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Abstract 

The legacy of the Holocaust continues to shape German cultural and moral 

consciousness long after the end of the Second World War. While the generation that 

committed Nazi crimes gradually disappeared, subsequent generations inherited the 

ethical burden of confronting this traumatic past. This paper examines the dynamics 

of intergenerational trauma and inherited guilt in Bernhard Schlink’s novel The 

Reader (1995). Through the narrative of Michael Berg and his relationship with 

Hanna Schmitz, the novel explores how individuals born after the Holocaust confront 

a moral history they did not directly create yet cannot escape. Drawing upon 

theoretical frameworks from Ernestine Schlant, Dominick LaCapra, Aleida Assmann, 

and Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich, this paper argues that The Reader 

portrays silence not as ignorance but as a complex psychological response to inherited 

guilt and unresolved trauma. The narrative reveals how private memory, public 

discourse, and personal relationships intersect in shaping Germany’s struggle with its 

past. Michael’s emotional paralysis during Hanna’s trial reflects a trauma response 

that illustrates LaCapra’s concept of “acting out,” while his later narration represents 

a tentative attempt at “working through.” The novel also highlights the tension 

between cultural memory, institutionalized through trials and national discourse, and 

communicative memory operating within family and intimate relationships. 

Ultimately, The Reader demonstrates that Holocaust memory in postwar Germany 

remains ethically unresolved. The past persists not only in historical narratives but in 

intimate emotional conflicts that continue to shape the identities of later generations. 
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Introduction 

The Holocaust remains one of the most traumatic and morally catastrophic 

events in modern history. While its immediate victims and perpetrators belonged to 

specific historical generations, its consequences have extended far beyond those who 

directly experienced it. In postwar Germany, the burden of confronting the crimes of 

National Socialism did not end with the defeat of the Nazi regime in 1945. Instead, 

later generations inherited the responsibility of grappling with the moral and 

historical implications of atrocities committed before they were born. 

 

The question of how later generations confront this inherited past lies at the 

center of Bernhard Schlink’s novel The Reader. First published in 1995, the novel 

became one of the most widely discussed literary works dealing with Germany’s 

confrontation with its Nazi past. Rather than focusing directly on the Holocaust itself, 

Schlink explores the psychological and ethical consequences of the Holocaust for 

those who grew up in postwar Germany. The novel addresses the complex 

relationship between memory, guilt, and generational identity through the story of 

Michael Berg and his relationship with Hanna Schmitz. 

 

Michael first meets Hanna when he is fifteen years old and she is a woman 

in her mid-thirties. Their secret relationship forms the emotional foundation of the 

novel. Years later, Michael encounters Hanna again when she is on trial for crimes 

committed during her service as a concentration camp guard. The discovery of 

Hanna’s past forces Michael to confront a painful moral dilemma. The woman he 

once loved is implicated in crimes associated with the Holocaust, and his personal 

memory becomes inseparable from the collective history of Nazi atrocities. 

 

This conflict reveals the central theme of the novel: the difficulty of 

reconciling personal relationships with historical responsibility. Michael’s emotional 

struggle reflects the broader predicament faced by the generation born after the war. 

Although they did not participate in Nazi crimes, they grew up surrounded by 

individuals who had lived through the period as perpetrators, collaborators, or silent 

witnesses. As a result, their personal histories were inevitably intertwined with the 

unresolved moral questions of the past. 
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The novel captures this tension through Michael’s own reflections on his act 

of narration. At the conclusion of the narrative, he acknowledges the unresolved 

nature of his attempt to confront the past: “Maybe I did write our story to be free of 

it, even if I never can be” (Schlink 216). This statement encapsulates the central 

paradox of postwar German memory: the desire to achieve moral closure alongside 

the recognition that such closure may be impossible. 

 

This paper examines The Reader as a literary exploration of intergenerational 

trauma and inherited guilt in postwar Germany. Drawing upon theoretical insights 

from scholars of trauma and memory studies, the analysis focuses on the ways in 

which the novel represents silence, emotional paralysis, and narrative reconstruction 

as responses to historical trauma. 

 

The chapter situates Schlink’s novel within the broader historical context of 

post-1945 Germany, a society that underwent rapid economic and political 

reconstruction but struggled to confront the moral consequences of the Nazi past. 

Silence played a significant role in this process. As Barbara Kosta observes, “No 

country has been more vexed by the topic of national identity… [and] has dealt as 

consciously with its past as Germany” (219). Yet this conscious engagement with 

history often coexisted with persistent patterns of avoidance and silence within 

everyday life. 

 

To explore these dynamics, the paper draws on several theoretical 

frameworks. Ernestine Schlant’s analysis of silence in postwar German literature 

provides a critical lens for understanding the ways in which the Holocaust has been 

both acknowledged and avoided within cultural discourse. Dominick LaCapra’s 

distinction between “acting out” and “working through” offers a valuable framework 

for interpreting Michael’s psychological responses to the discovery of Hanna’s past. 

Aleida Assmann’s concepts of cultural memory and communicative memory 

illuminate the tension between public remembrance and private silence. Finally, the 

work of Alexander and Margarete Mitscherlich on the “inability to mourn” helps 

explain why postwar German society initially struggled to confront the emotional 

implications of its historical crimes. 
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Through these theoretical perspectives, this paper argues that The Reader 

portrays inherited guilt as a deeply personal and psychological experience. The novel 

reveals how later generations struggle to reconcile love, memory, and moral 

responsibility in the shadow of the Holocaust. Rather than offering a resolution to this 

conflict, Schlink’s narrative emphasizes the enduring complexity of confronting a 

traumatic past. 

Postwar Germany and the Burden of Inherited Guilt 

In order to understand the significance of The Reader, it is necessary to 

situate the novel within the historical context of postwar Germany. After the defeat 

of Nazi Germany in 1945, the country faced the enormous task of rebuilding both its 

physical infrastructure and its moral identity. The immediate postwar years were 

dominated by efforts to reconstruct cities destroyed by bombing, establish democratic 

institutions, and reintegrate Germany into the international community. 

 

However, the process of moral reconstruction proved far more complicated. 

The scale of Nazi crimes, particularly the systematic extermination of European 

Jewry, raised profound questions about collective responsibility and national identity. 

For many Germans, confronting the full extent of these crimes was emotionally and 

politically difficult. 

 

During the early decades after the war, public discussion of the Holocaust 

often remained limited. While the Nuremberg Trials established the legal 

responsibility of leading Nazi officials, many ordinary citizens who had participated 

in or witnessed the regime’s crimes continued to occupy positions within German 

society. As a result, the process of confronting the past was frequently postponed or 

avoided. 

 

The generation born after the war grew up within this atmosphere of partial 

silence. These individuals inherited a society in which the past was both omnipresent 

and rarely discussed openly. Their parents and teachers had lived through the Nazi 

era, yet many avoided detailed conversations about their experiences. 

 

This generational dynamic became particularly visible during the student 

movements of the 1960s, when younger Germans began demanding greater 

accountability from the older generation. The confrontation between these 
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generations revealed the extent to which unresolved historical guilt continued to 

shape German society. 

 

In The Reader, Michael Berg belongs to this postwar generation. His life 

unfolds in a society that is gradually beginning to confront its past, particularly 

through legal proceedings against former Nazi officials. Yet the emotional 

implications of these trials remain deeply personal and unresolved. 

 

Love, Silence, and Moral Conflict 

The relationship between Michael and Hanna forms the emotional core of 

The Reader. Their affair begins when Michael is a teenage boy recovering from 

illness. Hanna helps him after he becomes sick in the street, and their encounter soon 

develops into an intimate relationship. 

 

At first, the relationship appears disconnected from historical concerns. The 

narrative focuses on the rituals that structure their encounters, particularly the practice 

of Michael reading aloud to Hanna before their physical intimacy. These reading 

sessions create a shared private world that seems separate from the broader social and 

historical context. 

 

However, this separation proves illusory. When Michael later encounters 

Hanna during the war crimes trial, the past suddenly intrudes upon his personal 

memories. The woman he once loved is revealed to have served as a guard at a Nazi 

concentration camp. This revelation produces a profound moral conflict for Michael. 

On one level, he recognizes the gravity of Hanna’s crimes and understands the 

necessity of legal judgment. On another level, his personal attachment to her prevents 

him from responding with the moral certainty displayed by other observers in the 

courtroom. 

 

This tension reflects the broader dilemma faced by Michael’s generation. 

They are expected to condemn the crimes of the Nazi era, yet they must do so while 

acknowledging that many perpetrators were ordinary individuals embedded within 

everyday social relationships. Michael’s response to this conflict is characterized by 

emotional numbness. Rather than expressing anger or outrage, he withdraws into a 
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state of psychological detachment. This reaction can be interpreted as a trauma 

response, reflecting his inability to reconcile conflicting emotional realities. 

Silence and the Representation of Trauma 

The theme of silence plays a central role in Schlink’s portrayal of 

intergenerational trauma. Silence appears in multiple forms throughout the novel: the 

silence surrounding Hanna’s illiteracy, the silence of the older generation regarding 

their wartime experiences, and Michael’s own silence during the trial. 

 

Ernestine Schlant’s analysis of silence in postwar German literature provides 

a useful framework for interpreting these dynamics. Schlant distinguishes between 

“the silence of the Holocaust,” which results from the extremity of the event itself, 

and “the silence about the Holocaust,” which reflects cultural avoidance and 

repression (Schlant 7). 

 

In The Reader, both forms of silence are present. The Holocaust itself 

represents an event so extreme that it challenges conventional modes of 

representation. At the same time, the reluctance of individuals to speak openly about 

their experiences reflects a broader cultural hesitation. Michael’s silence during 

Hanna’s trial exemplifies this tension. He possesses information that could potentially 

influence the legal proceedings, yet he chooses not to speak. His silence stems partly 

from personal loyalty and partly from his inability to articulate the complex emotions 

he experiences. 

 

This silence should not be interpreted as indifference. Instead, it reflects the 

paralysis that often accompanies traumatic knowledge. Michael cannot easily 

reconcile the affectionate memories of his relationship with Hanna with the horrific 

reality of her past actions. 

 

Acting Out and Working Through: A Trauma Perspective 

Dominick LaCapra’s theoretical distinction between “acting out” and 

“working through” provides a valuable framework for analyzing Michael’s 

psychological responses to the discovery of Hanna’s past. According to LaCapra, 

“acting out” occurs when individuals remain trapped within the emotional patterns 

associated with traumatic events. The past returns repeatedly in the present, 

preventing individuals from achieving critical distance or reflection. 

http://www.rjoe.org.in/


 

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 11, Issue 1 (Jan/Feb/Mar;2026) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 677 

 

Michael’s emotional numbness during the trial can be understood as a form of acting 

out. The revelation of Hanna’s past disrupts his understanding of his own life, and he 

becomes trapped within a cycle of unresolved emotions. 

 

In contrast, “working through” involves a process of critical reflection that 

allows individuals to acknowledge traumatic experiences while gradually integrating 

them into a broader understanding of history. Michael’s later decision to narrate the 

story of his relationship with Hanna represents an attempt at working through. By 

writing the narrative, he seeks to confront the past and articulate the moral 

complexities that continue to haunt him. 

 

However, the novel emphasizes that this process remains incomplete. 

Michael’s final admission that he may never be free from the story suggests that the 

work of confronting historical trauma has no definitive endpoint. 

 

Cultural Memory and Communicative Memory 

Aleida Assmann’s distinction between cultural memory and communicative 

memory offers another important perspective on the dynamics of memory in The 

Reader.Cultural memory refers to institutionalized forms of remembrance preserved 

through monuments, archives, education systems, and public commemorations. 

Communicative memory, by contrast, operates within everyday social interactions 

and family relationships. 

 

In postwar Germany, cultural memory of the Holocaust developed gradually 

through legal trials, historical research, and public education. These institutional 

processes established the Holocaust as a central element of German historical 

consciousness. 

 

However, communicative memory within families often remained 

fragmented and incomplete. Many parents avoided discussing their experiences 

during the Nazi era, leaving younger generations with limited information about the 

past. The tension between these forms of memory is visible in The Reader. Michael 

encounters the Holocaust as an abstract historical reality through education and public 

discourse. Yet his personal understanding of the past emerges primarily through his 

relationship with Hanna. 
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This intersection between private memory and public history creates a powerful 

emotional conflict. The Holocaust becomes both a national historical event and a 

deeply personal experience that shapes Michael’s identity. 

The Inability to Mourn 

The persistence of silence in postwar Germany can also be understood 

through the concept of the “inability to mourn,” developed by Alexander and 

Margarete Mitscherlich. In their influential study The Inability to Mourn, the 

Mitscherlichs argue that postwar German society struggled to acknowledge the 

emotional consequences of the collapse of the Nazi regime. 

 

Rather than openly confronting the moral implications of Nazi crimes, many 

Germans focused on rebuilding their lives and avoiding painful reflections on the 

past. This avoidance prevented a collective process of mourning that might have 

allowed society to come to terms with its historical responsibility. As a result, the 

emotional burden of confronting the past was often displaced onto later generations. 

Children and grandchildren of the wartime generation were left to grapple with 

unresolved questions about guilt, responsibility, and moral identity. 

 

Michael’s narrative reflects this inherited burden. His struggle to understand 

his relationship with Hanna mirrors the broader challenge faced by his generation: 

the need to confront a past that was never fully processed by their parents. 

 

Conclusion 

Bernhard Schlink’s The Reader offers a profound exploration of the 

psychological and ethical consequences of the Holocaust for later generations in 

postwar Germany. Through the complex relationship between Michael Berg and 

Hanna Schmitz, the novel examines how inherited guilt, silence, and unresolved 

trauma continue to shape personal and national identities. 

 

Drawing on theoretical insights from Schlant, LaCapra, Assmann, and the 

Mitscherlichs, this paper has argued that silence in the novel functions not as 

ignorance but as a response to the moral complexity of confronting the past. 

Michael’s emotional paralysis reflects the difficulty of reconciling personal love with 

historical responsibility, while his act of narration represents an incomplete attempt 

to process this conflict. 
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Ultimately, The Reader demonstrates that the legacy of the Holocaust cannot be 

confined to the historical moment in which it occurred. The trauma of the past 

continues to reverberate through subsequent generations, shaping their identities and 

moral consciousness. 

 

Schlink’s novel, therefore, highlights the enduring ethical challenge of 

Holocaust memory. The past does not disappear with time; instead, it remains an 

unresolved presence that demands ongoing reflection and engagement. 
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