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Ulf Palmenfelt 
Gotland University 

The Celestial Attraction of the Invisible Grand Narratives1 
 

Most people live their lives in societies together with other human beings. We work together 

with our work mates, spend our spare time next to our neighbors, maybe we form a family and raise 

children. Individual life-stories are enacted in collective arenas, where other individuals live at the 

same time. Everybody’s life is unique, but it takes place alongside other people’s lives in shared 

settings. This double and possibly contradictory quality becomes visible when people narrate their 

life-stories. Every individual life narrative must be possible to locate in collective arenas where other 

persons have lived at the same time and it must be compatible with the local society’s history that 

has taken place at the same time.  

 

In my talk today I will take autobiographical narratives about experiences during the Second 

World War as my starting point, so as to be able to discuss the relationship between individual and 

collective narratives. 

 

                                                           

1 Lecture given on October 17, 2011 at the Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio. 
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The material I have studied consists of some 40 tape-recorded life-story narratives. The 

recordings were made during a concentrated collection period in the summer and fall of 1995, and at 

the time of the interviews the narrators were all living in Visby on the Swedish island of Gotland in 

the Baltic Sea, and they were all born between 1910 and 1930, thus representing more or less one 

and the same generation. 

 

It is almost impossible to speak about the years 1939-1945 without mentioning events that have 

to do with the Second World War. War time conditions, like food rationing, mobilization, and black-

outs profoundly affected people’s everyday lives. News bulletins in newspapers and on the radio 

were dominated by the war events in Europe and in the rest of the world. More or less serious 

analyses, personal or reported experiences, and sheer rumors were themes in people’s everyday 

discussions. And such discussions, both public and private, have continued to take place during the 

years since the war ended. People have compared their own experiences, and their memories of the 

experiences, with each other and with the official historical accounts. Those who were actually there 

have been answering questions from their children and grandchildren – and from inquisitive 

folklorists. Innumerable conversations during the war and afterwards have contributed to form a 

collective picture of “what it was actually like” to live on Gotland during the war years. This picture is 

partly distinct and univocal, but vague and evasive in other parts. Here and there we find open 

contradictions that are so manifest that we can speak about several competing narratives. 

 

In the recording situation, the narrators were asked to talk about their lives without specification 

of any certain themes. When war time experiences appear in the life narratives, it is the choice of the 

narrators or, if you like, of the immanent demands of the life narrative as genre. 
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A Gotlandic Grand Narrative 
I will start by making an attempt to give you a general overview of the collective narrative about 

”what it was like” to live on Gotland during the war. The population of the island was doubled many 

times over when people from the Swedish mainland were commanded to do military service on 

Gotland. The drafted officers were all considered to be impractical and unsuitable to perform their 

duty. 

 

Food rationing was difficult, but there were many possibilities to deceive the authorities. Many 

had relatives in the countryside that could help with a side of pork, a sack of potatoes, or a bag of 

flour. Those who had gardens grew potatoes and vegetables in them and kept chickens and rabbits in 

cages. Everybody picked mushrooms and wild berries. 

 

A couple of the war winters were exceptionally long and snowy. Snow-clearing, house heating, 

and inadequate clothing were eternal problems. People were constantly cold and the water froze in 

the bucket every night, but conditions were the same for everybody. 

 

The cold winters complicated the boat traffic between Gotland and the mainland. The ice-

breaker Ymer was an angel of mercy in many difficult and dangerous situations. Civil passenger ships 

experienced several confrontations with men-of-war. 

 

The sinking of the passenger ship the Hansa in November 1944 is a theme that separates the 

Gotlandic war narratives from those of the Swedish mainland.  
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At the beginning of the war the general sympathy was with the German side. German 

propaganda films were shown in the cinemas and collector’s picture cards of German officers were 

distributed in the chewing gum packs. 

 

This Gotlandic grand narrative was constructed by me, but by using motifs from the individual 

life-stories. My method can be compared to the one that astronomers use to prove the existence of 

celestial bodies they cannot see in their telescopes. Astronomers study the deviation of a planet’s 

orbit due to the attraction power of an invisible sun; I have studied how the individual life-stories are 

influenced by the invisible grand narratives. 

 

The fact is, you see, that each and every one of the narrating individuals has to relate to the 

collective history, and adapt their individual stories to harmonize with it. I will give you some 

examples of the forms that such relationships can take. 

 

Rabbits in the Garden 
A recurrent everyday motif is that during the war years people grew potatoes and vegetables in 

their gardens where they also kept cages with chickens and rabbits. Almost all houses in the center of 

Visby are one-family-homes and even the smallest of them usually has a garden of its own. The 

factual situation was such that practically everybody that grew up in Visby at that time was able to 

tell a story something like this: 
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During the war we had lots of rabbits in the garden, because food was scarce. In 

the evenings after work my dad used to take his scythe and go outside the town wall 

to collect grass for the rabbits. He brought it home in his bicycle trailer. He grew beets 

in the garden, too, to get winter feed for the rabbits. 

 

Many of my informants actually do tell stories like this one. The intellectual question that these 

stories raise is why so many persons recount their versions of a commonplace everyday 

phenomenon that does not fill any dramatic function in the narrative? The obvious answer is, I 

believe, that this is an image of food shortage that is easy to visualize. A garden where neat 

pathways, lawns and flower-beds have been substituted by rows of potatoes, beets, and turnips and 

where chickens and rabbits look out from unpainted cages. Earnest men in working clothes toiling 

with scythes and bicycle trailers at dusk in front of the medieval town wall. This is how years of 

famine are narrated. The fact that the picture appears in so many individual narratives charges it 

with symbolic power. Whether you need it dramaturgically or not, this picture must be included in 

every narrative about the war years in Visby. We could regard it as an example of the agency of the 

collective narrative. 

 

The Dropped Bottle of Cream 
A strong and frequently appearing narrative that illustrates food rationing is about a child who 

dropped a bottle of cream in the street. 

 

Once my mom got a rationing card for cream from a neighboring woman whom 

she had helped to sew a dress. On Saturday mom sent me to the milk shop to buy the 
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cream. It was a small glass bottle, one deciliter I think. The bottle was cold and slippery 

and my hands were sweaty, so I dropped the bottle and it fell on to the paving-stones 

and broke. When I came home with the broken bottle and the splinters my mother 

beat me. It was the only time during my whole adolescence that mom beat me. But I 

went back to the milk shop and told them what had happened. The lady in the milk 

shop felt sorry for me and took another cream card that somebody had lost and gave 

me another bottle of cream. When I came home with the cream mom hugged me and 

she cried and apologized for having beaten me. 

 

In a few variants from the First World War, it is a bottle of milk that the child dropped on the 

street. Maybe milk in those days was as valuable to urban citizens as cream during the Second World 

War. But it is never a loaf of bread or a sausage that was dropped on the street, not even half a 

dozen of eggs. It is hard to find a stronger image than the thick, white cream slowly spreading over 

the dirty paving-stones. Or the red, frostbitten fingers of the child picking nervously among the sharp 

glass splinters. It is not necessary to have experienced the situation to be able to visualize it.  

 

Of course several children did drop bottles of cream both in Visby and in other places, but 

probably not nearly as many as those that grew vegetables or kept rabbits in their gardens. Still the 

story about the dropped cream bottle is almost as common. Just like the motif with the rabbit cages 

in the garden, the one with the dropped bottle of cream is ever present in the established collective 

narrative. 

 

From a scholarly point of view, however, there is a significant difference: the cultivated garden 
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was probably a reality for many of the narrators. The dropped bottle of cream probably was not. But 

the immanent drama of this story is so strong that it almost begs to be narrated. Every account about 

war time food rationing would be incomplete without it. In all probability, most Swedes have heard 

variants of it so many times that they take it for granted that this must have happened. The story 

about the dropped bottle of cream has become public property, just like a folk legend. Anybody can 

take the opportunity to retell it without risking their credibility. 

 

 

The Wood-Burning Stove 
My next example contains one very common motif, but also one that is more private and thereby 

less stereotype: 

 

We had berry bushes in our garden and mom preserved the berries in glass jars 

that were cooked in a big aluminum cauldron. Dad had put in an enameled wood-

burning stove in the kitchen, beside the electric one, because grandmother was afraid 

of the electricity. When there was a power outage, the neighbors used to come with 

their baking-sheets to bake their bread loaves and buns in our wood-burning oven. 

 

Berry bushes in the gardens and moisture from the preservation cauldron trickling down the 

kitchen wall were well known phenomena. The point of this story is of course the conservative 

grandmother who prefers the old-fashioned wood-burning stove to the modern electric one. In the 

world of jokes and anecdotes the elderly person who is afraid of or does not understand the modern 
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technology is a well-known motif. Our folklore archives contain many examples of elderly ladies who 

do not understand electricity, telephones or microwave ovens. However, this narrator does not make 

fun of his old grandmother. During the extreme wartime circumstances it was a wise decision to trust 

traditional well-tried methods. Thus, the motif with the elderly person who is not familiar with 

modern technology is far from unique, but it typically belongs to a different genre of narratives. To 

cope with the collective narrative about war time Visby it needed to be modified so as to emphasize 

the practical advantage of the old woman’s scepticism instead of making fun of her. 

 

 

In the Pack Ice 
The two winters of 1940 and 1941 were unusually long and cold and the ice cover in the Baltic 

Sea caused lots of inconvenience for navigation. Several stories recount how the passenger ships on 

the trade routes between Visby and the mainland got stuck in the pack ice and had to be assisted by 

the ice breaker Ymer. In the following episode a member of the crew is narrating:  

 

We transported a lot of soldiers in those days. Once we were advised not to go out 

in the pack ice, but we had orders to go. So we went out and got stuck in the ice-

pressure only some two hundred meters from the shore. We couldn’t do anything but 

drift along with the ice. We were close to drifting ashore at the bathing-beach 

Norderstrand, but we just made it and then we passed by Stenkyrkehuk and got into 

the bay after the cape, and there we were with three hundred soldiers on board. 
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We didn’t have supplies for more than one day, so they were depleted in no time. 

Then we walked on the ice to a farm by Lummelundsbruk and knocked on the door 

and two ladies opened. Yes, they had horses but nobody who could ride and they 

didn’t know if we could take the horses out, for they had been standing in the stable 

for a whole month. But Ulla’s brother Håkan who was with us, he had worked as a 

farm-hand, he could handle horses.  

 

He harnessed the horses and we rode to the store and loaded boxes of bread and 

all other necessities and everything went well, but on the slippery road downhill the 

horses got scared when the sleigh hit them from behind and they started to bolt and 

we jumped off the sleigh, except Håkan who hung on and managed to calm the horses 

down. 

 

Then he had to drive back once again and pick up everything that had fallen off the 

sleigh and we had to carry as much as we could, for it was five hundred meters from 

the shore out to the ship. We ordered help from an ice breaker, but the Ymer was way 

up in the Gulf of Bothnia, so he couldn’t come immediately. They had to drive food on 

lorries from the city, while we were waiting for the Ymer.  

 

Gotlanders have always been dependent on the shifting possibilities of crossing the Baltic Sea. I 

guess that strenuous boat journeys were a common topic of speech long before the regular 

passenger traffic started in the 1860s. When I grew up in Visby in the 1950s a crossing by boat took 

12 hours according to the schedule. This was also the numerical standard measure for a normal 
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crossing. If somebody said “It took 18 hours from Nynäs last night” it was a signal to all the well-

informed insiders that the trip had been unusually hard. Experiences of troublesome boat journeys 

have united Gotlanders for a long time and stories about tough crossings still unite us. 

 

The experience I quoted here of course is far worse than anything most people have been 

exposed to. The story does not say how long the journey took, but it must have been at least a 

couple of days. The narrative frame is simple and recurrent: A passenger boat gets stuck in the pack 

ice. The Ymer comes to assistance. This story is made unique by the adventurous events in between 

the complication and the resolution. Some brave sailors walk ashore over the ice cover, borrow a pair 

of horses and a sleigh, which they ride to get food from the store. One of them is skilled in handling 

panicking horses and all of them carry the supplies over the ice to the ship in distress. 

 

The Hansa Torpedoed 
In the early morning of November 24, 1944 the Swedish passenger ship the Hansa was sunk on 

her way from Nynäshamn to Visby. The trade route she followed had recently been swept for mines, 

so the plausible reason was a torpedo. The general theory was that the Hansa was sunk by a Soviet 

torpedo that had been fired by mistake. Not until almost 50 years later was that assumption 

confirmed. Lately, suspicions have been forwarded that the Gotland ships carried German soldiers 

and German war material on several occasions, and that the Soviet authorities were aware of the 

fact. The Hansa might even have been carrying illegal cargo on the occasion when she was attacked. 

 

Of 86 persons on board 84 were killed. The majority of the crew were persons living on Gotland, 

while half of the passengers were military personnel. To express it bluntly, less than one hundred 
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families on Gotland suffered direct losses, while of course the entire population felt indirectly 

affected. To all Gotlanders the sinking of the Hansa became a harsh reminder that war time 

brutalities were for real and could hit even civil citizens of a neutral country. 

 

The sinking of the Hansa is by far the single event that reappears most often in the narratives 

about the war time year in Visby. It is hardly possible to talk about Visby in November 1944 and not 

mention the fate of the Hansa. The event can be said to sum up a number of important insights: 

 

• War is fatal and not an innocent game 

• It is reasonable to worry over the rough boat crossings  

• Crises promote feelings of belonging  

• Being an island makes Gotland’s situation singular 

 

The following account gives an idea of how the rumor about the disappearance of the Hansa was 

spread among the citizens of Visby: 

 

Then I remember very well when the Hansa went down. It was one of those 

days in your life that you found awful. I had been in school in the morning and I was 

on my way to work in the afternoon. I and my friend used to go to a café for a cup 

of hot chocolate and a bun before going to work. After that we went for a walk 
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through the city and outside one of the newspaper offices we saw the placard 

announcing that the Hansa was missing. So, then it started. My friend, well, she 

had an uncle or whatever who worked on the boat. Then it continued. When I 

arrived at my work, well, one of my workmates, her husband was on the boat. And 

wherever you went and whoever you spoke to, they had somebody they knew on 

board, you know. And we found that spooky. Later in the evening we went down to 

the harbor to have a look. And there was a raft, a wrecked raft I believe it was that 

they had found. Somebody had written in pencil: ‘A final farew…’ and then it was 

only a line. Probably several more had been on it. Well, that was unpleasant. 

 

 

The woman retelling this story is typical in the sense that she belongs to the majority of 

Gotlanders who did not have any relative or acquaintance on board the Hansa. Just as typical is that 

the narratives about the sinking of the Hansa declare just the opposite: “And wherever you went and 

whoever you spoke to, they had somebody they knew on board, you know.” The statement is not 

supposed to state the facts, but reflects the feelings of fear before an intangible danger. On a much 

smaller scale, the reactions of the Gotlanders may be compared to those of the Americans after the 

9/11 attacks. 

 

Practically every Gotlander both in 1940 and today has experiences of harsh boat journeys to the 

Swedish mainland and can recount them. Very few Gotlanders, both in 1944 and today, have and had 

direct experiences of the sinking of the Hansa, but still we recount the event. That event has such a 

collective dignity that it more or less belongs to all of us. Already the fact that you are a Gotlander 
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gives you the right to have a story of your own about the Hansa. 

 

Against the Flow of History 
The following story gives a wonderful illustration to how an individual might collide with the 

collective flow of history: 

 

I had studied my first year in Uppsala and I was on my way home to Visby after the 

end of the spring semester. On my way, I stayed one night in Stockholm to visit an old 

friend of mine. We went to a restaurant and we went dancing and I slept on his sofa. 

The next morning I was going to walk to the Central station to take the train down to 

Nynäshamn and get on the boat home. When I got down to Kungsgatan, I found the 

number of people in the street incredible. It was impossible to walk against the flow. 

Everybody was walking in the opposite direction. I had two huge trunks. Soon I 

understood what was going on. The war was over! It was May 9, 1945. I had to take 

another street to get to the Central station. 

 

 

I can hardly think of a more lucid image of how the grand history at times may penetrate an 

individual life story. This young Gotlander experienced this clash physically when fighting against the 

flow of people with his two heavy trunks. Although he was walking in the wrong direction so to 

speak, his narrative does not actually contradict the great collective history. Most Swedes have seen 

the black-and-white documentary footage showing how the office windows along the main street of 
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Stockholm, Kungsgatan, were opened and the office workers emptied their wastepaper baskets over 

the jubilant masses marching along the street. This narrative confirms the well-known picture by 

emphasizing the young man’s physical presence. 

 

Austria Liberated 
Among the interviewed Visby citizens was one woman who was born and raised in Germany. 

Accordingly, she did not spend the war years in Visby. Fifty years after the war when she, then a 

Swedish citizen, talked about her youth, she demonstrated over and over again that she was aware 

of the established Swedish narrative and that her own story deviated from it. This is how she 

recounts Germany’s annexation of Austria with the perspective of the young girl, at the same time 

interspersed with the mature woman’s clear references to the collective Swedish narrative about the 

Second World War: 

 

I was what you call a Nazi. We were so indoctrinated. When you have such men as 
Hitler, in those days I found him fabulously attractive. When I see the same film 
cuttings today, I say to myself: -How could we? And Goebbels and the small Minister 
of Propaganda and all that! But they were so powerful. I can still remember how 
interesting it was, when I was twelve, no I was fourteen in 1936 when Austria was 
annexed. Anschluss was the term. Of course it was annexed by Germany, but at the 
same time many people there became very happy, because there were Nazis there 
and German soldiers and so on. 

 

I remember that I was sitting by the table in our living room doing my homework 
and the radio was on and we heard this. The Führer was in Vienna! This ecstatic 
account that finally Austria was liberated from its yoke and finally they were united 
with their motherland and finally and now and now! I was crying with emotion and I 
was thinking: -My God, these happy people, finally! 

 

Well, that’s the way it happens, but it’s a mass psychosis. Anyway, it is something. 
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Our first observation might be that performing an individual life-story is affected by the 

circumstances and the situation where it takes places. I can hardly think of any other contemporary 

situation where this woman might have recounted her narrative without all the reservations and 

restrictions she is making. The reservations might have been different if she had been narrating in 

present day Germany or to an audience of Holocaust deniers. 

 

Furthermore, this example shows how deceitful the narrative form can be when it comes to 

documenting complicated historical processes. The German woman made heroes and villains change 

roles with each other compared to the narrative we are used to hearing and suddenly the tendency 

of the story is turned upside down.  

 

A short version of her entire narrative is this: After the First World War many Germans felt 

humiliated. There was a group of successful bankers and business people of Jewish ancestry. There 

was a depression, financial crisis, galloping inflation and food shortage. The German self image was 

that they were a disciplined, efficient and orderly people. These became components in a narrative 

that in its first phase led to the building of the Autobahn, trains leaving and arriving on schedule and 

the confiscation of Jewish properties. A logical continuation was the building up of a strong military 

force with fancy uniforms, a secret state police, pogroms and concentration camps for Jews, Poles, 

homosexuals and communists. After that came the ideas of liberating what was regarded as earlier 

German areas that had been lost: the annexation of Austria and the march into Poland. When the 

rest of the world objected, Germany had the right to defend itself. The story is logical and consistent, 

reductionist like all stories, but believable and certainly attractive to the German self-confidence.  
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What this woman has in common with several of the other narrators in my material is her 

generation affiliation. When the war started, she was young, naïve and lacked life experience. Like 

many of the persons of her age, she found the war exciting, she wanted to see more of it and she had 

no idea that she might get hurt although she was living in a country that was being bombed. 

 

Adolescents Enjoy the War 
In one respect many of my narrators contradict what at least I had taken to be the established 

Swedish war narrative. They describe the war years as rather pleasant. Instead of  the solemn grand 

narratives, fraught with gravity about a resolute united nation patiently and bravely enduring the 

hardships of the war years, these informants recall playful jokes, freedom from responsibility, joy, 

happiness and erotic escapades. 

 

Among the female narrators many recalled how nice it was to attend the Saturday night dances, 

where there were ten boys in smart uniforms to every girl. They noticed the advantages with the 

black-outs, when you could hug and kiss without being watched. Younger children used to sneak 

along the park paths with flashlights and reveal loving couples fondling on the park benches. 

 

The male narrators liked to describe the pleasant outdoor life in the countryside camps when on 

guard-duty. To a large extent the mobilized soldiers were farmer’s sons, used to spending a lot 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 mushrooms and wild berries in the forest. Their 

narratives reflect excitement, but not fear. To them, the war was a thrilling adventure, but it never 
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became threatening or dangerous.  

 

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. 

One is that the war time reality was not only as black as coal. As a matter of fact, Sweden, thanks to a 

careful foreign policy (some call it cowardly), managed to stay outside the war. Compared to the 

situation in our Nordic neighboring countries, very few Swedes have any particularly dramatic war 

experiences to relate. 

 

In the established Swedish grand narrative, however, the depression of the interwar period and 

the war time hardships are used as a dramaturgical contrast to the successful realization of the 

welfare society of the 1950s and ‘60s. The darker the earlier epochs are painted the more flourishing 

the building of the welfare state will appear. 

 

Nonetheless, the most important explanation to the positive attitudes taken by my informants is, 

I am convinced, their age. Most of them were born in the 1920s and 30s, meaning that they were 

teenagers or adolescents during the war. They had no families or children to provide for. When they 

received their draft cards they could regard the draft as a compulsory but also pleasant vacation 

from their ordinary duties. From their life-stories I can hear that they had their years of struggle after 

the war. That was when they were supposed to enter the labor market, start a family, raise children 

and provide for them, find an apartment or plead for a bank loan to build a house, thus entering the 

constant struggle to make ends meet. To many of them the advantages of the welfare society did not 
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become apparent until one or two decades later. 

 

Certainly these narrators are as aware of the discrepancies between their stories and the official 

narrative as the young Gotlander with the heavy suitcases was. As a matter of fact, several of them 

actually state that already during the war they were rebuked by their parents for not taking the war 

as seriously as one ought to. Some of them comment on their juvenile lack of judgment and are 

eager to emphasize that as grown-up, mature citizens they agree with the collectively accepted 

version of the narrative. Their war narratives represent the experiences of one specific generation, 

but they are not revolutionary or oppositional. They fall well inside the limits of normality. 

Adolescents are allowed a greater degree of irresponsibility, spontaneity and short-sightedness, as 

long as they agree to leave this stage, grow up, mature and accept to conform to the established 

values of the society. 

 

Conclusion 
The war narratives I have analyzed proved to concur to a lower or higher degree with the 

collective grand narrative that I sketched out at the beginning of my talk. However, the conclusion I 

am prepared to make is that irrespective of if they agree with or deviate from the shared narrative, 

they all contribute to confirming it. 

 

The stories about small scale farming in the private gardens comport completely with the 

common story. They are trivial and lack dramatic points. When they appear in the individual life-

stories they achieve a symbolic function to express qualities of belonging. “We experienced the same 

conditions as everybody else”. In relation to the established grand narrative they have an 
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authenticating, confirmative function, 

 

The story about the dropped bottle of cream is almost better than reality. It appears so often 

that it has almost acquired folklore qualities. Like folk legends it has become common property. It 

can be retold by almost anybody about almost anybody, it appears in several variants. Regardless of 

whether it has happened as often as it is told, the story brings together many persons’ experiences of 

food rationings into one single visually strong and emotionally touching image. 

 

The stories about the sinking of the Hansa contain few individual variations. The loss of the 

civilian passenger ship has become a common Gotlandic subject. Using a folkloristic term we could 

state that the sinking of the Hansa has achieved the function of a tradition dominant with a strong 

agency to enter many personal experience narratives. For a long time, Gotlanders have been and still 

are very particular concerning the boat connections with the mainland. On the one hand the traffic is 

vitally important, on the other one it has often been (and still sometimes is) adventurous. Even if we 

have not always loved the shipping companies providing the transportation, we certainly do not 

want them to be attacked by hostile submarines. 

 

The stories that show individual deviations can be arranged in accordance with a number of 

different parameters. The story about the family that buys a wood-burning stove when they already 

have an electric one, might at first sight appear to value anti-modernity and despise technology. On 

the other hand, the frequent power outages during the war years demonstrated that this family’s 

down to earth practicality was actually quite rational. 
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The story about the passenger ship that got stuck in the pack ice is retold from the point of view 

of one of the sailors, and if it differs from the shared narrative it is because it applies a certain 

professional perspective. 

 

The story about the Gotlander struggling against the flow of people in Kungsgatan does not 

contradict the fact that the conclusion of peace was celebrated in Stockholm. On the contrary, his 

story makes the celebration even more tangible. His walking against the flow of history was easily 

explained by his having a different individual plan, just there and then. 

 

The German woman’s reaction to the annexation of Austria was totally logical at the time when 

she was listening to the radio newscast together with her German family. In 1995, however, when 

she was retelling her story in Visby, her distribution of dramatic roles did not coincide with the 

established Swedish point of view. At that time she was obliged to demonstrate that she was aware 

of the deviations and defend them. 

 

In the narratives about the positive experiences during the war years, several of the narrators 

declared that they were aware that their accounts deviated from the accepted picture. They even 

gave examples of how they had been reprimanded by their parents and they stressed that they were 

young, naïve and inexperienced at the time. Their narratives reflect the viewpoint of a younger 

generation and can, consequently, easily be combined with the established grand narrative. 
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All the individual narratives I have analyzed here (and many more that I have not got the time to 

mention) proved possible to harmonize with the shared narrative, because they indicate their 

positions in relation to it and because these positions are logically and culturally acceptable. It is not 

alarming or threatening that individuals regard reality from their specific points of view, be it age or 

generation, place of residence, profession, or ethnic origin. On the contrary, our concept of normality 

is constructed to embrace all these positions. And it should come as no surprise that these aspects 

are just the ones that we usually call the basic ethnological dimensions: time, place and social 

belonging. 

 

To return to my astronomical metaphor, we could view the personal experience narratives as 

physical particles or planets moving in orbits that are controlled by the attraction of invisible power 

fields. In the narrative universe these power fields emanate from a phenomenon that we usually call 

grand narratives. 

 

From the perspective of a single individual it is next to impossible to follow the long and slow 

developing processes of a society. Even our own lives are too long to be framed by one self-narrated 

story. None of us remember how we were born and none of us will ever be able to tell how we died. 

That is why we need grand narratives – and the science of history writing. 

 

While folk legends typically deal with the extraordinary, the deviant and the unexpected, both 

individual life-stories and collective grand narratives are dedicated to normal, everyday, predictable 
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matters. While folk legends explore the boundaries of normality, the almost unknown borderlands 

facing the backyards of the unbelievable grand narratives summon the agreements that everybody 

subscribes to. 

  

Grand narratives lack the legends’ focal concentration on one single, dramatically charged chain 

of events. That may be one reason why they seldom show the elaborate form of the verbally 

formulated narrative. On the other hand the causal elements appear to be strong. Grand narratives 

obviously have a function to support cause and effect-explanations or as a common cultural standard 

with which you can compare your own experiences and values (cf Hyvärinen et al 2010). Largely, they 

consist of non-narrative, descriptive elements and we cannot even say for sure that they have a 

consistent verbal form. Probably 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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