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Introduction 

When we narrate our life histories, we pick out events from our own memories and 

experiences and put them together, logically and chronologically into coherent stories. As 

narrators we probably expect to have complete control over our own life histories as well as 

over all the elements that make them up. This is my life history. I myself chose which events 

to include, where to put them into the composition, and thus deciding their dramaturgical 

functions in the life drama. 

 

But, sometimes, and I think you may agree with me, we experience the strange sensation of 

losing control over the steady flow of talk. Somehow the narrative seems to achieve a life of 

its own, turning into directions we did not expect and sometimes did not want. I can hear 

myself revealing experiences that I never told anybody before. To my own surprise I am 

suddenly describing situations that I am convinced I never experienced or expressing opinions 

that I certainly do not have. 

 

To explain situations like this, I have tried the metaphor of seeing the narrator as the calm, 

self-confident captain in command of the narrative ship who is suddenly encountering an 

unexpected iceberg appearing ahead of the stem. 

 

Purpose 

In this presentation I will discuss some kinds of icebergs a life history narrator is likely to 

encounter and I will give examples of different techniques narrators use to handle such 

obstacles. I believe that by doing this I will be able to say something about the nature of 

historical legends as well as about the construction of grand narratives. 

 

Material 

The material I have used consists of 40 tape-recorded life history narratives. The narrators are 

all retired citizens of my home town Visby. The recordings were made in 1995, and the 

narrators were born between 1910 and 1930, so the narrated events took place roughly 

between 1920 and 1995. 

  

Two Kinds of Action 

To understand what happens when the unexpected icebergs threaten to throw the narrating 

captains out of control, it has helped me to look at one basic structure of narrative. 
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The essential element of all epic forms is action, in the meaning “change”. An existing 

situation is disturbed by some external factor, so that balance is lost, a change takes place, and 

as a result of this change a new situation, a new balance is established. Typically, narratives 

are built up of sequences of such pendulum movements between equilibrium and 

disequilibrium. Epics consist of changes, continuous movements forward from the initial state 

of affairs towards the inevitable end. 

 

But, and this is crucial for my discussion today, regarded from the viewpoint of the 

protagonists in the narrative, action can be of two kinds. The persons in the story can be either 

subjects or objects in relation to the narrative events. As subjects, they will be the agents 

initiating changes and pushing the action forward. As objects, on the other hand, they will be 

carried away by other agents’ actions, as victims in the hands of ruthless villains or an 

inescapable fate. In this presentation it is the narrator as an object to external influences in life 

histories that I will discuss. 

 

Narrating about such occasions can sometimes be awkward to us and I have heard several 

narrators getting disturbed by them and trying to avoid them. How, then, is it possible that 

such situations occur at all when we recount our own life histories, for which we ourselves 

have selected the episodes, directed them, ordered them, and verbalized them according to our 

own minds? I believe that at least part of the explanation can be found in the fact that the 

narrating “I” is acting out a social role in the narrative situation, while the experiencing “I” 

fulfils a dramaturgical role as an object to external influences in the story. If we want to be 

true to our own experiences when we narrate, we cannot exclude those episodes of our life 

where we for one reason or another have been out of control. Inevitably, there will be a 

tension between the narrating “I” who is in control of the situation and the narrated “I” who is 

not. 

 

External influences 

The external events influencing the narrated characters in the story context can have their 

origins in very different sources. From the individual’s point of view it does not seem to 

influence the narratives very much whether the source of the external action is a noisy 

neighbor, the narrator’s stamp collecting club, a sea catastrophe with the local passenger ship, 

or a world war. External is external; if I did not start the action, somebody else did, who, 

when, and where does not seem to matter very much. At least not to the individual’s life 

history. To me as a narrative scholar, though, it does matter. Collective events by definition 

concern more people than individual experiences. The more people involved in or aware of an 

event, the more likely it is that some kind of folklore will develop around it. Without making 

up quantitative scales with definite numbers, perhaps it could all the same be meaningful to 

imagine different levels of collectivity. 

 

At a purely individual level, action is initiated by another person. A brother or sister or a 

parent can be loving and encouraging or malicious and annoying. A teacher at school, a 

military officer, or an employer can initiate actions that become important to the narrating 

individual. In some of the life histories I have studied, suicides committed by parents or older 

relatives turn out to be decisive for the life paths chosen by the narrators. Dramatic as such 

experiences may be, they concern few people and they are not likely to be the topic of any 

collective tradition. 
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At a higher level of collectivity, action is initiated by a group of people, for instance 

neighbors, friends, workmates, or different kinds of clubs or associations. Groups may also be 

of a casual ad hoc character. One drafted soldier told about how another group of soldiers, 

who were responsible for distribution of fuel during the war, provided everybody with gas for 

the military lorries on Saturdays, so they could go to Slite for the dancing. Any number of 

people, from a handful up to several hundreds may be affected by these kinds of events, and 

they are likely to appear in similar form in several narrated life histories. 

 

At a local or regional level we find events affecting many people or at least known to a 

substantive part of the population. In November 1944, the Swedish passenger ship Hansa, 

plying the trade between Visby and the Swedish mainland, was sunk outside Gotland by a 

Soviet torpedo and 84 people died. Hundreds of Gotlanders lost close relatives, but the 

majority of the inhabitants on Gotland suffered no personal losses. In spite of that, the 

incident was a brutal reminder to neutral Sweden that a war was going on close by, and it is 

hardly possible to talk about Gotland and November 1944 without relating to the Hansa 

tragedy in one way or another. 

  

Although Sweden did not take active part in the Second World War, of course everybody on 

Gotland, in the middle of the Baltic Sea, was affected by it. Consequences of the war can be 

heard in practically everybody’s life history. A war as such, however, is too huge and too 

complicated to be part of an individual life history. To tell the story of a war you need the 

overview of the historian and the space of a grand narrative. 

 

Individual experiences of the war events concern the mobilization, where young men from all 

over the country were grouped together and shared their worries and their tobacco, as well as 

their experiences and their stories. At home, women had to use all their creativity to feed 

themselves and their children in spite of the food rationing – if you were not lucky enough to 

have relatives in the countryside who could send you some potatoes and a pig’s leg hidden 

under the double bottom of a suitcase. 

 

One man remembered that when he and his wife came out of the church after their wedding, a 

group of soldiers on bicycles passed by. Seeing what was going on, the soldiers stopped, got 

off their bikes and saluted the newly wed couple by presenting arms. Another man said that 

on Sundays many free churches offered coffee to the drafted soldiers, but there was no 

singing unless somebody had succeeded to smuggle some aquavit to the chapel to pour into 

the coffee. 

 

Collective remembrances of a more everyday character concern developments and changes in 

the city. Many narrators can give detailed accounts about the physical environment like shops, 

streets, houses, parks, and events related to them. Local habits and traditions such as festivals, 

sports events, parades, outdoor life, and visits to the coffee shops are recurrent themes in 

many life narratives. In the 1950’s there lived about a dozen eccentric persons in Visby that 

were publicly known and who appear as actors in several stories. Not surprisingly, many 

school memories have a collective character. Several of the narrators I have studied went to 

the same schools and had the same teachers.  
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Levels of participation 

Just as the origin of the external events can show higher or lower degrees of collectivity, the 

individual experiencing the event can be more or less involved in it. We might talk about 

higher or lower levels of involvement or participation. 

 

In my material I have found examples of at least three different levels of participation: 

 

Level 1, direct participation, where the narrator has been personally involved in the event. 

One woman remembered how her mother had scolded at her when she had dropped a bottle of 

cream so it broke. A man told about how he, as a boy, was not allowed to visit the other 

children’s homes, because he had lice. Another man had, also as a boy, taken part in pushing a 

railway carriage up a hill and then riding it downhill again and again until a supervisor 

stopped the boys and the whole area was fenced in. 

 

Level 2, indirect participation, where the narrator was an eyewitness or in one way or 

another was affected by the event without taking part in it. One man told about how his wife’s 

father died on board the Hansa. A woman told about the rough swimming school instructors 

of her childhood. One of them had thrown her friend into the water so carelessly that the girl’s 

hip was seriously injured. Another woman had a father who suffered from Parkinson’s disease 

and alcoholism. On his way to a hospital in Stockholm, he jumped off the boat and drowned 

himself. 

 

Level 3, knowledge, where the narrator is aware of the event, but not directly involved in it 

nor affected by it. Here are some examples: Between Visby and Roma, the train went so 

slowly so people stepped off and walked beside it, picking flowers. The workers in the lime 

stone quarries used dynamite to kill pike in the river. There was a saleswoman in the main 

square who was called “Little Friend”. In the mornings, when the rich ladies came shopping, 

her prices were high, but in the afternoons, when the working class wives came downhill to 

shop, everything was much cheaper. 

 

So far I have argued that narrators can position themselves at levels of higher or lower 

participation in relation to an event, and that the origin of the event itself can be ascribed 

higher or lower levels of collectivity. Individuals can be more or less involved in the events 

and events can be more or less collective. These positionings affect the quality of the narrative 

and the credibility of the narrator.  

 

An event with a low degree of collectivity can be narrated with high authenticity and 

credibility, if the narrator was highly involved in or affected by the event. Take as an example 

the sad story about the boy who was prohibited from playing with his friends because he had 

lice, when it is told by himself. It would lose lots of its presence and directness, if told by 

somebody who had only heard about it. And imagine what would happen to the story about 

the sick father jumping from the boat, if it were told not by the daughter but by a stranger. It 

would lose much of its strong emotional tension. 

 

Part of this discussion is valid also for events with a high degree of collectivity. If you were 

on the Estonia when it sank, if you survived the tsunami, if you were seated inside the bird’s 

nest stadium when the Beijing Olympics opened, your narrative will certainly be loaded with 

authenticity and credibility. The high degree of collectivity in these events makes a difference, 

however, that is not only quantitative, but also qualitative. Although far from everybody in the 



 5 

world was there, events of this class are known to a majority of the world’s inhabitants; in a 

way they belong to all of us and we all have some right to tell our version of them. 

 

This can be summed up in some simple rules: 

 

High degree of involvement gives you an exclusive right to tell about events 

with a low degree of collectivity. 

High degree of involvement gives you a special, but not exclusive right to tell 

about events with a high degree of collectivity. 

Low degree of involvement excludes you from telling about events with a low 

degree of collectivity. 

Low degree of involvement does not exclude you from telling about events with 

a high degree of collectivity. 

 

As folklorists we have developed sensitivity to register situations where authenticity is 

questioned and credibility negotiated, for we know that close to such fields of tension folklore 

is likely to emerge.  

 

I will use the rest of my time here to give a closer description of the qualities of the so called 

narrative icebergs. To use the Hansa catastrophe as an example, it is obvious that it can be 

regarded as a Bakhtinian chronotope. It represents a powerful crossing point, where war time 

events hit Gotland without mercy. It is hardly possible to talk about Gotland and November 

1944 without mentioning the sinking of the Hansa. To understand the strong agency of certain 

chronotopes it might be helpful to use the concept tradition dominant. This concept was 

coined by the Swedish folklorist Albert Eskeröd to indicate supernatural beings that 

dominated a local tradition strongly enough to attract characteristics that in other traditions 

usually belonged to other beings (we speak about motif attraction). This seems to be the 

agency that the narrative “icebergs” possess, too. But, instead of supernatural beings, the 

dominant units can be years, places, events, values, ideas, or accepted emotional attitudes that 

are so firmly established in people’s minds that they have an agency to demand dominant 

positions in all historical narratives. 

 

Let me give you some other examples of such dominant units. 

 

Aside from the sinking of the Hansa, the most common collective utterances from the war 

period are rather romantic. Several Visby girls said that they wanted the war to last for a long 

time, because there were so many soldiers in town to dance with. They also liked to see the 

streets of Visby filled with young men in uniform. 

 

Some persons were said to have met their future partners during the blackout periods, for 

young people used to walk the dark streets where they could hug and kiss without the risk of 

being watched. 

 

The drafted soldiers used to call Gotland “The Lime Stone Hawaii” when they first arrived, 

but when they had to leave they had made lots of friends here and did not want to go home. 

 

Speaking of the arrival of modern technique, several people pronounce something like: “I will 

never forget the first time I took on the earphones of a radio receiver and heard music 

sounding through the interfering noises.” Or, a generation later: “When we read in the 
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newspapers about television, we didn’t believe that it would be possible. -Transmitting 

pictures through thin air – that will never work, said my father-in-law.” 

 

When it comes to spare time a couple of activities are mentioned more often than others. “In 

the 1950’s, everybody walked to Norrgatt café on Saturday evenings to watch the television 

shows.” And “In summertime, everybody packed lemonade and coffee and went to the 

Norderstrand beach or to Nordergravar, if it was too windy.” “When there was snow in the 

winters everybody went skiing and riding toboggans in Nordergravar. Some young men had 

built a toboggan of their own that would run all the way from Norrgatt café through 

Nordergravar and out on the ice at the sea shore.”  

 

 

A recurrent example of class differences is this one: “When the high school boys had to walk 

through the working class neighbourhoods on their way to school, they used to hide their 

school caps, not to be recognized and beaten by the elementary school boys.” 

 

A common view is that today’s society is more violent than before. This opinion is expressed 

in sentences like: “When boys were fighting in old times it was always fair play. No blows 

under the belt. Never two against one. Never hit somebody lying on the ground.” 

 

A common Gotland identity is articulated in sayings like: “After a couple of hours in 

Stockholm you start running just like they do.” 

 

Examples such as these all have an inclination to dominate verbal discourses, and they have a 

tendency to reappear in many narrated life histories. If you are attracted by Richard 

Dawkins’s meme theory you could probably regard these dominant units as memes, living a 

life of their own, struggling for a place in everybody’s life history. 

 

As a folklorist, I am interested in the interplay between ideas and forms shown by these units. 

Only those ideas that have found convincing linguistic form can survive, and only those 

linguistic forms that express acceptable ideas are likely to thrive. 

 

As individuals we mould pieces of our personal memories into consistent stories, and so do 

groups, communities and nations. The creation of collective stories is an attempt to create 

meaning in our existence at a level above the individual; it is our common endeavour to help 

each other understand human life and what it means to be human. 

 

When it comes to creating the collectively accepted version of local or national historical 

courses of events, we are all participant actors. The moulding of collectively accepted “truths” 

should probably not be regarded as simple accumulative processes, but as the results of 

complicated patterns of negotiation. In a local community certain circumstances are known 

and accepted by everybody; they do not have to be narrated. Other circumstances may be 

equally well known, but disputed; around them new stories are continuously spun.  

 

The phenomena I started out to call narrative icebergs can without problems be covered by the 

common folkloristic concept “narrative motifs”. What I wanted to emphasize in this 

presentation was that these motifs belong in such epic contexts, where the active agent is 

some other character than the narrated “I”. They possess a strong agency which tends to give 

them dominating positions in life narratives. They can be regarded as verbal expressions of 

interplay between collective ideas and narrative forms. They represent different phases in the 
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process of acquiring solid form. They stand for different levels of collectivity and they are 

told by persons with different degrees of participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


