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Witnessing / Testimony* 
Michal Givoni

Since the 1980s, testimony has formed the subject of or provided the analytical framework 
for numerous books and essays in continental philosophy, cultural studies, literature, art 
theory and historiography. This prolific literature has canonized testimony as the subversive 
idiom of oppressed and subaltern groups and as the primary medium of moral sensibility 
towards victims of atrocities. While these works should be credited for spelling out the 
ethical stakes and implications of testimony, for the most part they treated testimony as 
a model of a general crisis of representation and did not venture to probe the concept of 
witnessing and testimony per se. This essay strives to go beyond existing theorizations 
of witnessing and testimony and provide a more politicized and historicized account of 
these notions. Following a discussion of the shortcomings of the current theorization of 
witnessing and testimony, my aim will be to explicate, by analyzing manifold practices 
of witnessing and testimony in the 20th century, the ways in which they have become so 
prominent a mode of moral and political subjectivization.

Testimony, to quote Shoshana Felman, one of its most eminent scholars, is not simply 
what we think we know it is.1 With this caveat in mind, I would like to begin by presenting 
a testimony, a seemingly straightforward one. This testimony was made public by the 
Israeli group Breaking the Silence in July 2009, a few months after Israel’s latest attack 
on Gaza, known as Operation Cast Lead. It was included in a compilation of soldiers’ 
testimonies released by this group of veterans in an attempt “to bring into question the 
credibility of the official IDF versions” of the war.2 This video testimony – one of several 
accompanying a booklet in which the bulk of the taped testimonies are reproduced – 
partakes in a particular economy of witnessing. The vast majority of the witnesses whose 
voices Breaking the Silence works to bring to the public discourse remain anonymous. In 
the group’s publication, their testimonies are broken down into thematic fragments, so 
that often several testimonies, though not explicitly related to one another, have actually 
been produced by one sole eyewitness. The witnesses, comprising both active duty and 
reserve soldiers, rarely voice any opposition to Israel’s actions during the attack on the 
Gaza strip or to the occupation at large. They also typically do not divulge feelings and 
only occasionally express revulsion, shame, remorse, or any critical attitude towards the 
actions in which they partook. Their testimonies are replete with military jargon and the 
witnesses never once proclaim an intention to refuse to serve in the occupied territories if 
they are called upon again to do so. 

 

* I am grateful to Ariella Azoulay, Adi Ophir, and the anonymous reviewer for Mafte’akh for their valuable 
comments on earlier versions of this essay.
Michal Givoni, The department of Politics and Government, Ben Gurion University, and the department 
of International Relations, the Hebrew University
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What is so curious about this testimony and others of its kind is that their immediate 
grip seems to be little affected by the compelling critiques they provoke. This first-person 
account attests to the fact that testimony is an utterance whose message lies less in what is 
said than in what transpires. This is clearly borne out by Israel’s dual response to Breaking 
the Silence’s report: while IDF spokespersons rejected the testimonies for their lack of 
credibility, claiming that they can neither be corroborated nor refuted, Israeli officials 
nonetheless pressured the group’s international donors to cut their funding for what was 
obviously regarded as a dangerous venture. This is the enigma of testimony in a nutshell: 
though the soldiers’ testimonies could easily be dismissed as either epistemically invalid 
or aesthetically dull and insufficiently engaged, depending on one’s political position; and 
although, coming in the wake of a military campaign whose excessive use of violence was 
deliberately framed as an open secret, these testimonies revealed very little that was not 
already professed by Israeli politicians, broadcast live on Israeli television, and thoroughly 
justified by Israeli philosophers; still, these testimonies worked – as a powerful reminder 
of horrible crimes for some, and an ominous sign of dissension for others. 

The anxious response elicited by these seemingly innocuous testimonies reveals an 
elementary truth about testimony. No matter what it recounts and how it is performed, 
testimony is an event in which the responsibility of the witness – and only rarely his or 
hers alone – is at play. Testimony is a speech-act that brings moral and political subjects 
into being, sometimes almost in spite of themselves; it is one of the most prevalent devices 
available today for individuals to come to grips with moral obligations. Before it is a 
transmission of a message – of a story, of values, or of critique – testimony puts in motion 
a rather minimalist operational code that consists in drawing victims, perpetrators, 
and spectators or hearers into direct confrontation with political evil. The result of this 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=49ReWkvOk5U
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confrontation and the particular modes in which it is processed (i.e. denial, concealment, 
repression, or affirmation) matter less: what turns testimony into a distinct form of action 
is the multilayered bonds that it effects between a witness, a public and an (often internal) 
other.3 This explains why testimony is rarely considered redundant even if the event it 
describes has been thoroughly documented, and why the best way to neutralize it is not to 
counter its factual assertions but rather to set another testimony against it. More than just 
a piece of evidence, testimony marks the inscription of the political in an array of truth 
games, in which truth is conceived not as an end in itself but as a medium for ethical and 
political transformation. 

In our so-called “era of the witness”,4 then, testimony is a ritual whose moral and political 
meaning is, at least to some extent, given in advance. Bold or laconic, informative or 
subversive, testimony is ineluctably the idiom in which individuals speak back to power. 
If testimony is often exploited and mimicked by states and perpetrators this is because 
it is one of the main terrains of confrontation between government and the governed 
and one of the most prevalent formats of dissident claims. More than just a political 
instrument put to use by individuals, testimony is a practice that forges new concerns, 
commitments, and identities. It lies beyond good and evil and operates in similar ways 
on victims, perpetrators, and bystanders, as well as on direct and second-degree witnesses 
insofar as its performance is geared to generate a certain attentiveness – often ephemeral 
and unpredictable – that forms a necessary condition for moral concern and political 
engagement, though by no means a sufficient one. 

The effort to connect a witness, a public, and an other distinguishes what can be referred 
to as acts of testimony from more familiar eyewitness accounts that rarely address the 
public in its capacity to act and whose scope is limited to that which is immediately 
tangible, comprehensible, and verifiable. With respect to this ubiquitous form of testimony, 
which was qualified by some observers as our primary source of empirical knowledge,5 
testimonies that bear witness to the inhuman, the atrocious, and the elusive have come to 
form a distinct kind of practice. For our purposes, it matters less whether public acts of 
testimony derive from a social archetype of eyewitnessing or are incommensurable with 
it;6 it is enough to note the institutionalization of the distinction between these two types 
of testimony and their disparate modi operandi. 

From this analytic perspective, testimony crosses the threshold of politicization when it is 
not just an act that realizes a singular instance of witnessing but rather, and primarily, a 
vehicle for creating witnesses, in the plural. It rises above the mass of ordinary first-person 
accounts when the physical presence of the witness, whether concrete or virtual, is assigned 
the task of rendering an event disturbing, rather than merely tangible. Testimony becomes 
more than a routinized social institution when it does not presuppose the existence of 
an audience that may receive the deposition and of a dialogic encounter in which it can 
be interpreted so much as it aims to create and expand these.7 In this sense, politicized 
testimony is a phrase whose addressees and addressors alike are always in the making, even 
when its reception has not been favorable or when its publicity is – temporally – restricted. 
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It ceases to be a trivial report when the witness and the public she addresses morph into 
one another, with the witness incarnating an entire group of citizens, and her audience 
caught up in an obligation to relate and respond to and to reproduce her testimony. 

This intrinsic logic of testimony – the minimal formal requisites that may be activated 
by its consumers as much as by its producers but must be set in motion in order for this 
practice to have any political meaning – becomes fully decipherable when testimony is 
considered alongside the notion of indifference, which forms its backdrop and raison-d’être. 
Testimony, which is often accompanied by slogans such as “that the world may know”, 
is ascribed the unending task of expanding the political imagination that indifference 
depletes and retying the social bonds it has undone. It is first and foremost an act of moral 
weaving, an attempt to (re)establish a human relation where one is denied or presumed to 
be nonexistent.

Testimony, in other words, has an objective quality. The particular rationality encoded 
in it is paradoxically reaffirmed not only by its most ardent enemies but also by its most 
resounding failures. If testimonies end up fueling discursive hegemonies instead of 
undermining them this is because they translate the political into an empirical, infinitely 
minute, and all-too-human scale, which overshadows structures of power and domination; 
they are easily co-opted because of their underlying commitment, in the concise phrasing 
of Alain Brossat, to bring to light the reality of the “waste of the historical and political 
Order”.8 If testimonies are prone to spread indifference instead of dissipating it this is 
because they fall victim to the response that they so forcefully demand and numb the 
moral sense of hyper-irritated spectators; their moral effect is diluted because they now 
interpellate ever-growing audiences in a globalized public space, in an ever-increasing 
intensity and pace. 

Integral as testimony has become to our tacit moral and political knowledge, it remains a 
rather murky concept. Since the last third of the twentieth century testimony has enjoyed 
unprecedented popularity as a philosophical theme, an artistic gesture, and a political 
strategy. The label ‘testimony’ is currently in inflated use, designating much more than 
eyewitness accounts: it is attached to literary genres, to informative reports on distant 
atrocities, and to works of art. Nor is there any immediate similarity between the various 
first-person relations that have come to be regarded as legitimate testimonies: they are both 
fictional and documentary, composed by a direct witness or by a distant spectator; some of 
them push the witness to the fore and others cross her out. The notion of testimony seems 
to have spilled into its semantic field and become indistinguishable from notions such as 
witnessing and bearing witness. Although it is one of the most prominent concepts in the 
toolkit of critical thought, the actual contours of testimony as a political operation remain 
vague. 

The successful takeover by witnessing of other modes of political agency calls for a 
conceptual reconsideration of testimony that is both sensitive to the open-ended nature of 
this concept and more meticulous in spelling out its political workings. Testimony without 
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a witness imposes itself as the point of departure of such an inquiry into testimony and 
the political because it forces us to revisit “what we think we know” about testimony. 
What is at issue is not just the familiar form of eyewitnessing, which relies on the witness’ 
proclamation of presence as a procedure of factual validation and on his self-exposure as a 
guarantee of truthfulness. The withdrawal of the figure of the witness discernable in some 
public acts of testimony by, for example, veteran soldiers, aid workers, and human rights 
practitioners also casts critical light on more elaborate conceptualizations of testimony. It 
is, more specifically, at odds with sociological and cultural analyses of testimony, such as 
those advanced by Renaud Dulong and Annette Wieviorka, which set the aesthetics of 
testimony as a key to its political operation. The diminishing of the witness indicates that 
the corporal presence of the witness, valuable as it may be in bridging past occurrences 
and their present narration and in bringing distant spectators into “retro-contact” with 
the event, cannot alone account for making testimony so compelling.9 Similarly, it acts 
as a reminder of the fact that so much as it relies on the exaltation of the individual, 
testimony is more than just a carrier of an “ideology of intimacy” that “transforms political 
categories into psychological ones”.10 But even more significantly, the claim that the effects 
of testimony are not necessarily tethered to an idiosyncratic figure of a witness calls into 
question the theoretical paradigm that reinvented testimony as a moral act and was most 
keenly aware of its political implications. It invites a closer examination of the attempt 
made by poststructuralist thinkers to unravel the harmfulness of testimony construed as 
evidence and to contest its epistemic domination by articulating the moral, literary, and 
psychic performativity of witnessing. 

I. Testimony Theory and the Political

For poststructuralist thinkers such as Jean-François Lyotard, Shoshana Felman, and Giorgio 
Agamben and for psychoanalysts such as Dori Laub, testimony represented an impossible 
and yet a necessary act. Rather than a form of evidence or a source of information, it was 
a gesture that laid bare the limits of knowledge, representation, and justice by enacting 
traumatic and ineffable experiences. In the shadow of the Holocaust and under its moral 
onus, testimony was seen as an incarnation of a loss: the loss, as Felman has put it, “of 
voice, of life, of knowledge, of awareness, of truth, of the capacity to feel, of the capacity 
to speak”.11 Testimony was not to be confounded with traditional forms of storytelling 
whose assumption of perfect correspondence between history, memory, and narrative was 
invalidated in the face of limit experiences of violence and destitution. It aimed less at a 
reconstruction of historical occurrences than at the disclosure of their existential, moral, 
and psychic repercussions. The crux of testimony was to be extracted from its margins: 
from narration gaps, lapses of memory, and tremblings of voice that provided a glimpse of 
the catastrophe as an event that precludes witnessing.

Heavily inspired by the psychoanalytic notion of trauma (and its host of related notions, 
such as symptom, return, and compulsion), Felman and Laub’s approach to testimony, and 
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to a certain extent Lyotard’s, abolished the temporal and ontological gap that is usually 
presumed to separate testimony from the event. For them, acts of testimony both staged 
and set in motion the crisis of witnessing that formed the distinctive feature of genocide and 
other atrocities. Testimony disclosed the attack on the human capacity to comprehend, to 
render meaningful, and to share the experience, which, by virtue of the unique perspective 
put forward by survivors’ accounts, came to pass as the kernel of the catastrophe and its 
most destructive weapon. Testimony was a material trace of the disaster – a “performative 
speech act”12 that brought buried memories into being and represented forgotten or mute 
victims as such. It was a vestige of the psychic and social destruction wrought by violence 
and oppression, rather than a mere depiction of their horrors. Ontologically reconfigured, 
testimony was the moral reaction that corresponded to the never-ending character of a 
political violence that strove to obliterate its own traces. A private, even intimate gesture of 
memory, it was nevertheless construed as the primary form of struggle against the always-
imminent realization of murderous political projects.

In this theoretical construction, testimonies and eyewitness accounts did not necessarily 
overlap. Testimonies were not to be authenticated on the basis of actual presence, 
unhindered observation, and comprehensive reporting. Instead, the validity of testimony 
and the authority of the witness stemmed, in the words of Agamben, from the “capacity 
to speak solely in the name of an incapacity to speak”.13 Testimony was to give voice to 
a certain lacuna of representation that was generated by the moral and political order 
that reigned in the concentration camps, and has since then lurked in the horizon of 
contemporary politics. For Agamben, this lacuna carried the name of the Muselmann, a 
human being who was stripped of his capacities of speech and comprehension and led 
a deplorable existence of “bare life”; his conjuring now stood for the mission and raison 
d’être of testimony. By bringing such a laden silence to the fore, testimony was supposed to 
capture an ontological predicament and not just a political constellation. Bearing witness 
to the catastrophe was at the same time a recalling of the boundaries of discursive genres 
(Lyotard), of the false promise of universality (Lyotard and Felman), and of the fragile 
intimacy between the speaking being and the living being (Agamben). For this reason, 
testimony could be construed as an action that wedded the memory of past atrocities to 
the anticipation of future ones – as a therapeutic device that was inescapably also “a critical 
activity”.14 

Since according to testimony theory it was the resurrection of unfathomable wrongs 
rather than physical proximity to the events that granted the witness her claim to truth, 
the right and the obligation to bear witness fell equally on eyewitnesses and indirect ones. 
Elevated from a private and discrete deed to a social configuration, and construed as the 
foundation of a new pedagogy, testimony was conceived to be operating both as an arena 
of witnessing and as its medium. The aim of testimonial communications for Felman and 
Laub was not to transmit judgments but primarily to generate transference of unsettling 
experiences. In becoming witnesses, the hearers and spectators of testimony were to relive 
the disintegration – and the recovery – of the voice of the victims, whose testimonies were 
ascribed a visceral, contaminating effect.15 Testimonies by direct witnesses and secondhand 
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ones alike could, in principle, preserve a trace of the traumatic event.16 Both were taken 
to exemplify the way in which “[t]he witness, confronted with the sublime object [i.e. 
the horrible reality of oppression or violence] is rendered…speechless and is nonetheless 
compelled to speak….”17

Thus, testimony theory constructed witnessing and testimony as imperatives that drew 
their force from other intimations, signs, and testimonies. More radically still, it cast 
them as the sole remnants (in Agamben’s words) of ethics, and as the scene of its epochal 
metamorphosis. In Agamben’s view, witnessing and testimony marked the shattering of 
traditional ethical doctrines by the radical moral ambiguity that characterized the world 
of the concentration camps, whose emblem was the grey zone described by Primo Levi. 
Confronted by a political space in which the human and the inhuman, and innocence 
and guilt had become indistinguishable, normative ethics, premised on a clear distinction 
between good and evil and on an essentialist qualification of the human, was irrecoverably 
invalidated. For Agamben (as, in a different theoretical register, for Lyotard), the morally 
adequate response to the impotence of ethics after Auschwitz was to bear witness to its 
failure. This was to be done by shifting the weight of ethics to acts of testimony, a “new 
ethical territory” guided solely by concern for the victims while at the same time not 
grounded in any firm principles or rules.18 

While this theoretical paradigm should be credited for bringing the moral and the political 
closer together, it has largely left out some of the most crucial aspects of the contemporary 
politics of testimony. For the most part, poststructuralist thinkers ignored the procedures, 
stakes, and dilemmas of witnessing in less consensual contexts and, more particularly, the 
political economy of witnessing in postcolonial settings, where testimony still involved 
traditional forms of storytelling and where the claim to cognitive truth had a much larger 
share. Conspicuously absent from this theoretical account were, for example, first-person 
narratives by members of indigenous groups, which came to constitute the most prolific 
literary genre in Latin America, known as testimonio.19 Transcribed, edited, and brought to 
press by journalists and writers, these testimonies were increasingly used since the nineteen 
sixties to mobilize support for the cause of oppressed minorities. A simulacrum of an oral 
narrative, testimonio was a literary fabrication as much as a truthful document.20 Unlike 
the testimonies of Holocaust survivors, it did not seek identification and empathy so 
much as solidarity and action, setting the stakes placed on the accuracy of the life story at 
a much higher level than testimony theory was willing to admit. 

Moreover, since its notion of testimony was premised on the notion of trauma and 
presupposed that witnessing was precluded while atrocities raged and could only take place 
retroactively, testimony theory could not grasp the new forms of humanitarian witnessing 
that took place in real time, and ventured to curb violent events. The ethics of witnessing 
that drew its impetus from the Holocaust and set this event as a philosophical and political 
paradigm was incapable of conceiving of, let alone addressing, the challenges involved 
in a global formation of witnessing, which was contemporaneous to the emergency and 
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faced not one singular catastrophe but a host of political disasters all at once. Testimony 
theory made no attempt to draw out the stakes and implications of the new role of 
witnessing as the infrastructure of a cosmopolitical citizenship.21 Rather than engaging 
with global practices of testimony that burgeoned at precisely the same moment when the 
theorization of testimony was taking shape, it carried on alongside them, as though on a 
parallel track. 

From the poststructuralist perspective, the question of testimony, as Adi Ophir has 
noted in a slightly different context, was primarily “a metonym for the [problem of the] 
representation of reality in general”, a problem that the Holocaust both modeled and 
epitomized.22 It might be said that while this approach may be open to criticism for its 
affirmation of the uniqueness of the Holocaust, its disregard for actually existing testimony 
is excusable, as it never set out to analyze testimony per se, let along its intrinsic political 
and public dimensions. Yet testimony theory has been cut off from the political in a 
more fundamental and more disturbing way. In its attempt to highlight the idiosyncratic 
voice of the witness and the visceral character of testimony, it has turned a blind eye 
to the rationalities with which testimony itself is permeated. By regarding testimony 
as, in Felman’s words, “the uniqueness of the performance of a story which… cannot 
be carried out by anybody else”, it ignored the routinization of testimony as a practice 
whose meaning is immediately transparent to its producers and audience.23 While striving 
to rescue a moral singularity not only from the rule of normative ethics but also from 
the regulation of discursive structures (as illustrated notably in Agamben’s positioning 
of testimony “between langue and its taking place”, as the potentiality to speak, and to 
speak otherwise),24 this philosophical project thus failed to account for the contemporary 
prominence of testimony as the ethical paradigm of our political culture. 

Obscuring the institutionalization of testimony was not only its portrayal as an 
autobiographical exception – to knowledge and power, to discourse and the archive; 
to no lesser extent, the advent of testimony as a major political strategy and mode of 
interpellation was eclipsed by a theoretical drifting that equated testimony with the basic 
structure of subjectivity. This was most explicitly articulated by Agamben’s claim that 
the subject was always-already a witness to the loss of a unique corporeality that the 
appropriation of language entailed, and that consequently, to be a subject and to be a 
witness meant one and the same thing.25 The appropriation of the notions of witnessing 
and testimony as an analytical framework but also as a heuristic tool designed to put 
forward an alternative to the metaphysics of the subject (which also underlay the work of 
Kelly Oliver and, more subtly, Felman and Laub’s book), blurred the political specificity 
of testimony.26 By setting witnessing and testimony as a metonym for the (deconstructed) 
subject, this philosophical argument drew attention away from their role as a particular 
mode of political subjectivization and public action. 

This failure to conceive of testimony as a political institution calls for a more nuanced 
theorization that endorses the view of testimony as an archetype of moral action and as 
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the place of ethics in contemporary culture, and yet restores the moral turn that testimony 
has taken to its place in history and politics. Instead of construing testimony as either 
the basis for history and law or as their limit, such an approach will examine how it has 
become a moral-political practice in its own right and how it has come to occupy such 
an entrenched position in the public sphere. This theoretical shift is necessary because the 
political dimension of testimony is not calcified in a basic structure; it is made and remade, 
defended and reinvented, by agents who perform and produce testimonies. Moreover, a 
strictly philosophical definition of testimony risks obscuring some of the most crucial 
consequences of testimony’s politicization in the twentieth century: its status as a contested 
concept, a multifarious practice, but also an increasingly regulated gesture. 

In what follows I will trace the broad outlines of an alternative inquiry that does not seek 
to provide a definition of testimony so much as to pry open its black box. But first, it is 
necessary to take a short detour through the etymologies of the terms ‘witnessing’ and 
‘testimony’ and the more remote practices with which they have been associated. The 
ancient forms of witnessing and testimony, I argue, shed light on the matrix in which 
political witnessing have taken shape and have been rendered both meaningful and 
problematic. 

II. The Genealogies of Witnessing and Testimony

Witnessing and testimony have a glorious genealogy spanning religion, historiography, law, 
and science. The word ‘testimony’ evolved from the Latin root testis, whose literal meaning 
is “one present as a third party”. In Roman law, the word testis referred both to the witness 
who was present in a legal transaction in order to validate it, and to the witness who 
testified in court. It was only at a much later stage, however, that this external, third-party 
position of the juridical witness morphed into the familiar institution of eyewitnessing 
and was invested with the latter’s rigid epistemic guarantees. Until the fifteenth century, 
juridical witnesses were held to testify “to their faith in the person in question” rather than, 
or in addition to, the facts of the case at hand.27 Following the colonial conquests and the 
diffusion of travel accounts about The New World, the interpretation of testimony as a 
truthful report whose unique source of validity was its underlying first-hand experience 
gained priority over this ethical modality of testimony. The center of gravity of testimony 
shifted from the public appearance of the witness in the moment of testifying, to the 
past occurrence that his discourse was supposed to reconstruct.28 With the emergence of 
experimental science in the seventeenth century, the juridical model of factual witnessing 
migrated, together with its elaborate methods for the evaluation of testimonies, to the 
laboratories and forums of the new savants.29 

The polysemy of testimony is reinforced by other archaic notions that pertain to its 
semantic field. Another Latin word for witness, superstes, construed the witness as the one 
who attends an event and subsists beyond it, thus merging the witness and the survivor 
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into one figure.30 The paradigmatic witness in this context would not be the third party 
who remains untarnished by a conflict she observes from the sidelines, but rather the 
one who lives through an ordeal and testifies to her own experience of anxiety and loss. 
As Didier Fassin writes in relation to the original distinction between the testis and the 
superstes, “The truth of the testis, expressed in the third person, is deemed objective. The 
truth of the superstes, expressed in the first person, is deemed subjective. The latter has 
merit by virtue of the affects it involves, the former by virtue of those it eliminates”.31 
Arbiter is yet another ancient appellation, associating the witness with the arbitrator who 
adjudicates in a dispute that was not foreseen and regulated by the law. Used to denote a 
clandestine witness who sees without been seen, the term arbiter was related to a particular 
form of judgment, which, in the absence of a legal rule, was to be guided solely by the 
circumstances of the case.32

The Greek word for witness, martus (martyr), evinces yet another set of relations between 
truth and action, body and sign. The testimony of the martyr, as Paul Ricoeur has argued, 
inverses the meaning of testimony insofar as it does not “designate an action of speech, 
the oral report of an eyewitness about a fact to which he was witness”, becoming instead 
“the action itself as it attests outside of himself, to the interior man, to his conviction, to 
his faith”.33 In early Christianity, the notion of martyrdom was associated with the “blood 
witnesses”, killed for their confessions of faith.34 With the coming of peace to the church 
in the fourth and fifth centuries, martyrdom was spiritualized and correlated with the 
asceticism of monks and bishops, while the cult of the historic martyrs prospered. 

These various etymologies of the witness demonstrate, as Didier Fassin claims, that 
the “witness figure is less homogeneous than is often suggested”.35 Yet although there 
are analogies between contemporary testimonies and historical ones, testimonies in the 
public sphere are not simply permutations of these elementary types of witnessing. The 
contemporary relevance of these archaic forms stems from the fact that the gaps between testis, 
superstes, arbiter, and martyr reflect the hermeneutic space in which political testimonies are 
enacted, rather than their final form. Once testimonial discourses are examined alongside 
the prolific literature on testimony, it becomes apparent that testimonies are bound to 
and defined by structural ambiguities that were to some extent prefigured in the multiple 
renditions of witnessing in the classical age. They vacillate between a detached reporting 
and a thick narration of experience; between the transmission of facts and the expression 
of suspicion; between the precision of the statement and the visibility of the act; between 
prolonged observation that sets the conditions for the production of truth-claims, and self-
destruction that is perceived as the ultimate sign of truth. This clash between conflicting 
interpretations of what witnessing entails, which unsettles any form of witnessing that is 
based on fact (testis), experience (superstes) or action (martyr) alone, is the distinguishing 
feature of the political practice of testimony, setting it apart from other forms of witnessing. 
Indeed, it is one of the most important consequences of the migration of testimony from 
the legal and scientific domains to the political public sphere.
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The unsettled nature of testimonial truth is not immediately visible in the text of political 
testimonies. It transpires in the ethical reflection that has accompanied the politicization 
of testimony in the twentieth century and in the public controversies that build on and 
feed it. These controversies pertain not only to particular testimonies and their assertions; 
triggered by attempts to undermine the credibility of specific testimonies, they concern the 
very presuppositions of the practice of testimony – its saying and not only its said. These 
controversies stem not – as Renauld Dulong observed – from the fact that the truth-claim 
of testimonies is at odds with the plurality characteristic of the public sphere,36 but rather 
from the manifold interpretations to which the notion and the practice of testimony are 
susceptible. 

The history of political witnessing is, therefore, the history of its construction as a problem 
– whether as a form of documentation that runs the risk of hyperbole, a narrative that 
cannot be articulated, an act that aggravates the evil it sets out to counter, or an impossible 
but unavoidable utterance. The ascent of testimony has been inseparable from the sustained 
analysis of its intrinsic quandaries and from the invention of literary, artistic, and political 
devices designed to contain the troubles of witnessing. The practice of political testimony 
presupposed that the presence in and observation and reporting of wars and atrocities 
are neither necessary nor sufficient conditions for witnessing: additional requirements 
need to be satisfied for someone to become a genuine and worthy witness to horrible 
political events. This is not to say that spontaneous testimonies, unencumbered by the 
predicaments of witnessing, were no longer in circulation, but rather that testimonies 
guided by a moral and political ambition were framed, designed, and reflected upon in an 
unprecedented manner. 

The democratization of testimony and its transformation, following the spread of literacy, 
into an action that crosses class boundaries have been regulated by regimes of witnessing 
that prescribe, in manifold ways, how one becomes a witness, what an authentic testimony 
is, and what it strives to achieve. Though engaging in the most personal and idiosyncratic 
intervention in the public sphere, she who bears witness also thereby inscribes herself in 
a codified tradition that not only exalts witnessing but also lays down the conventional 
modes of performing and interpreting it. The contemporary witness is rarely the sole 
author of her testimony: her deposition is shaped by experts and institutions that record, 
classify, archive, publish, and disseminate testimonies, and by tacit norms, aesthetic 
models, and political expectations that inform both the production of testimony and its 
reception. The witness and his immediate witness – the one who brings testimony into 
existence and often frames the conditions for its extraction, publication, and circulation – 
are therefore not so far apart: they occupy two closely related positions in a formation of 
witnessing encompassing implicit rules of testimony that shape particular depositions and 
acts of witnessing in advance. 

While the prominence that testimony currently enjoys is often related to the evolution 
of media technologies that support and expand witnessing and of culture of self-exposure 



  158
 Witnessing / Testimony

that make first-person narratives so appealing, it is also the outcome of testimony’s 
transformation into a collective, reflected-upon, and more rationalized endeavor. In 
addition to the more apparent factors outlined above, testimony owes its prominence 
as a political tool to the interpretative apparatuses in which it has been embedded and 
to the ethical reasoning to which it has given rise, which evolved hand in hand with the 
quandaries of witnessing and the controversies that it unleashed. A close examination 
of the ethics of testimony in the twentieth century reveals that the culture of testimony 
is a juxtaposition of disparate paradigms of witnessing, which are often lost behind the 
homogenous and hegemonic image of the “age of testimony”. These paradigms incarnate 
various meanings of witnessing and testimony, but they diverge above all in the challenges 
and quandaries that they seek to address. It is to these paradigms that I wish to turn 
now by describing the broad outlines of three major formations of witnessing and their 
underlying tensions. 

III. The Predicaments of Witnessing and Testimony

As that period in which testimonies have not only been produced in greater numbers and 
rates but also in more sophisticated, reflexive, and contested forms, the age of testimony 
began with the First World War and reached its apotheosis in humanitarian action and 
human rights activism following the end of the cold war. The Great War generated a flood 
of veterans’ writings that turned testimony into a collective phenomenon and marked it as 
a new literary genre. At the same time, it also brought about the first attempt to demarcate 
a corpus of testimonies that included both fictional narratives and eyewitness accounts 
of the war; to formulate a method for their evaluation; to substantiate the truth value of 
testimony; and to define its distinctive position in the public sphere. Published in 1929, 
Jean Norton Cru’s monumental tome Témoins [Witnesses] was an annotated compilation 
and a methodical review of some three hundred combatants’ books that were published 
in French during and after WWI.37 Conceived as a service to future historians, Cru’s 
classification of witnesses’ accounts had an immediate political resonance by virtue of 
bringing witnesses together for the first time as a public that shared not just memories 
and experiences but also an ethos and a mode of address. The mission Cru had set himself 
was to reinforce the distinction between “relations of narrators who acted and lived the 
facts”, and “stories of spectators”, whose glorification of war was to be outbalanced by 
the combatants’ depiction of its grim reality.38 By elevating the impressions of individual 
witnesses into a collective voice, his catalog of testimonies would, he believed, “impart 
to them the force and the influence that they cannot have but by the grouping of voices 
from the front, the only ones authorized to speak of the war not as an art but as a human 
phenomenon”.39 

Himself an ex-combatant, Cru formulated a set of criteria for evaluating the quality and 
credibility of war testimonies. Charged with the mission of imparting the combatants’ 
experience of the war, testimonies were not to be evaluated by their documentary qualities 
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or their literary value alone but rather by their ability to transmit “a faithful image of a life 
that was lived”.40 While engaging in a painstaking corroboration of facts, Cru condemned 
the drift towards the sensational and the legendary in war accounts, and on this ground 
rejected some of the most admired war novels of the period. Yet factual veracity as embodied 
in the accuracy of details – places, times, and events – was for him only a guarantee of 
the quality of testimony, whose true substance lay in the “psychological facts” that it was 
capable of transmitting – perceived as “the very essence of the war”.41 Ranked at the top of 
Cru’s scale were the diary notes taken in the heat of events, as well as accounts written by 
physicians and other medical workers who, by virtue of their proximity to the wounded, 
“could provide precious documents on the psychology of man in war”.42

The naturalistic model of testimony put forward by Cru did not reflect the combatants’ 
own aesthetic priorities. Indeed, Cru’s attempt to work out a politically effective concept 
of testimony clashed with the literary frame of judgment within which the combatants’ 
books were usually received. In the debate that followed the publication of Témoins in 1929, 
some of Cru’s disqualified witnesses denigrated his esteem for “dated and certified facts” 
and “bare documents”, upholding instead the creative liberty and mobilizing potential of 
art.43 Most of the combatant-writers, intellectuals, and literary critics involved in “Jean 
Norton Cru’s affair”, to use the suggestive phrase of Frédéric Rousseau, regarded testimony 
and literature as mutually exclusive and either rejected or simply ignored the subtleties of 
Cru’s position, namely, that literary works provided legitimate testimony as long as they 
remained loyal to the actual experience of their authors. What underlay the critics’ defense 
of literature – which shared in Cru’s basic assumption that witness accounts could play a 
significant role in the prevention of war – was actually one of the first interrogations of 
the fundamentals of public testimony: What can be counted a (truthful) testimony? What 
is the relation between testimony’s veracity and its efficacy? And where does the force of 
testimony reside?44 

The sifting and classification of testimonies that were central to Cru’s project would 
be inconceivable in the realm of survivors’ testimonies, in which every testimony is 
considered valuable either as a therapeutic, a pedagogical, or a political instrument.45 For 
Holocaust survivor witnesses, who have engaged with the challenges of witnessing in their 
testimonies and reflexive essays, as well as for the experts and institutions involved in the 
production, collection, or dissemination of survivors’ testimonies, the anxieties associated 
with witnessing were of an altogether different sort. Rather than to the falsifications of an 
eager speech, they related to the silences forced by death, trauma, and torture – silences 
that were said to last long after the violence subsided, haunting the survivors, protracting 
their suffering, and reaffirming the campaign of annihilation that had been waged against 
them. It was mainly in relation to these silences that testimony was variably perceived as a 
moral duty, a means of survival, a mode of resistance, and a strategy of prevention. 

Charged with the mission of sustaining, rather than undoing this enduring mark of the 
catastrophe, survivors’ accounts gave rise to a new modality of testimony. Survivors’ 
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witnessing has brought the figure of the witness to the fore, casting the content of the 
testimony and the information relayed in it as secondary to the act of bearing witness.46 
Prominent witnesses-writers such as Primo Levi, Charlot Delbo, and Paul Celan shared a 
certain understanding of witnessing as a tormented, morally ambiguous, and yet inevitable 
gesture that could not remain transparent and had to be made present in testimonial 
writing. They often interpreted their testimonies as witnessing by proxy – as a debt paid 
to the dead, the most well-informed witnesses, whose testimony was forever lost. In the 
famous words of Primo Levi, 

We, the survivors, are not the true witnesses… We survivors are not only an 
exiguous but also an anomalous minority: we are those who by their prevarications 
or abilities or good luck did not touch bottom. Those who did so, those who 
saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or have returned mute, but 
they are the ‘Muslims,’ the submerged, the complete witnesses, the ones whose 
deposition would have a general significance.47

Further enhanced by the adoption of video technologies that made it possible to record 
testimony as it unfolded, the process of witnessing was likewise established as the main 
preoccupation of a vast institutional apparatus. Whereas the regulation of testimony had 
previously concentrated, as Cru’s case makes manifest, on the evaluation of testimonial 
accounts, this apparatus of witnessing sought to regulate the modes of becoming a witness 
rather than their end products. Concomitantly, initiatives specializing in the collection of 
testimonies, Holocaust museums, and educational projects similarly framed the witness 
as a lone figure, insulating her testimony from other testimonies and rendering it ethically 
and pedagogically meaningful in its own right.48 Designed to preserve and transmit what 
was perceived as a unique story, or, alternatively, to enact the cracks and fissures that erode 
epistemic communality and the very institution of witnessing, survivors’ accounts were 
rarely cast as instances of one collective voice. In those cases in which testimonies were 
used to shore up a political claim they were usually given over to non-witness interpreters 
in a way that precluded their coalescence into an autonomous public position.

In the shadow of the Holocaust, then, testimony has been reinterpreted as a performance 
that was elicited by psychotherapists, staged by filmmakers and curators, and utilized 
by politicians and ideological apparatuses. This evolution followed several parallel 
trajectories, leading to divergent conceptualizations of the challenges and merits of 
survivors’ testimonies and of their adequate modes of execution.49 The Eichmann trial 
(1961) marked the first strategic exploitation of Holocaust testimonies in the political 
sphere. Survivors whose testimonies had no direct bearing on the deeds of the accused, 
who were carefully selected to represent various social classes and Jewish diasporas, were 
called to testify for the prosecution in an attempt to convey a tangible, concrete image of 
the Holocaust to the world and to the younger Israeli generation – or in the words of the 
prosecutor Gideon Hausner “to superimpose on a phantom a dimension of reality”.50 
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The personification of the Holocaust was further enhanced by the foundation in 1979 of 
what would become the Fortunoff Video Archive at Yale University. Much like Claude 
Lanzmann’s Shoah, filmed around the same period, the Fortunoff Archive embodied and 
fostered a prolific exchange between the theory and the practice of testimony. Inspired by 
psychoanalytic insights regarding the mechanisms of trauma and the therapeutic potential 
of testimony, the founders of the Yale project conceived the latter as a clinical device, 
which, if adequately crafted, would let the past “emerge and be dealt with”.51 Through 
video interviews carried out by psychotherapists who would act as emphatic listeners, 
witnessing, they assumed, “could itself become a historical event”.52 Rather than simply 
reproducing painful memories, testimony would be the unpredictable process in which 
“the cognizance, the ‘knowing’ of the event [would be] given birth to”.53 

While similarly severing testimony from the realm of evidence, the Survivors of the Shoah 
Visual History Foundation, founded by Steven Spielberg in 1994 following his work on 
the film Schindler’s List, advanced a different and more popular variation of witnessing. 
Animated by the effort to collect as many testimonies as possible as survivors die out, 
and maintaining that each survivor has a unique story to tell, this witnessing endeavor 
acquired industrial dimensions, producing nearly fifty two thousand video testimonies 
in thirty two languages.54 The interviews conducted by the Foundation in many different 
parts of the world followed a strict protocol and evinced a similar format. They were to 
culminate in a message addressed to the next generations, a scene which the survivor’s 
family members were invited to join. Reminiscent of the closing scene of Schindler’s List, 
the happy-end towards which the testimonial narration was designed to lead set recovery 
and salvation as its leitmotiv.55 

Thus, the debate about the usefulness of survivors’ testimonies – featuring skeptical 
historians who maintained that the hegemony of testimony obstructs knowledge of the 
Holocaust – concealed another debate, in which the merit of testimony was presupposed 
while the appropriate modes of its translation into practice was contested.56 A small part of 
a vast and eclectic endeavor, the projects described above nonetheless represent the major 
competing archetypes of survivors’ witnessing, variably cast as a political spectacle, an acting 
out and working through of traumatic memories, or a Hollywood-style melodrama.

Relative to this modality of testimony based on eyewitnessing, the forms and concerns 
of humanitarian witnessing were of an altogether different order. When humanitarian 
organizations and human rights activists set witnessing and testimony as one of their 
guiding principles in the nineteen sixties and nineteen seventies, this commitment was 
too readily associated with the mediatized exposure of underreported facts about distant 
crises. In fact, humanitarian witnessing has encompassed a much subtler, more ambitious 
and multilayered set of practices than its association with truth-telling implies. Rather 
than unfolding as one single action, it has consisted of an assemblage of deeds, statements, 
and representations undertaken by various agents – a heterogeneous and often conflicting 
combination of proximity to and emphatic encounter with distant victims, collection and 
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dissemination of epidemiological data and forensic findings, documentation of human 
rights violations, autobiographical writing, and the production and circulation of images of 
suffering and outspoken statements. Translated into a broad array of practices, witnessing 
in the humanitarian sphere was more openly reflexive and controversial, but also less 
firmly bound to one singular witness, than other forms of public witnessing.57 While 
establishing witnessing as the primary ethical configuration of the age of globalization, and 
while allocating the public an active and essential role in its actualization, transnational 
humanitarianism at the same time also completed the transition of witnessing into a 
standardized and constructed action. Didier Fassin and Richard Rechtman have claimed 
that humanitarian organizations “replace the first-hand witness, who speaks of his or her 
direct experience, with second-hand testimony by parties who report what they have 
seen and heard”.58 But even when it transmitted indirect impressions, witnessing in the 
humanitarian version no longer had the eyewitness as its centerpiece. Indeed, it only 
occasionally involved a single eyewitness acting in the capacity of an author and narrator 
of testimony. 

Humanitarian testimony emerged in tandem with legal, medical, logistic, and other kinds 
of expertise that broadened the scope of Western intervention in Third World emergencies 
and distant atrocities. It was, as the humanitarian organization Médecins Sans Frontières 
would later put it, “an inseparable supplement to the medical action” as well as to other 
Western techniques exported to the global borderlands.59 Through their association with 
the practice of medicine, nutrition, law, education, and engineering, witnessing and 
testimony were invested with an ethical function – ethical in the Foucauldian sense of 
pertaining to the care for and cultivation of the self – which was inseparable from their 
moral-political one. For the castigated liberal professions, they provided a conduit for the 
fashioning and cultivation of the self – a tested procedure for the duplication of the expert-
technician by a sensitive and humanized persona. During the nineteen seventies, when 
the non-governmental humanitarian endeavor was just starting to gather momentum, 
going on a mission to an underdeveloped country or a crisis zone, observing firsthand the 
plight of the victims, getting to know their culture and their cause, and reporting on one’s 
impressions upon one’s return were construed by aid workers as the elementary forms of 
witnessing.60 Broken down into this set of standard practices, humanitarian witnessing 
played a part in the re-enchantment of the liberal professions, as it was starting to claim 
itself a place in the political sphere. 

The expert-witness was therefore the pivot of the humanitarian regime of witnessing; 
its product as well as its presupposition. Accordingly, when human rights groups and 
later humanitarian organizations started to testify more regularly about distant crises and 
cases of oppression, their testimonies were constructed, more often than not, as factual 
reports that alluded to, and sometimes squarely adopted, the scientific discourse. The 
documentation of basic needs, raw suffering, and individual and collective distress, which 
was formatted to fit human rights or humanitarian claims, has been the most prevalent form 
of humanitarian testimony. In terms of the latter’s public profile, these carefully crafted 
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reports, whose production and dissemination made growing use of media consultants, 
overshadowed the eyewitness accounts delivered by volunteers to more limited audiences. 
Criticized for depoliticizing crises and producing an a-historic, simplified, and denigrating 
image of their victims – treated and portrayed, as Liisa Malkki has put it, as “anonymous 
corporeality”61 – these humanitarian truth-claims were nonetheless immersed in politics. 
Reenacting the “humanitarian narrative” that dated from the eighteenth century, their 
factual commitment took on a particular meaning vis-à-vis the contemporary political 
discourse of the cold war.62 Indeed, the attempt to create a counterweight to the Manichean 
worldview and the ideological bias characteristic of the cold war may explain why empirical 
reports on distant suffering were framed as acts of testimony in the first place. Closely 
related to liberal critiques of totalitarianism, the humanitarian practice of bearing witness 
did more than simply reflect the shift from a programmatic and ideological politics to a 
confined and concrete concern with the alleviation of social and political evils. By virtue 
of their affiliation with specialized practices of rescue and administration of life, with 
organized spaces such as the refugee camp, and with new logistic and media technologies, 
witnessing and testimony have served as the primary technique for rendering this emerging 
concern morally and politically operational. 

The richness, but also the instability of humanitarian witnessing stemmed from the fact 
that it operated as the relay between ethical, moral, and political concerns. Setting the 
care for the self and the cultivation of the moral persona of the expert as the medium of 
concern for suffering victims, and placing this concern at the baseline of political claims, 
humanitarian witnessing operated as a mediator between ethical, moral, and political 
registers. It was precisely this interdependence between the fashioning of the self, the care 
for the other, and the representation of the victim embodied in humanitarian witnessing 
that made it particularly disposed to frictions of the kind that became apparent following 
the so-called complex emergencies of the nineteen nineties. The failure of the UN forces 
stationed in Rwanda and Bosnia to protect the civilian population, the impotence of the 
reports and images that flowed from Bosnia to propel Western governments to undertake a 
military intervention, and the manipulation of humanitarian aid by the Hutu génocidaires 
in Zaire were the events around which crystallized the malaise of humanitarian witnessing. 
In light of these events, witnessing in its traditional senses as active presence, monitoring, 
documentation, and reporting was deemed an insufficient and inadequate response to 
mass suffering. 

What triggered the problematization of humanitarian witnessing and allowed for one of the 
first systematic probings of concerns that practitioners and activists were previously facing 
on a more dispersed and haphazard manner was Médecins Sans Frontières’ controversial 
decision, in November 1994, to withdraw its teams from the Hutu refugee camps in Zaire 
and Tanzania, controlled by the men responsible for the genocide in Rwanda. In the debate 
that preceded this decision and carried on for years after it, humanitarian practitioners 
from various organizations cast proximity, monitoring, and documentation on the one 
hand, and speaking out on the other hand, as two competing facets of the humanitarian 
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commitment to bear witness to the victims. Upholding the view that humanitarian 
organizations must speak out when their actions are manipulated, and setting its declaration 
on the cessation of aid operations in the Hutu refugee camps as a paradigmatic example 
for such an action, the French section of Médecins Sans Frontières maintained, against the 
view of the majority of humanitarian organizations, that such “denunciation[s] in which 
our own action is brought into play” constituted the most authentic form of testimony.63 
Testimony itself, therefore, albeit under a particular, opinionated, and analytical guise, 
emerged as a possible response to the limitations and negative side-effects entailed by 
active proximity to and close observation of victims. Inscribed in struggles for symbolic 
capital and recognition in the humanitarian field and employed by humanitarian actors 
as one of their primary operators of distinction, testimony, in its contested meaning as a 
denunciatory and perilous speech-act, was portrayed as the only available solution to the 
quandaries of witnessing and of humanitarian action more broadly. 

Testimony in this latter sense has been one of the major issues on the agenda of a growing 
body of humanitarian reflection that studies and seeks to address the paradoxes and 
dilemmas of humanitarianism. As part of this reflexive effort, Médecins Sans Frontières, 
one of the main champions of humanitarian testimony but also the organization most 
responsible for its destabilizing, initiated the writing of a series of case-studies on the 
history of humanitarian testimony whose purpose was to “help volunteers understand and 
adopt the organization’s culture of speaking out”.64 Focusing on cases in which “speaking 
out posed a dilemma for MSF and, thus, meant taking a risk”, the series sought to impart 
the practice of humanitarian testimony while also presupposing that “[t]émoignage cannot 
be reduced to a mechanical application of rules and procedures”, and rather involves “an 
understanding of the dilemmas inherent in every humanitarian action”.65 

Becoming a witness to distant emergencies, as the series of case-studies made apparent, 
was not just a matter of being knowledgeable of one particular set of events. Requiring a 
familiarity with the history of humanitarian action and its attendant ambivalences as well 
as a certain amount of training or experience in exercising operational discernment and 
moral judgment, testimony was anything but an easy, quasi-natural, and spontaneous 
action that anyone could carry out. Médecins Sans Frontières’ reflection on testimony 
therefore provides a convenient conclusion to the non-exhaustive analysis of the ethics and 
politics of testimony whose main paradigms I have traced here. It sheds crude light on a 
condition of witnessing in which the gaze is no longer trusted, the form of testimony is 
not taken for granted, the witness is no longer presupposed, and the process by which an 
individual becomes one is open to increasing intervention and contestation.

***

The manifold practices of witnessing presented here in broad outlines demonstrate that the 
questions “what is testimony” and “what does witnessing mean” have no straightforward 
answers. The discussion of some of the main chapters in the political history of witnessing 
and testimony in the twentieth century has shown that combatants, survivors, and 
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humanitarian aid workers inhabit disparate moral and political universes, in which the 
practice of testimony and the responsibilities that it forges are invested with different 
meanings. Witnessing and testimony defy a clear-cut definition because the appropriate 
form, purpose, and style of testimony, like the authentic modes and stakes of witnessing, 
are deeply contested issues. This contentious character of testimony is, in fact, a symptom 
and a consequence of its contemporary migration to the moral-political sphere. For this 
reason, the attempt to probe witnessing and testimony as political notions and practices 
cannot rest with their consideration as instruments for the creation of public issues. 
Witnessing and testimony are, or rather have become, public issues in and of themselves; 
this must be the point of departure for any conceptual weaving together of testimony and 
the political.

If testimony is indeed the hallmark of the historical present, the definition of this 
contemporary era as the “age of the witness” is nonetheless misleading. Ours is an era of 
becoming a witness, a time in which individuals are called, in greater numbers and intensity 
and at a growing rate, to fashion themselves as witnesses, while their witness position is 
never guaranteed and their mode of witnessing is questioned. Political testimony, if one 
must define it, is a way to say “we” without dissolving the “I” and without excluding the 
other. And it is every bit as tentative, unsettled, and bound to failure as it sounds. 
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