from a true act of crime and from survivor’s self-

blaming attitude.

Towards the end of the novel it becomes clearer and clearer that the chief cause of
Sophi€e' s anguish is the guilt she feels over her former (in her opinion mis-) conducts.
Thus | will in the following analyze Sophi€e's guilt further and also suggest ways it

affects her salf-destructive behavior.
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4.2 The Guilt-Ridden Survivor®

Sophi€’s guilty feelings are aresult not only of her choice, which will be discussed in
the final section of this thesis, but also of her past actions as a (n unwilling)
collaborator of the Nazis. Here | will concentrate on two occasions in which her
actions are at least in her opinion wrong and incriminating: her work for her father as
a typist of his anti-Semitic pamphlet, and her efforts to get on the good side of the
Auschwitz camp commander Rudolf Hoss (the latter is actually linked to the

previous).

Sophi€’s feelings about her father seem to be two-fold: she has fond memories of him
from her childhood, but as a grown-up she cannot help but to despise and fear him for
his anti-Semitic ideas. Her father was an esteemed scholar in a university, who
actualy came up with one of the first written documents that preached about the
“Jewish problem” and offered the “Final Solution” as a means of getting rid of the
unwanted people. Sophie also formed a marriage with his disciple, although the union
proved to be loveless and unfulfilling in nature. Sophie describes her emotions as
shame when she witnessed the organized effort of the Nazis to clean Warsow from the

Jews:

‘Sometimes | got to think that everything bad on earth, every evil that was
ever invented, had to do with my father. That winter is Warsow, | didn’'t feel
any guilt about my father and what he had written. But | did feel this terrible
shame, which is not the same as guilt. Shame is a dirty feeling that is even
more hard to take than guilt, and | could barely live with the idea that my
father’ s dreams were coming true right in front of my eyes.” (Sophi€’s Choice,
572.)

® This discussion is based mostly on the analysis of the novel: on theoretical implications of (different
kinds of) guilt see e.g. Greenspan 1992.
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It is not important that Sophie uses the word “shame” instead of “guilt”, since her

feelingsin the end are closer to guilt. What is essential is that she functioned as hisaid

and thus bears the burden of contributing in theory to the extermination of Jews (even

though her father’ s pamphlet was never officialy recognized).

In Auschwitz Sophie was granted a special advantage of being a servant in the camp

commander HOsS's household. After much inner moral debates Sophie saw her

closeness as an opportunity to form a relationship with Héss and thus save her son Jan

from the work camp, where he was taken after the selection process. Her behavior,

which she clearly herself condemns, removes her ability to picture herself as an

innocent victim of circumstances:

If Sophie had been just a victim — helpless as a blown leaf, a human speck,
volitionless, like so many multitudes of her fellow damned — she would have
seemed merely pathetic . . . And therein lay one (although not the only one) of
the prime causes of her devastating guilt . . . For she could not wriggle out
from beneath the suffocating knowledge that there had been this time in her
life when she had played out the role, to its limit, of a fellow conspirator in
crime. And this was the role of an obsessed and poisonous anti-Semite — a
passionate, avid, tediously single-minded hater of Jews. (Sophie€’s Choice,
265.)

What is most devastating for Sophie is that she actually used her father’s pamphlet as

a tool to save herself and her son, trying to convince Hoéss that she belongs to the

people who hate the Jews and befriend the Nazis:

‘You see, sir, it is like this. | am originaly from Cracow, where my family
were passionate German partisans, for many years in the vanguard of those
countless lovers of the Third Reich who admire National Socialism and the
principles of the Fuhrer. My father was to the depths of his soul Judenfeindlich
—' (Sophie’'s Choice, 329.)
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Sadly, she only infuriated the commander, who had heard enough of anti-Semitism.
Sophie also tried to take advantage of her feminine charms and flirted with Hss, but
even though the commander was at times genuinely touched by her, in the end he
became irritated by her pleas. She herself describes her transformation from victim to

awilling accomplice and the guilt deriving from it in the following way:

‘So there is one thing that is still a mystery to me. And that is why, since |
know all this and | know the Nazis turned me into a sick animal like all the
rest, | should feel so much guilt over all the things | done there. And over just
being alive. Thus guilt is something | cannot get rid of and | think | never

will ... I know | will never get rid of it. Never. And because | never get rid of
it, maybe that’s the worst thing Germans left me with.” (Sophie' s Choice, 348-
349.)

It might even be irrelevant to discuss whether Sophie did morally wrong or not — the
essential thing here is her guilt after the events. However, in chapter 5 1 will commit

on the matter of Sophie’'s moral dilemmas.

Sophie's guilt is devastatingly enhanced by her lover Nathan’s domineering and
erratic behavior. As Stingo notes from the very beginning of their acquaintance,
Sophie's and Nathan's love affair is characterized not only by tenderness and sweet
words, but also intense eroticism and passionate lovers arguments: “Beneath all the
jollity, the tenderness, the solicitude, | sensed a disturbing tension in the room.”
(Sophi€’s Choice, 80.) However, it seems that the inconsistent nature of their affair is
caused by Nathan and his instantaneous mood swings. His behavior is caused by
paranoid schizophrenia and a drug habit, but the natural cause does not alter the fact
that his outbursts have a tremendous effect on Sophie. Sophie evidently is mentally
and amost physically dependent on Nathan: “’I need you, Nathan. You need me.””

(Sophi€e’s Choice, 55.)
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Thus she is immensely hurt when Nathan shouts accusations of her conduct. In afit of
anger Nathan for example yells a her, without any real basis for it: “’But that’s what
you are, you moron — a two-timing, double-crossing cunt!’” (Sophie’s Choice, 53.)
The most heart-breaking example of Nathan's cruelty and the guilt Sophie is
constantly carrying inside her is Nathan's demand for an explanation for Sophie’s

survival:

‘Tell my why it is, oh beauteous Zawistowska, that you inhabit the land of the
living. Did splendid little tricks and stratagems spring from that lovely head of
yours to allow you to breathe the clear Polish air while the multitudes at
Auschwitz choked slowly on the gas?. . .

. . . So please answer again. Did the same anti-Semitism for which
Poland has gained such world-wide renown — did a similar anti-Semitism
guide your own destiny, help you along, protect you, in a manner of
speaking, so that you became one of the minuscule handful of people who
lived while the millions died? His voice became harsh, cutting, cruel.
‘Explanation, please!” (Sophie's Choice, 254.)

Sophie has not told Nathan of her conduct in Auschwitz, but her lover is strikingly
accurate in his delusional, cruel accusations. What makes Nathan's outburst even
more fiendish is the fact that Sophie did not merely survive while millions of others

perished: she also outlived her own children.

All in all Sophie assumes a submissive, unresisting role in the relationship, what
probably derives from her conviction that she does not deserve anything else. She has
done wrong in the past, feels guilty about it, and decodes all misconduct towards her
as a proper punishment for her sins. A magjor part of her guilt has to do with the fact
that she is a Catholic, or at least used to be in her childhood. After Nathan's

immensely hurtful shouting and threat to leave her she simple states that it was
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justified: “’No, | know it was wrong. What he said was true, | done so many things
that were wrong. | deserved it, that he leave me.”” (Sophie’'s Choice, 60.) It does not
seem to matter that Sophie actualy did not do what Nathan accuses her for, i.e. betray

him — she takes his accusations as a punishment for her earlier misconducts.

Despite its violent and destructive nature the relationship with Nathan offers Sophie
consolation and a means of escaping herself. After a violent outburst which |

described in chapter 3.2 of this thesis Sophie and Nathan reconciliate:

‘Don’'t ask me, Stingo, don’'t ask me why — after all this— I was still ready for
Nathan to piss on me, rape me, stab me, beat me, blind me, do anything with
me that he desired. Anyway, a long time passed before he spoke to me again.
Then he said, “Sophielove, I’'m insane, you know. | want to apologize for my
insanity.” And after a bit he said, “Want to fuck?’ And | said right away
without even thinking twice, “Yes. Oh yes.” And we made love al afternoon,
which made me forget the pain but forget God too, and Jan, and all the other
things | had lost. And | knew Nathan and me would live for a while more
together.” (Sophi€e’'s Choice, 422.)

Even though at the beginning of the passage Sophie gives the impression that she does
not know why she allows Nathan to act the way he does, the reason becomes clear at
the end. In addition to Nathan's verbal cruelty and physicd violence being in her
mind a proper punishment, Nathan and the passionate sexual encounters and the love
they share is the only way for Sophie to withdraw from her traumatized, troubled

mind — and more importantly, to forget her al-consuming guilt.
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5. Applying Existentialism: Sophi€’'s Choices

Sophie, with an inanity poised on her tongue and choked with fear, was about
to attempt areply when the doctor said, Y ou may keep one of your children.’

‘Bitte?’ said Sophie.

“Y ou may keep one of your children,” he repeated. ‘ The other one will
have to go. Which one will you keep?

“Y ou mean, | have to choose?

“You're aPolack, not aYid. That gives you aprivilege —a choice.’

Her thought processes dwindled, ceased. Then she felt her legs
crumble. ‘I can’t choose! | can't choose!” She began to scream. Oh, how she
recalled her own screams! Tormented angels never screeched so loudly above
the hell’ s pandemonium. ‘1ch kann nicht wahlen!” she screamed.

The purpose of this study is not only the description and identification of the aspects
of Sophi€e’'s trauma in Styron’s novel but also to comment on what kind of mora
implications both the trauma and the process of reconstruction of Sophie's experience
have. As | stated in the previous chapter, one of the key elements in Sophie's
experience is her grief and guilt over her conduct before and during her stay at the
concentration camp, and more importantly, over the choice she had to make between
her two children. That is why it is highly relevant to commit on the matter of

existentialist issues such as an individua’s anxiety, guilt and moral conflict.

5.1 Preliminary L ook on Existentialism and Sophie’s Choice

Existentialism rises from the war experience of Second World War, which makes it
even more relevant and applicable in this context. It is a wide-ranging philosophical
movement and it is probably overly ambitious and far-reaching to apply it fully in this
context. Thus, in this study existentialist thoughts are dealt with Styron’s novel’s own
terms, i.e. certain philosophical concepts rising from the movement are considered

relevant when it comes to for example making choices, dreading for one's life
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(existence) or being possessed by trauma. However, it is useful to define
existentialism in general terms before submerging oneself in these particular relevant

subjects.

Shortly put, existentialism signifies a philosophical movement in which human beings
are understood as having afull responsibility of creating meaning in and for their own
lives. Thinkers that advanced existentialism include Sgren Kierkegaard, Friedrich
Nietzsche, Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heldegger. Sartre’s famous dlogan is
“existence precedes essence’, which means that man defines his own reality and is not
controlled by any external power or moral obligation. Truth and readlity rise always
from within a certain individual, who is free to create oneself and make his existence
“on the spot”.° Rollo May for example defines the main question in existentialism
following the general lines: “1 happen to exist at this given moment in time and space,

and my problem is how | am to be aware of the fact and what | shall do about it.”

(May 1983, 50.)

In Sophie' s Choice the existentia crisis of the individual not being able to control her
own existence and actions, even to remotely understand them coherently to create
herself, is directly linked to Sophi€'s inability to sort herself out after her traumatic
experience and her desperation that comes from making unsatisfactory choices. Thus
notions that are relevant here include truth, inner reality, anxiety, guilt and

emptiness/nothingness.

® For further definitions and historical information, see for example The Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(1967), which isthe source for the general outline of existentialism presented above.
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May poses the concepts of truth and inner reality and adapts Kierkegaard in his
treatment of them, stating that “[existentialism] releases us from bondage to the
dogma that truth can be understood only in terms of external objects. It opens up the
vast provinces of inner, subjective reality and indicates that such reality may be true
even though it contradicts objective fact” (May 1983, 70-71). In Sophie’s Choice it is
obvious that Sophie’s own inner world cannot be observed or understood by someone
else or with the help of external power: she has gone through something that is
beyond description (i.e. her subjective experience as well as the whole idea of the
Holocaust, as has been noted) and is unable to communicate this experience to others.
In spite of this her notion of the events is as accurate and authentic one as any other
recollection of events. The essence of traumais what makes the communication such
a troublesome task. However, these questions are more relevant in the discussion of
Sophie's inner experience of trauma and the credibility of her testimony, latter of

which are not discussed in this thesis.

5.2 Guilt and Sophie’'sMoral Conflict

May discusses anxiety and guilt as ontological states. It is obvious that in Styron's
novel Sophie experiences both of these feelings as aresult of her dreadful experiences
and the trauma deriving from them, but they can be understood also as wider,
existentialist dilemmas. Anxiety is always a threat to the very being of an individual,
and a state in which this individual becomes aware of the fact that her existence can
become destroyed, that she might become nothing. What is essentia in this case is
that “anxiety strikes at the central core of [an individual’ s] self-esteem and [her] sense
of value as a self, which is the most important aspect of [her] experience of [herself]

asabeing’ (May 1983, 109-110). Sophieis a person who evidently has an immensely



33

low self-esteem and lacks any kind of self appreciation, since she allows herself to get
involved in a destructive relationship with Nathan and is constantly undermining
herself, her actions and feelings. All this can be deduced as deriving from her
traumatic state, which has destroyed al her worthiness of self. May describes anxiety

further:

While we are subject to anxiety, we are to that extent unable to conceive in
imagination how existence would be “outside” the anxiety. This is why
anxiety is so hard to bear, and why people will choose, if they have the
chance, severe physical pain which would appear to the outside observer much
worse. (May 1983, 110.)

Sophie' s anxiety strikes into the core of her very being —thus it is no wonder that she

chooses a violent relationship and finally a voluntary suicide instead of a constant

threat to her state of mind, which she has absolutely no control over.

When it comes to guilt, May distinguishes between ontological and other guilts.
Ontological guilt, which is a substantial characteristic of any human being, comes
from an individual’s self-awareness: a person can see herself as one who can choose
or fail to choose. Being guilty does not mean that someone simply has guilty feelings,
but it is again rooted in a core of a human being. Every developed person would have
such guilt, thus it is an ontological characteristic of human existence rather than
something that a certain event triggers. It is therefore not necessarily a negative
quality, but can actually have constructive effects in the personality: “it can lead to
humility, sensitivity in one’'s relationships with one's fellow human beings, and
increased creativity in the use of one's own potentias.” (May 1983, 112-116.)
However, guilt can turn into morbid or neurotic guilt if it is repressed and unaccepted,

which seems to be the case in Sophi€’s state of mind. My contention isthat in her own



34

opinion Sophie has done something so terribly wrong in the past that she cannot
confront the event, and the “normal” ontological guilt turns into a possessive, morbid

guilt that cannot be healed because it cannot even remotely be touched upon.

All in dl, in Sophi€'s case there are two major dilemmas that arise from ontological
condition: a threat that her experiences caused to her very existence at the time they
took place and later in the form of repetitive trauma; and the moral conflict she has
had to face at the moment of her choice (in addition to other guilts she is dealing with,
which | intend to discuss later on). Suzanne Dovi discusses the concept of “genuine
moral dilemmas’, i.e. hard choices an agent has to make, unable to avoid violating her
deeply held mora beliefs (Dovi 2006, 175). Dovi’s article “Sophie's Choice: Letting
Chance Decide” is avery intelligent discussion of the moral implications of Sophie's
choice and offers valuable insight into the core of both the choice in the novel and

general ethics of decision-making.

Bernard Williams for his part defines mora conflict as a conflict between two moral
judgments in a situation where an individual must decide what to do (Williams 1973,

170). He states that there are two possible forms of moral conflict:

Oneisthat in which it ssemsthat | ought to do each of two things, but I cannot
do both. The other isthat in which (it seems) | ought to do in respect of certain
of its features also has to offer features in respect of which (it seems) | ought
not to do it. (Williams 1973, 171.)

Sophi€’s choice is a more difficult matter, since she can choose either

1) to send Jan, her son to death
2) to send Eva, her daughter, to death
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3) choose not to choose either one of them, i.e. send them both to death

4) to fight against the Nazi doctor who demands her to choose and probably
condemn them all to death or

5) not to choose anything at all, to remain passive and |etting chance decide.

Her decision is heart-breaking:

‘Don’t make me choose,” she heard herself plead in a whisper, ‘I can't
choose.’

‘Send them both over there, then,” the doctor said to the aide, ‘nach
links.’

‘Mamal’ She heard Eva's thin but soaring cry at the instant that she
thrust the child away from her and rose from the concrete with a clumsy
stumbling motion. ‘Take the baby!” she caled out. ‘Take my little girl?’
(Sophie’s Choice, 595.)

She ends up choosing to send Eva to death, and it is a matter of further discussion
whether or not she acted out of a certain motive and determination. All in all, the

choice Sophie has to face is an impossible one.

Michel Foucault introduces a concept of “true discourses’ in one of his maor works,
Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth (2000). “True discourses’ are something that Foucault
deals with in the context of Greek philosophers and their conception of the cultivation
of the self, thus they are not directly in connection with the ontological and existential
Issues present in Sophie's Choice — however, it is worth noting what Foucault states
about true discourses being the equipment that enables us to face redlity: “When an
unforeseen event of misfortune presents itself, we must be able to call upon the
relevant true discourses in order to protect ourselves,; they must be at our disposa
within us.” They can also be understood as an inner voice that guides a human being

in agonizing situations. (Foucault 2000, 100.) Sophie evidently lacks or has been
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unable to grasp true discourses in a moment of crisis: she has not been able to rely on
any inner voice of reason or other moral authoritive sense that could have controlled
her decison-making or aid her to survive her guilt. Her inner reality is in chaos

because of her trauma and she stands on the edge of existential nothingness.
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6. Conclusion: Sophie’'s Choices as the Ultimate Example of
the Trauma of the Holocaust

Then again | fell asleep, only to wake with a start just before dawn, in the dead
silence of that hour, with pounding heart and an icy chill straight up at my
ceiling above which Sophie dept, understanding with a dreamer’s fierce
clarity that she was doomed. (Sophie’s Choice, 61.)
| blinked in the dim light, then gradually caught sight of Sophie and Nathan
where they lay on top of the bright apricot bedspread. They were clad as on
that long-ago Sunday when | first saw them together — she in her sporty togs
from a bygone time, he in those wide-striped, raffish, anachronistic gray
flannels that had made him look like a succesful gambler. Dressed thus, but
recumbent and entwined in each other’s arms, they appeared from where |
stood as peaceful as two lovers who had gaily costumed themselves for an
afternoon stroll, but on impulse had decided to lie down and nap, or kiss and
make love, or merely whisper to each other of fond matters, and were frozen
in this grave and tender embrace forever. (Sophi€’ s Choice, 622.)
Trauma
In this thesis | have firstly discussed the nature of Sophie's trauma from two
perspectives, i.e. observing both bodily and psychological aspects of trauma. When it
comes to bodily experience of trauma, it has been deduced that the marks of illnesses
acquired from the concentration camps and the tattooed series of numbers in Sophie’'s
arm, for example, are as concrete an evidence of her trauma as any behavioral pattern.
I have made a choice to include sexual damage in the discussion of the traumarelating
to the body, since Sophie's erotically charged behavior and the abuse she encounters
from various individuals are not only described graphically, but are also an inherent
quality of her trauma and existence as a biologically determined woman. | would like

to add that the choice Sophie makes between her two children is the choice of a

mother, which is very much abiological, bodily condition as well.
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The bodily experience of trauma is obviously closely connected to the psychological
damage Sophi€e's experiences have caused her. Not only are the physical marks a
proof of her ordedls, but also her damaging sexual behavior is mostly due to her
suffering and the resulting inexistence of self worth. She is forever plagued by her
experiences and, more importantly, her choices: the choice of pretending to be an
accomplice of the Nazis', and the choice of sending Evato death. The end result is a
comprehensive, all-consuming trauma of both body and mind. What is highly relevant
is that the trauma remains unsolved: Sophie commits suicide before anything can be

resolved.

Destiny

Is suicide Sophie's destiny? Bertram Wyatt-Brown argues that “the passions of
Sophie and Nathan represent their temptation for death and the barrenness of the
grave’, while Stingo’s trgectory is towards love and life (Wyatt-Bryan 2001, 66).
This would suggest that the suicide pact is an inherent part of Sophie (and Nathan)
and an essential undercurrent in the other developments of the plot in the novel. The
diabolic undercurrent in the novel is established already quite at the beginning of the
novel, when Stingo wakes from a troubled sleep in an eerie silence of dawn only to
realize that Sophie “is doomed” (see the first quotation in the beginning of this

chapter).

As | stated in the beginning of this thesis, even the trauma of the Holocaust can be
encountered and its victim purified, and Sophie does have the possibility to do so
herself. She obviously cannot attain this in life. However, the other quotation at the

beginning of this chapter suggests that she has finally found peace on her death bed.
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Also, if Sophie would not have perished, the outcome of the novel on athematic level
would be quite different: either the trauma would have been solved or Sophie would
have continued to live her life of anguish and pain. In the first instance the haunting
effect of encountering evil and unbearable choices would be diminished, while the
second would suggest infinite, unresolved despair. Sophie might be a necessary victim
for the novel to come to its full potential in reaching beyond the scope of solitary

individuals, whether it is a question of their trauma or of their guilt.

Univer sal Scopes

In the above | suggested that even if my treatment of the novel has concentrated on
Sophie and her trauma, this point of view offers a wider perspective as well. When it
comes to guilt, it has been noted in the context of existentialism that guilt is a
universal feeling. In Styron’s novel Sophie’'s guilt about choosing her son over her
daughter and about her conduct with camp commander Hoss is not the only guilt

present. Stingo also admits being guilty about his position as a white man:

Yearslater | thought that if | had tithed a good part of my proceeds of Artiste’s
sale to the N.A.A.C.P. instead of keeping it, | might have shriven myself of
my own guilt, besides being able to offer evidence that even as a young man |
had enough concern for the plight of the Negro as to make a sacrifice.
(Sophie’s Choice, 35.)

Thus the guilt arising from the experiences in and surviving Auschwitz is paralleled
by the guilt some Americans may have had about the abolished slavery and treatment

of Negroes.” At the end of the novel, some time after the intense summer he has spent

"Nathan: ’ . . . | say that the fate of Bobby Weed at the hands of white Southern Americansis as
bottomlessly barbaric as any act performed by the Nazis during the rule of Adolf Hitler!” (Sophie's
Choice, 82). See also Berenbaum 1990 for a comparison of Jewish annihilation to, for example,
Armenian genocide and the fate of the gypsies.
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with Sophie and Nathan, Stingo breaks down into tears for all the loved ones that are

dead:

It was, of course, the memory of Sophie and Nathan’s long-ago plunge that set
loose this flood, but it was also a letting go of rage and sorrow for the many
others who during these past months had battered at my mind and now
demanded my mourning: Sophie and Nathan, yes, but aso Jan and Eva— Eva
with her one-eyed mis — and Eddie Farrell, and Bobby Weed, and my young
black savior Artiste, and Maria Hunt, and Nat Turner, and Wanda Muck-
Horch von Kretschmann, who were but a few of the beaten and butchered and
betrayed and martyred children of the earth. | did not weep for the six million
Jews or the two million Poles or the one million Serbs or the five million
Russians — | was unprepared to weep for all humanity — but | did weep for
these others who in one way or another had become dear to me . . . (Sophi€’'s
Choice, 623.)

Stingo may not have wept for al the humanity, but in its entirety Sophie’s Choice
touches upon much larger scenery than the surface level implies. The question is not
only of guilt, but also of the general experience of encountering evil which, according
to Styron, seems to be inevitable and even necessary for a person’s emotional
development. The choices Sophie is forever haunted by are in connection to the
guestions of ethics that humanity has had to face when encountering an event such as
the Holocaust. Both the comprehensiveness of Sophie's trauma and the moral

implications of the novel suggest that, in addition to relieving and going through the

past experiences, writing about trauma can grasp other areas as well.
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