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Abstract: The Shawl, a collection of stories by contemporary American writer Cynthia Ozick,
delves into the recollections of Holocaust survivor Rosa, chronicling her traumatic memories in
the Auschwitz concentration camp and her post-war life in the United States. As Ozick’s most

renowned work centered on the Holocaust, it has received the O. Henry Prize for Short Fiction.
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Existing research mainly focuses on such issues as history and memory, trauma writing, identity
construction, ethical interpretation, and spatial narrative. However, the narrative function of
“things” is severely underestimated in the collection. This article explores the cultural
representation, agency and ontology of “things” in The Shawl. Firstly, as cultural symbols,
“things” reflect specific historical and cultural attributes of the Holocaust. Secondly, vibrant
“things” with spirituality and power manipulate and influence the characters, and play the
narrative function of “actor”, thereby having a bearing on the plot development of the story.
Finally, as independent substances, “things” reveal their unfathomable nature, thereby achieving
the narrative intention of creating terrifying effects. By delving into the triple narrative functions
of “things” in The Shawl, this article argues that the “things” in the work reinforce the sense of
the Holocaust history and unveil the immense psychological trauma of Jews both individually
and collectively, promoting a re-examination of World War II and urging people to take up their
historical responsibility.
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