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Ulf Palmenfelt 

Narrating Local History 
 
Every local society has its orally transmitted stories about its own history. In my presentation 
today I want to introduce to you a study I am working on, where I plan to investigate the 
relationships between individual life histories and collectively narrated local history. My 
hypothesis is that there is a continuous interplay between the individual narratives and several 
more or less generally acknowledged versions of collective, orally transmitted history. 
Narrators have to adapt their individual life histories to the existing collective history, which 
in its turn is created, negotiated, transformed or rejected by the individual statements. 
Accounts produced by official historians set a backdrop to all orally transmitted versions, be 
they individual or collective. 
 

Material 
The material I am using consists of some 100 tape-recorded life history narratives, ranging in 
length from one to 12 hours. The narrators were all retired citizens of my home town Visby, 
Sweden. They were born between 1910 and 1930, representing more or less one and the same 
generation, while the interviewers were all younger than the narrators. The recordings were 
made during a concentrated collection period in the summer and fall of 1995, and the 
narrators were all living in Visby at the time of the interviews. Thus all these life histories 
were recounted from the same temporal and geographical point of view. The material has a 
clearly defined “here” and “now”.  
 
The outer frame for the collecting was the fabricated conversational situation of the 
ethnological interview, where one informant narrates to a tape-recording interviewer. The 
conversations can be regarded as dialogues, where older citizens share their experiences with 
younger ones. Since all participants were aware that the conversations were tape-recorded to 
be used in scientific analysis, we could also speak about the existence of imagined dialogues 
with future listeners. 
 
I will begin this presentation with sharing with you some of my observations concerning the 
genres narrated memories and oral life histories. After that I will comment my informants’ 
narratives about childhood, about war experiences and about deaths of relatives. Finally, I will 
make some conclusions about the possible correspondences between the individual stories and 
the collective ones. 
 

Narrated Memories 
Classifying a personal experience narrative as a memory is a keying in Erving Goffman’s 
sense of the word (Goffman 1986, 43 ff), which informs the audience of how to interpret it, 
but which also allows the narrator to make use of the peculiar genre possibilities of the 
narrated memory. The memory keying bestows that which is remembered first with a distinct 
quality of being something that is selected and thus important, simply by not belonging to the 
sad category of forgotten experiences. And as we all know there is a constant process of 
exchange between the two groups: we forget what we once remembered and we come to 
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remember what had been forgotten and we remember vaguely or we forget in part (cf Ricoeur 
2005, 109, 190). Memories presuppose the existence of forgotten experiences. 
 
Second, memories are very personal. We are often astonished of how differently our human 
minds operate, when comparing what we remember of a certain event with other persons’ 
remembrances of the same situation. This shared experience allows every memory narrator to 
be extremely personal and subjective when deciding what to tell and how to present it. 
 
For me as a scholar, it is often impossible to determine exactly at what point of time the 
informants’ memories have taken narrative form: was it in immediate connection to the 
experience, was it weeks, months or years afterwards, or was it not until the interview was 
taking place? Taking this into consideration, it is obviously not meaningful to ask what 
actually happened, but only what and how was it in 1995 under the existing circumstances 
possible to narrate about the remembered experiences. 
 

The Self-Biographical Paradox 
The orally narrated life history is a cultural form with its own specific genre conventions. Its 
themes are typically the narrators’ chosen memories of their own lived experiences, but the 
form is seldom a merely chronological enumeration of facts. Structurally the life narrative 
often moves between descriptive, evaluative, and argumentative blocks and epical, dynamic 
chains of development – always with the same protagonist at the center.  
 
The persons in a life history can be either subjects or objects in relation to the narrated events, 
answering directly to the grammatical active and passive voice. As active subjects, they will 
play the role of being agents who initiate changes and push the action forward. As passive 
objects, on the other hand, they will get the role of being carried away by other agents’ 
actions, as victims in the hands of ruthless villains or an inescapable fate. Handling such 
moments can sometimes be awkward for a narrator, since the narrating “I” is acting out a 
social role as the speaking subject in the narrative situation, while the experiencing narrated 
“I” fulfils a dramaturgical role as an object to exterior influences in the story. Narrators, who 
want to be true to their own experiences, cannot easily exclude those episodes of their lives 
where they for one reason or another were out of control. In such instances, a tension might 
build up between the narrating “I” who is in control (at least theoretically) of the situation and 
the narrated “I” who is not (at least not all the time). We can call this the self-biographical 
paradox. 
 

Tradition Dominants in Local History 
There are also instances were the narrated “I” seems to be in perfect control, acting as a 
subject, but all the same the story line sometimes is hit by an external element from local 
history that influences the narrative. 
 
In narrated individual life histories it is not surprising to encounter elements of local or 
regional – or even national and international – history. After all, most narrated events making 
up individuals’ life histories have actually taken place in physical locations where many other 
people’s lives have also been enacted, as well as different kinds of public events. Some such 
events, more or less external to the individual life history narrator, seem to possess an 
extraordinary significance which makes it likely that they are referred to in one way or 
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another when a life history touches upon a certain place at a certain time (cf. Tangherlini 
1990, 377f; Palmenfelt 2009). 
 
The Swedish folklorist Albert Eskeröd proposed the term tradition dominant to indicate 
prevailing phenomena in local traditions about supernatural beings. Obviously we find 
elements in life histories that possess a similar capacity to dominate local traditions, but 
nowadays these are seldom supernatural beings. Instead the dominant units can be places, 
events, values, ideas or accepted emotional attitudes that all have become so firmly 
established in people’s minds that are likely to influence many local narratives. 
 
The existent dominant units become evident in the ongoing interplay between collective ideas 
and individually expressed narrative forms. Dominant units that are repeated often increase in 
collectivity, gain in volume and importance, which, in turn, makes it ever more difficult for 
future narrators not to relate to them. 
 

Narrated Childhoods 
When asked to tell about their lives, many narrators somewhat automatically or unreflectedly 
started to tell about their childhoods. In the narrative structure, childhood stories always 
represent a kind of situation A, a logical and emotional foundation to build the entire life 
history from. It is significant where in the narrative the narrator chooses to establish this 
platform. Placed in the very beginning of the life history, childhood stories will create a 
framework setting up limits for the rest of the narrative. It might be impossible to build a 
success story on a childhood platform characterized by physical or social handicaps, or to 
make a life history of alcoholism and criminality believable, if based on a story about a happy 
and encouraging childhood. 
 
From a dramaturgical point of view this might sound a bit surprising. Strong contrasts are 
usually efficient elements in the creating of dramatic and emotionally engaging stories. 
However, ordinary lives of ordinary people are very seldom straightforward hero epics where 
one single storyline unfolds towards the inevitable successful solution. Instead, all our lives 
have their ups and downs, contradictions and paradoxes, loose ends and illogical connections. 
 
One illuminating example comes from a woman who started her life history by stating: 
 

I was born in Roma. I am one of those children that nobody wanted. 
 
This strong declaration pronounced during the very opening of the narrative will, it turns out 
very soon, give the narrator problems with the composition of her tale. On the one hand this 
woman had to grow up without her biological parents, and she experienced instances of being 
severely humiliated and excluded. But on the other hand she was also well taken care of by 
her grandmother, living happily together with many cousins and half-brothers and half-sisters. 
After having described the harmonious atmosphere in the small cottage of her grandmother, 
the narrator concludes: 

I remember my childhood as bright and happy. 
 
Indeed a stunning contrast to how her narrative started! To me this is an example of the 
limitations of the narrative form. Narratives are good at handling one dichotomy at a time, but 
human life is seldom that simple. This woman had experienced both disappointment and love, 
but to be honest to her memory she could not construct a straightforward causal relationship 
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between them. She had to relate two different stories that could be summarized by two 
strongly contradictive statements. 
 

War Stories 
All the informants taking part in this study had experienced some of the effects of the Second 
World War. Although Sweden succeeded in keeping its neutrality, the war events taking place 
all over the Baltic Sea area naturally had a profound impact on everyday life on the island of 
Gotland as in the rest of Sweden. Foods and other necessities were rationed, a general black-
out was commanded, there was a shortage of fuel and coal, and at least two of the war winters 
were extremely long and cold. Furthermore, Gotland had a strategic position in the Baltic Sea, 
around two thousand mobilized soldiers from mainland Sweden were placed on Gotland and 
the entire population of the island depended on the civil passenger and cargo boat traffic with 
the mainland. 
 
References to commonly shared experiences of food-rationing, mobilization, hard winters and 
black-outs appear and reappear in the stories, but seldom in central positions. More often they 
seem to constitute a collectively acknowledged backdrop to the individual life histories, in the 
form of a setting that defines the narrative arena both emotionally and materially. 
 
Here is one example of how such narratives may sound: 
 

Once my mother had got a rationing-card for cream from a neighbor whom she 
had helped with sewing a dress. Mom sent me to the milk store to buy the 
cream. It was a small bottle, perhaps one deciliter. The bottle was cold and 
slippery and my hands were sweaty, so I dropped the bottle and it fell to the 
paving stones and broke. When I came home with the broken bottle and the 
glass splinters, my mother beat me. That was the only time during my childhood 
that mother beat me. But I went back to the milk shop and told the lady what 
had happened. She felt sorry for me and used a card that somebody had lost and 
gave me another bottle of cream. When I came home with the cream my mother 
hugged me and wept and said that she was sorry that she had beaten me. 

 
This is how abstract phenomena generally appear in oral narrating. When asked to tell their 
life histories, narrators normally do not start with elements from national or local history. 
Instead, memories of ice winters, food rationing or mobilization (or any other similar subject) 
will appear as chronological or causal links in the story line of the narrator’s own life. 
Knowledge of the existent natural or social situation may constitute both limitations and 
sources of inspiration to the individual teller, but will rarely appear as the main themes of a 
personal experience narrative. Many stories about smashed bottles of cream will perhaps 
contribute to creating a collective abstract representation of “food rationing”, while the other 
way around the theoretical concept of “food rationing” in its turn may evoke images of spilt 
cream floating out over dirty paving stones. 
 
Stories like this one are just what would be expected from Swedes telling about their war time 
experiences. What did surprise me, however, was that the majority of the stories in fact 
described the war period as rather pleasant. Several of the female narrators emphasized how 
delightful it was going to the Saturday dances, when there were ten young men in smart 
uniforms to every girl. They pointed out the advantages with the black-outs, when you could 
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walk arm in arm and kiss without being observed. Younger children made it a sport to sneak 
around in the dark and flash torches to expose hugging couples on the parch benches. 
 
Many of the male narrators reported about the pleasant life in the countryside camps when 
they were on guard-duty. To a large extent, the mobilized soldiers were farmers’ sons, used to 
spend lots of time outdoors, they knew how to cut fire-wood, how to make a cooking fire, 
they enjoyed sleeping in a tent, bicycling, going for a swim, picking berries and mushrooms 
in the forest. Their narratives resound of excitement, but not of fear. To them, the war was a 
thrilling adventure, but it never became threatening or dangerous. 
 
In such stories, narrators are obviously breaking the genre rules for how Swedish war time 
stories are supposed to be told. In opposition to the collectively accepted grave narrative about 
a struggling, but united nation, these narrators tell about joy, fun, merry episodes, practical 
jokes, sense of freedom, and amorous escapades. How is it possible to tell such stories in spite 
of the extraordinary war time conditions that must have deeply affected everybody’s everyday 
life? 
 
I can think of a number of plausible explanations. In the officially accepted Swedish narrative, 
the strenuous war time hardships are used as a dramaturgically efficient dark background 
against which the successful realization during the 1950s and 60s of the Swedish welfare 
society stands out in bright contrast. However, the historical fact is that the Swedish 
government through skilful political maneuvers managed to avoid that Sweden was directly 
involved in the war activities. Compared for instance with our Nordic neighbors, very few 
Swedes have very dramatic war experiences to tell about. 
 
Furthermore, most of my narrators were born in the 1920s and 1930s, meaning that during the 
war, they were teenagers or young adults without families or children to support. They give 
voice to the experiences of a younger generation. In their life histories, they faced the real 
hardships after the war, when they entered the regular labor market, formed families, strove to 
hire an apartment, raised children, and fought to make ends meet. For them, the results of the 
economic boom and the welfare society became visible considerably later.  
 
Certainly, they must be aware that their picture does not conform to the officially accepted 
one. Some of the narrators even mention how they at the time were scolded by their parents 
for not taking the war seriously. All the same, my impression is that these narratives should 
not be interpreted as a conscious, subversive questioning of the official history. Maybe we 
could regard them as complementary statements: “This is also what the war was like”. 
 

Narrated Deaths 
Almost every day when I open my local newspaper I can read obituary notices that remind me 
of the sad fact that people die all the time. We all know that everybody who is alive will once 
die, and we know that it is natural and normal. But when the deceased person is close to us, a 
parent, a spouse, or a child, our lives are radically influenced. 
 
In situations where our balance is disturbed, it becomes more obvious than otherwise how we 
can profit from using narrative forms to handle frustration. By transforming experiences in 
connection with death into narratives, we can understand the inconceivable, make sense of the 
meaningless, and create order in chaos. 
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The technique is the same as when we transform other memories into narratives. The narrator 
chooses a series of key episodes, orders them chronologically and thereby creates a sense of 
causally connected links. The narrative is furnished with a beginning and an end and is 
thereby established as a separate unit with an existence of its own. The painful experiences 
and the potentially destructive emotions are encapsulated into the set form of the narrative and 
thereby it becomes possible for the narrator to hold them out and demonstrate them to others. 
Through narrativization difficult private memories are externalized and made possible to 
share.  
 
Narratives have a tendency to create set role patterns. Narratives like to feature heroes, 
villains and victims. In stories about deaths the deceased or the survivors tend to take the 
victim roles. Doctors, paramedics, nurses or the health system as such may be pointed out as 
either heroes or villains. But narrators can also refrain from exploiting these compositional 
tools. In one woman’s narrative about her husband’s death, I can see how she easily could have 
made him a determined hero, who up till the bitter end resisted the destructive forces of his 
illness, or in another interpretation, he would be a foolish egoist, who against better 
understanding ignored the obvious medical warning signals.  
 
These and several other possible role-takings were never realized in this woman’s narrative. 
Instead of creating a dramatic story with heroes and villains, she used her narrative to handle the 
disturbed balance of her everyday life. Most certainly, her husband’s death meant an utterly 
dramatic change in her calm everyday life. But her narrative does not emphasize this breakdown 
of normality. Instead it is dominated by descriptions of several details belonging to normal 
everyday life. Even the actual death of her husband is explained logically with mentioning of 
medical details. Since several years he suffered from a heavy diabetes that grew worse, and then 
and because of that he had to start with even stronger medication and in spite of that, he would 
not refrain from keeping up his hobby to renovate sofas and heavy armchairs, and although he 
complained about being dizzy that very afternoon he would not lie down to have a rest… 
 
 

Conclusion 
Each individual life history creates its own unique narrated world. At the same time, the major 
part of the narrators’ lives in my material had been enacted on the same arena during 
approximately the same period of time: 20th century Visby. Taken as a whole, all the 
individually recounted narrative worlds create a fairly consistent image of a common universe 
with static as well as dynamic elements. The static parts are built up of the same physical 
environment with the same streets, buildings and institutions, but also with the same 
individuals, forming specific groups, performing their recurrent traditions and expressing their 
values. Among the fixed elements are furthermore local historical events in a reified form, 
devoid of their dynamic aspects.  
 
On this common narratively constructed arena, several dynamic processes take place from the 
concrete everyday lives of the individual narrators to the abstract slow-moving development 
of the local community. In my paper today, I have given but a few examples of how 
individuals might use their childhood narratives as foundations for the rest of their life 
histories, and of how they more or less smoothly fit elements they cannot control into their 
own life narratives.  
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From the perspective of a single individual it is next to impossible to discern the long and 
slow processes of change in a society. That is why we may perceive of a society’s narratives 
about its own history as elusive fragments of an imperceptible whole or as intangible embryos 
that may once amalgamate into a coherent entity. Largely, they seem to consist of non-
narrative, descriptive elements and we cannot even say for sure that they have a consistent 
verbal form. Possibly they are never narrated. Instead they are ever-present as collective 
frames of reference for what is considered to be normal and how it is accepted to talk about 
local history. 
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