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What is the truth?
There are many controversial issues in the world that have no answers. In ‘the Reader’, Bernhard Schlink has created a set of not particularly likable but surprisingly sympathetic characters, Michael Berg and Hanna Schmitz. Each part of the novel is set in three different time periods in post-war Germany, the tripartite novel explores several controversial yet philosophical theme, echoing the constant dilemma that we face, namely, villain or victim, justice and guilt.
Through the first-person narrative voice of Michael, the novel begins with an adult Michael, recounting his teenage relationship with Hanna, a 35 year old streetcar conductor. Rescued by Hanna on the street when he is suffering from hepatitis, he quickly falls in love with her. However, during their relationship, Hanna remains much as a mystery to Michael. On one hand, Hanna is dominant and violent, beating and scolding Michael deliberately; on the other hand, Hanna appears loving to Michael, as she enjoys Michael reading aloud to her. Through a nostalgic tone, the novel ends in the sudden departure of Hanna.
The second part of the novel starts with Michael, who is now a law student in the university, unexpectedly encountering Hanna again in a Nazi criminal court trial. Michael, now realizing that he has loved a Nazi camp guard, is overwhelmed with guilt and shame. He tries to deny that he has loved Hanna by desensitizing himself; but nevertheless continues to interpret Hanna’s action in a positive way. In order to cover her identity as an illiterate, Hanna unwillingly admit that she is fully responsible for writing the report and burning the prisoners alive, just when Michael discovers that she is illiterate. Hanna is sentenced to life imprisonment.
In the third part of the novel, Michael, now an adult who has once  married but divorced, attempts to repair his relationship with Hanna by reading aloud to her through sending cassette tapes. Luckily Hanna has a reduction on her terms because of her good behavior, but she commits suicide on the day of release. The book ends with Michael’s attempt to free himself of the past by writing this novel.
The two major characters, Michael and Hanna, are not archetypes such as hero or villain, nor are they particularly likable. Nevertheless, they appears to be very sympathetic to the readers, particularly for the ex-Nazi camp guard, Hanna Schmitz. Through the portrayal of these two characters, Schlink objects the polarized view of villain and victim. Even though Hanna is a villain who has committed hideous crimes by taking part in the selection of the killing process, she is presented as a victim as well. For example, during the trial, Hanna is a scapegoat who is incapable of defending herself. She does not speak articulately, being constantly challenged by the lawyers of other defendants; she asks the judges with blunt questions which the judge cannot answer. ‘What should I have done?’, she asked when she is completely lost about what she alternate choices she has in the war instead of being a camp guard. Her amorality and hopelessness is evident during the whole trial, thus she constantly annoys the judge and the defendants, causing them to oppose Hanna altogether. Michael, being her lover, comments that Hanna ‘’does not know the rule of the game’’. Later when Hanna is imprisoned, Schlink structures Michael’s narration in a very sympathetic way. ‘’Sometimes I think no one can understand me anyway, but the dead can’’, Hanna writes in her letter to Michael, revealing her complete isolation from the rest of the world, and her guilt of causing the deaths of the prisoners that she starts having illusion of the ghosts. To sum up, Hanna is portrayed as a passive victim who is constantly suffering in the later part of her life. This blurs our vision of the definition of a hero and a villain. Can a Nazi camp guard be a victim as well, such as in Hanna’s case? Do they have their story to tell but is made powerless to present it, either because of their ability or because people bury themselves in outrage and shut their ears, choosing not to listen to the other side of the story? We should give them their opportunities to defend themselves, as the basic principle of human rights is the freedom of speech; After all, they are all human , but not monsters. What disappoints me most is, nowadays in Hong Kong, people often demonize the people who have the opposite opinions as theirs. At the same time their views have become more polarized, without any space of compromises. Should we, as educated citizens, remind the society of the basic freedom of speech, bringing back the discussion in a more harmonic and peaceful way which induces constructive comments? The success of Hong Kong depends on the freedom of speech; without it, Hong Kong would collapse immediately.
The theme of justice is also explored in the novel. As mentioned before, Michael describes the trial as ‘a game’, Hanna being the one who ‘has no sense of the context, of the rules of the game’. Schlink portraits Hanna as the one who is oppressed and bear all responsibility of the crimes alone, hence the notion that law represents justice is ridiculed in Michael’s eyes. Besides, the judge has shown personal hatred to Hanna. When the judge interrogates Hanna of the responsibility of the war crimes, she is interrupted for several times and mocked of her inarticulate speech. The phrase ‘Saying ‘we,’, ‘we all’ is easier than saying ‘I’ alone, isn’t it?’ shows the annoyance of the judge; on the day of announcing the verdict, the judge shows ‘an irritated glance to Hanna’. The idea that law does not represent justice affects Michael’s career path, causing him to choose the professor of legal history instead of a practicing judge. In Michael’s eyes, law has treated his ex-lover unfairly; however, the first personal narrative structure of the novel complicates the situation, as the readers may doubt the validity of Michael’s opinion as he is Hanna’s ex-lover. Schlink deliberately presents Hanna as sympathetic character to challenge the view that law represents justice, as his experience as a post-war generation as a German shows that law may not represent the truth.
Another dominant theme of the novel is guilt and shame. All the characters in the book, no matter major and minor, are all involved in the guilt of being a German because of the Holocaust, apart from their personal guilt, which is demonstrated through Michael. Michael falls in love with Hanna, overseeing her departure until he has discovered that he has loved a Nazi monster. He tries to lessen his guilt of having loved a Nazi monster by reassuring himself that he is innocent when he falls in love with Hanna, ‘’but the finger that I point at her points back at me’’ shows his guilt of having loved Hanna cannot be evaded – the fact that he is innocent does not change the fact that he has loved a Nazi criminal. However, the guilt and shame of Michael does not stop merely at a personal level. Instead Schlink uses Michael and Hanna as a microcosm of the relationship between the war generation and post-war generation, where love and hatred intertwined. The relationship of the post-war German teenagers and the war generation parents is similar to that between Michael and Hanna. German teenagers love their parents as a normal familial love; however the fact that their parents have been the perpetrators of Nazi crimes in the past makes them hate them. A dilemma arises as Michael describes some of the German youth has dissociated with their parents to proclaim that they are free of the Nazi past, to lessen their own sense of guilt by proclaiming that they have no relations to their Nazi parents, where Michael doubts this as whether it is ‘a mere rhetoric’. A question arises - are the post-war generation supposed to be guilty of himself as the identity being the offspring of the Nazi generation, even they cannot have possibly involved in the act? In particular, are they also guilty for loving their parents before they really come to the age to know what they have done, just as what Michael said ‘love of our parents is the only love for which we are not responsible’? This shows the conflict between the two generations in post-war Germany and the common dilemma faced by the teenagers. The intertwining guilt are already very complicated, but even so for the war generation. In the novel, they are blamed to be responsible for the collective guilt of the German race, even if they, as ordinary citizens are powerless to change the course of history. Should they be named as silent perpetrator and made guilty as well? In Michael’s case, his father, a professor of philosophy is in fact a victim in the Nazi era as well because he is banished when he gives a philosophy lecture about the banned philosopher, Spinoza. For Michael himself, his father is certainly not guilty because he is only making a living to sustain his family through the selling of hiking books; being banished from his profession, there is nothing he can do to challenge the Nazis; instead, he may well get killed, causing great burden on Michael’s family.
However, in our context, the situation may be different. Let’s take an example of a government policy. If the policy does not work well, of course the government officials get blamed because of the unwise choice they have made. However, we as silent public who does not express our opinions about the policy during the consultation process would have to bear responsibility as well because we become the silent perpetrator in this case. Not only do we have to blame the officials, but we also have to blame ourselves as well. In the recent attack of the ex-Mingpao editor Kevin Lau, the protestors do understand the lesson behind very well. If no one protests or expresses their anger of this incident, then the citizens would all become silent perpetrators, which indirectly supports the actions of the attacker. Thus, on one hand, the idea of responsibility is not bore by one person who is directly responsible only, but also bear by the general public as well.
The book is written in a clear and concise style. The frequent use of short sentences in the beginning of the chapter obtains a shocking effect. For example, after a chapter of Michael’s preparation about Hanna’s release, the next chapter starts with a shocking sentence ‘Next morning, Hanna was dead’. The blunt fact that Hanna is dead creates a very shocking impact to the readers. Besides, in the first part and the second part, Michael’s status as a focaliser builds suspense in the novel. Schlink makes use of Michael as a focaliser to conceal the information that Hanna is illiterate, leaving the readers with a series of seemingly incomprehensible actions of Hanna, until they realize the truth in part II. It creates constant suspense, attracting the readers to read forward, making the novel much more appealing. Finally, the clear and concise writing style of the novel conveys the philosophical dilemmas in a way that is easier to understand.
After reading the book, I was deeply immersed into a sea of questions and dilemmas. Is Hanna a victim or a villain? Is Michael a character worthy of sympathy because he is damaged psychologically by Hanna, or is he not because he has exerted the damage to his daughter as well through his divorce with Gertrud? Should the post-war generation bear the responsibility of the crimes committed by the war generation? All the questions wander in my head with no answers- but that is the purpose of reading a book. It is a thought - provoking process that may not lead us to a model answer, but rather, it triggers our critical thinking and imagination.
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