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Platonism theorizes that a hierarchy of opposites structure existence itself. In linguistics, 

it means words have concrete definitions and some require more attention than others.1 Jacques 

Derrida criticizes this restricting belief with his own semiotic theory, Deconstruction. He 

believes destabilizing a word’s meaning frees the literary text to be read in more ways than one. 

While Derrida doesn’t necessarily define Deconstruction in his essay on Paul Celan, Poetics and 

Politics of Witnessing, he provides examples through testimony and bearing witness. He first 

states poems must bear witness to an event by providing a “testamentary promise.”2 Poems 

accomplish this through the paradoxical nature of both repeating past writing techniques and 

“constituting its own poetics.”3 Derrida completely defies Platonism by requiring a dichotomy of 

two exclusive writing techniques and not prioritizing one over the other. By allowing these two 

to be interconnected but also separate from each other, poems combat my verbal body’s 

singularity and allow me to see a text’s multiple meanings.4  

Once Derrida democratizes literary techniques, the word hierarchy vanishes, allowing me 

to pay attention to those that were neglected. To accomplish Deconstruction, I must think beyond 

the poem’s scope and search for the hidden alternatives. The poem should be analyzed through 

what sticks out to me: whether at the middle, the end, or even the title. As well, I must identify 

what aspects of the poem I see objectively and look at them in a completely opposite light.5 For 

                                                
1 Leonard Lawlor, “Jacques Derrida,” ed. Edward N. Zalta, The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Stanford University: Metaphysics Research Lab, 2018), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/derrida/	
2 Jacques Derrida, “Poetics and Politics of Witnessing,” in Sovereignties in Question: The 
Poetics of Paul Celan, ed. Thomas Dutoit and Outi Pasanen (New York: Fordham University 
Press, 2005), 65–96. 
3 Derrida, “Poetics and Politics of Witnessing, 65. 
4 Derrida, 66. 
5 Derrida, 69. 
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example, Derrida speaks about how ash and light seem opposite to the reader’s eyes, but if they 

see them as a heterogeneous mixture, they gleam aspects of the truth.6   

Derrida emphasizes language’s importance to free the poem. Celan’s poems were written 

in German and certain idioms and words that carry historical weight cannot be understood by 

English speakers. The idioms’ “irreducible” nature make German and the testimony singular.7 

How then will I, an English reader, bear witness? Deconstruction calls me to not take any word’s 

definition for granted. I must look at the textual history and see how all the connections. Derrida 

also argues a poem’s translation attempts to transport testimony across the language barrier. The 

tension between simplicity and impossibility lies at the heart of this struggle.8 The poem’s 

testimony should not be transparent or opaque. Instead it must, at the same time, seal and unseal 

itself.9 By doing so, the testimony remains hidden but not out of sight. 

Celan’s “The Travel Companion” speaks to bearing witness after tragedy and its 

importance.10 The first stanza’s repetition of “Your mother’s soul,” first grabs my attention. The 

use of “Your” places the reader immediately into the protagonist role of the poem. You are the 

one following the soul of your mother. My actual mother is still living so I am confused. Is the 

soul my mother or Celan’s mother? I always say that I have my mother’s voice in the back of my 

head when I am making a decision. Perhaps the “soul” represents my mother leading me through 

life even when she is not there. As Celan’s mother, it could tie to the fact that his mother was 

shot and killed by the Nazis. This muddles the poem because the two interpretations are set in 

                                                
6 Leonard Lawlor, “Jacques Derrida,” ed. Edward N. Zalta, The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy (Stanford University: Metaphysics Research Lab, 2018), 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2018/entries/derrida/ 
7 Derrida, “Poetics and Politics of Witnessing, 67. 
8 Max Dominguez, Phone Conversation. November 19, 2018. 
9 Derrida, 69. 
10 Paul Celan. Selected Poems And Prose of Paul Celan, 44. 
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two different times; the present and the past. I hold loyalty to the exclusive nature of the past and 

present, but Celan combines them. They may be separate events, but they occur at the same 

moment. The fact that the past will keep occurring could mean Celan will never recover from his 

mother’s death. It will always be fresh, as if he found out about his mother’s death an hour 

before. In a larger context, because his mother died in the Holocaust this interpretation can speak 

to the horrors of the Holocaust. Since Celan uses second person, it allows the reader to bear 

witness to the everlasting closeness of the events. I believe Celan could be saying that we will 

never recover from the pain and suffering, but it does not mean that we should not discuss it. 

However, I do not know how Celan wants us to talk about past tragedies. 

The beautiful consonance between “ward” and “word” demands my attention in the 

fourth line. I wonder about the word choice behind ward. The “word” seems to be a noun 

because of the possession shown with the “mother’s ward.” At first, I looked at three English 

definitions of “ward.” One is a separate room in a hospital. Normally people go to the hospital to 

be healed of something. Perhaps Germany thought they were fixing his mother by killing her. 

Two is a division of a city which could talk about the concentration camps cut off from 

civilization.11 This is backed up by the fifth line, “Deiner Mutter Mündel teilt dein Lager,” or 

“Your mother’s ward shares your bed.” “Tielt” means share or to separate while “Lager” can 

mean bed or camp.12 As well, “Lager” can be found in “Konzentrationslager” which means 

concentration camp.13 This can speak to how they were at concentration camps but he couldn’t 

find her. The last definition is a minor who is under legal guardianship.14 German Professor Scott 

                                                
11 “Ward,” Dictionary.com, 2018, https://www.dictionary.com/browse/ward. 
12 “Lager,” LEO, accessed November 22, 2018, https://dict.leo.org/german-english/Lager.	
13 “Concentration Camp,” LEO, accessed November 23, 2018, https://dict.leo.org/englisch-
deutsch/concentration%20camps 
14 “Ward,” Dictionary.com, 2018, https://www.dictionary.com/browse/ward. 
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Denham told me that the last definition is the only German definition for “Mündel.”15 Although I 

misinterpreted the word by not looking at the German importance, I still analyzed the poem with 

the freedom of my own choice.  

The line “This word is your mother’s ward” makes it seem like the mother is the muse. 

Perhaps the “word” is Celan trying to describe who his mother was. He is trying to capture his 

mother’s essence in this poem. He is trying to describe the “soul” that is always hovering in front 

of him, but he can never catch up to. And since the “word” has to “stoop for crumb of light” it 

could mean that he could never truly encapsulate who his mother was. However, he will has not 

given up and will keep trying to describe who she truly was. 

As well, the “word” is being protected by the mother. Because the definition of “ward” 

means a minor is placed under the protection of a guardian, did something bad happen? Perhaps 

the “word” is any description or conversation of the events of the Holocaust. Celan, being 

completely decimated by the atrocities of the Holocaust, allows me to bear witness to the horror 

with the use of the second person. This all ties back to my first analysis of “mother.” Yes, 

although the pain might be too fresh to be discussed, it must be talked about. And when it is, it 

will still only show a small part of the whole testimony of the Holocaust because it will still 

“stoop for crumb of light.” Celan is talking about even though an individual’s testimony only 

gives one aspect of the truth, that does not mean we shouldn’t talk about it. We have the duty to 

speak of our pain and with each new story, we will be one step closer to the truth. 

[1170 words] 

 

 
 

                                                
15	Professor Scott Denham, Draft Review, November 29th, 2018. 
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