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Abstract 

 

This paper shows that aggregated forms of memory, be they cultural or collective, can be 

reconceptualised as less stable than they have been hitherto assumed to be.  The ‘frames’ 
(Irwin-Zarecka, 1994) or ‘schemata’ (Erll, 2011, 2014) that people employ to attribute meaning 

to the past are multiple, ever-changing and constantly re-actualised in everyday interactions. 

The paper presents a qualitative micro-study of a 3-minute spoken interaction between a 

research participant and a researcher, focusing on the past of the contemporary Polish town of 

Oswiecim, internationally better known as Auschwitz. Borrowing methods and concepts from 

interactional sociology and linguistic ethnography, the paper demonstrates that people know 

different narratives about the same past event and are able to move between those narratives 

when the interactional context requires them to. The combination of micro-discourse analysis 

with ethnographic detail provides an insight into the flexibility of the remembering self in 

interpersonal interaction, and the paper’s findings and methodological framework engage in a 

dialogue with some fundamental critiques in the field of memory studies. These include, among 

others, the need to connect the micro, meso and macro, and the individual with the social 

(Kansteiner, 2010; Keightley, Pickering, Bisht 2019; Gensburger, 2016), and the urge to actively 

develop and think through methods in memory studies research (Kansteiner, 2002; Keightley 

and Pickering 2013; Roediger and Wertsch, 2008). 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Despite memory studies’ undeniable success in terms of growth and impact, the field has 
been criticized from various angles. In this paper, I single out two strands of critique that 

have informed the methodological and epistemological choices underlying its arguments 

and the research agenda it seeks to promote.  

 

First, memory studies has been criticized for having a lack of methodological discussion and 

specific memory methods. This critique has emerged around 20 years ago and has 

continuously been voiced up to today. Wulf Kansteiner’s 2002 article Finding Meaning in 

Memory instigated the debate. Following the ‘memory boom’ of the 1980’s and 1990’s, 
Kansteiner claimed that ‘(…) memory has clearly become a central concept in the 
humanities and social sciences, it remains unclear to what extent this convergence reflects 

actual common intellectual and methodological interests’ (Kansteiner 2002: 108). In a 

similar vein, Roediger and Wertsch (2008: 19) argue, in the very first issue of Memory 

Studies, that ‘unless and until proper methods and theories are developed (…) memory 
studies as proper discipline might still be awaiting its birth’. There are also interdisciplinary 

sceptics who have argued against common methods because they believe this search for 

shared ‘methods might be unproductive’ (Brown, Gutman, et al., 2009: 121). 
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About ten years after Kansteiner’s initial critique, Michael Pickering and Emily Keightley, 

made the first (and as far as I am aware of, also the last) attempt to compile and think 

through various memory methods. In an edited volume, Pickering and Keightley compile 

methodological essays on a wide range of potential memory methods and sources for 

memory research. After 2013, very little collective effort has been made to develop and/or 

bring together memory methods. Doing Memory Research (Drozdewski and Birsall, 2019) is 

the only other publication I am aware of that focusses on just a fraction of the 

methodological spectrum. As an edited volume it brings together essays that are mostly 

concerned with (technologically) innovative memory methods and questions of affect and 

embodiment.  

 

The second critique of the field is connected to the methodological and epistemological 

concern voiced by the scholars mentioned above. The field of memory studies has been 

criticised for its lack of interest in individuals and their role in the formation and 

reproduction of social meaning in memory. Interestingly, this critique is mostly voiced by 

social scientists and historians and seems to target work in memory studies employing 

literature and cultural studies perspectives. Wulf Kansteiner, again, called for more 

attention in memory studies to individuals (Menschen) and their involvement in the 

dynamics of power (2010: 4). Seemingly rhetorically, Kansteiner asks: ‘Does it make any 
sense to raise once more questions about the concepts of the individual and the collective 

in social memory studies?’ (Ibidem, 3).  Among sociologists of memory, there seems to be 

some concerted effort to ‘write the individual back into collective memory’ (Keightley and 

Pickering, 2012: 102).  

 

I will briefly engage with the two of those sociological proposals that have particularly 

inspired this paper and engage specifically with this critique. First, Keightley, Pickering and 

Bisht (2019) point to the lack of empirical work and theory in memory studies that explains 

how specific groups and more general cultural memories interact. They propose an 

‘interscalar’ approach that could assist research into ‘the relationship between different 

forms of and modalities of remembering’ on the micro-, meso- and macro-level, something 

memory studies has ‘failed’ to do (Ibidem: 5). The interscalar approach to memory has, so 

far, remained a theoretical and methodological proposition. This paper makes a modest 

attempt to operationalise some of Keightley, Pickering and Bisht’s ideas empirically. 
 

Secondly, Sarah Gensburger has urged memory scholars to reread the work of Maurice 

Halbwachs as relational and interactional. In Gensburger’s reading of Halbwachs, collective 

memory is ‘defined by the individual’s position in a complex and structured social space and 
by the evolution of that structure’ (Gensburger, 2016: 401).  She sees in Halbwachs a call for 

more empirical studies, paying attention to ‘the individual as a social being, in the 
development of an interactionist and relational approach to memory’ (Ibidem: 407). 

Gensburger has developed this approach empirically through researching vernacular 

memories through ethnography and interviewing (Gensburger 2019a, 2019b). 

 

To take these proposals seriously, a methodological set-up that provides insight into how 

ordinary people attribute meaning to the past in everyday interactions is necessary. This 

set-up should facilitate research into how people take their cues from socially and politically 

dominant memory narratives and tropes, and perform them in front of others. The 
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methodology that I am proposing and developing in this paper combines micro analysis with 

ethnography. Over a period of two years, I have gathered data among a group friends in the 

contemporary Polish town of Oswiecim. The town is internationally known as Auschwitz and 

has the main sites of the former extermination camp and contemporary Auschwitz-Birkenau 

State Museum on its territory. During two years of field work I wanted to understand how 

ordinary people in Auschwitz/Oswiecim attribute meaning to the past of their town, to what 

extent those meanings are informed by socially and politically dominant memory narratives, 

and how these meanings take shape in everyday interactions.  

 

I observed the group of friends for one summer (July until October 2017) in face-to-face 

interactions during their free time together. Simultaneously, I also conducted participant 

observation in two Facebook groups in which they were active. One Facebook group is an 

informal group of which only their friends are members, the other Facebook group was an 

international one composed of people with an interest in researching Auschwitz. After a 

year of careful analysis of the data resulting from this ethnographic fieldwork, I conducted 

individual follow-up narrative interviews (Flick, von Kardoff, et al., 2004: 206; Schutze, 1977) 

with a selected sample of group members. During those interviews I discussed some of my 

findings about their interactions with them in order to understand how they explain their 

own actions and interactions. This interviewing method was partly inspired by restitution in 

ethnography (Zonabend, 1994) and bears some similarities to the explication interview 

(Vermersch, 2007). The fragment I am analyzing later on in this paper is a 3-minute segment 

of such an interview.  

 

In a later stage of the research, I transcribed some of those interviews following some 

conversation analytical procedures that capture both what is said and how it is said (Ten 

Have, 2007: 94). In my transcriptions, I included information about, for example, pauses, 

about overlaps in speech, about intonation and about stress being put on certain words. 

Such a transcription, examples of which I have copied in section 3 of this paper, have 

allowed me to analyze the interaction on the micro-level. I could learn, for example, how 

conversational and interactional factors impact the discursive choices my participants make, 

how they build their narratives, position their audiences and what leads them to changing 

narratives within the same interaction. Important to mention here is that, although I 

transcribed parts of my data in a conversation analytical way, I have not conducted 

conversation analysis. Conversation analysis’ aims are to generalize about the nature of 
conversation, or ‘talk-in-interaction’ as such (Schegloff, 1987: 207), while I wanted to use 

some conversation analytical tools to analyze a social phenomenon that is being shaped 

both within and outside the specific conversation: the functioning of collective memory. My 

method was one of micro-discourse analysis, not conversation analysis. During this micro-

analysis I also used ethnographic detail to understand the things that did not directly 

transpire from the transcript. I demonstrate how this works in section 3 of this paper. 

 

Finally, after I conducted my micro-discourse analysis, I brought the short segment of the 

interaction that I am analyzing in this paper to a micro-discourse analytical data session with 

colleagues at King’s College London, mostly linguists, but also ethnographers and 

communication scholars. The session was also attended by sociologists of memory that 

were usually not core members of the research group. During the data session, I provided 

the participants first with the transcript of the interaction. This was carefully read for a few 
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minutes by everyone. Then, I played the audio 3 times. Then, everyone took 20 minutes to 

study the transcript by themselves. After those 20 minutes, the discussion was opened and 

for 60 minutes, the participants discussed together the parts and the elements they thought 

were most interesting to them. During this discussion, I only contributed to the discussion if 

I needed to clarify something in the transcript. Apart from those rare instances, I did not 

intervene, because I did not want to influence how my colleagues would analyze my data. 

Finally, at the end of the session, I was able to shortly reflect on the discussion and tell the 

other scholars what particularly interests me in the transcript.  

 

This collaborative method of analysis has been developed by Ben Rampton and colleagues 

(Rampton, Maybin, Roberts, 2014: 13-16), who was also leading this particular data session. 

Originally, its aim was pedagogical: during the data session, senior scholars would teach 

junior scholars how to make sense of a piece of data in micro-discourse analytical way. But 

such data sessions are more than just pedagogical tools, they also function as collaborative 

analytical methods that allow researchers to validate, test and adjust research findings that 

have been made during the individual analysis. In the case of this analysis, most of the 

conclusions were validated by my colleagues. 

 

The methodological idea of combining micro-analysis with long-term ethnographic 

observation, is inspired by studies in other fields that only seldomly interact with memory 

studies. First and foremost, my research is inspired by the interactional sociological work of 

Erving Goffman (see, e.g.: Goffman, 1959, 1961, 1969). Goffman has impressively theorized 

everyday social interaction and ‘the presentation of self in everyday life’. Goffman often 
combined long-term ethnography (in hotels, institutions for the mentally ill and casinos) 

with micro analysis of linguistic and conversational strategies and actions. This empirical 

work led him to describe the ‘interaction order’ as a ‘substantive domain in its own right’ 
(Goffman, 1983: 2) with its own logic and dynamic that can be studied by social scientists. 

 

Secondly, this research is inspired by the field of linguistic ethnography and how it has been 

developed, mostly in the United Kingdom, for the last two decades. Linguistic ethnography 

investigates how ‘verbally communicated information (…) are informed and even shaped by 
the social and interpersonal context in which speech occurs’ (Hanks, 2006: 116). In that 

sense, connecting micro and macro are at the forefront of linguistic ethnography’s research 
agenda. The field broadly relies on two premises. First, that ‘meaning takes shape within 

specific social relations, interactional histories and institutional regimes, produced and 

construed by agents with expectations and repertoires that have to be grasped 

ethnographically’. (Rampton, Maybin and Roberts 2014: 4). In that respect, researching the 

context of the interaction is crucial. The second assumption on which linguistic ethnography 

relies is that meaning is essentially linguistically constructed: ‘(…) Meaning is far more than 

just the ‘expression of ideas’, and biography (…)’ (Ibidem: 4). Rampton, Maybin and Roberts 

write that when ‘other’ social scientists are confronted with research done by sociolinguists 

(and linguistic ethnographers) on social interaction, they are usually puzzled, because their 

research is grounded in more ‘static demographic identity ascriptions’, while actual 
communication ‘entails close and continual attunement among the participants, calibrating 

what’s produced with the range of patterns one has hitherto come to expect, and there is 
often considerable socio-ideological investment in these expectations.’ (ibidem: 11). 
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Indeed, the way people attribute meaning to the past is less stable than how scholars of 

cultural and collective memory mostly assume. It is not the case that people internalize one 

dominant narrative, schema (Erll, 2011, 2014) during socialization that provides for 

relatively stable interpretations of the past. Neither is it possible to reduce individual’s 
cultural memories to the forms and contents of only one of their cultural products (novels, 

performances, monuments, etc.), such as it happens in macro-studies of cultural memory 

(e.g. Rothberg 2009). Instead, as I demonstrate in this paper, people learn multiple and 

different social memory narratives in various socialization contexts. They are able switch 

between those narratives when the interactional context and their idea of norms and 

expectations present in that context require them to.  Much like Iwona Irwin-Zarecka’s work 
on ‘frames’ of social remembrance (1994), this paper recognizes the ‘dynamics’ of collective 
memory. However, what I address in this paper is that the way my participants attribute 

meaning to the past is even less stable and more flexible than Irwin-Zarecka suggests, and 

that this instability is largely informed by micro-interactional factors. Some quantitative 

studies have already hinted at such flexibility (see e.g. Kucia 2019), but, as I demonstrate in 

this paper, a qualitative study combining micro-analysis and ethnographic detail can be 

more helpful in exposing and understanding such flexibility. 

 

 

Context, co-text and non-text 

 

Before I delve into the analytical part of this paper, I should set the scene and give some 

situational context of this interaction and provide information gained through ethnography 

that is necessary to follow the analysis in the next section.  

 

The exchange that I am analysing is part of an interview with one of my research 

participants in Auschwitz/Oswiecim: Adam (pseudonym). The interview took place on the 

19th of September 2018 in the late afternoon in the participant’s living room. The interview 

lasted about 2 hours and 12 minutes. The fragment I am analysing here started around 1 

hour and 1 minute into the interview and stopped 3 minutes later. The interview was 

collected around 1 year after I had finished my participant observation in face-to-face and 

online interactions. During the interview, we discussed some elements of my data that I 

found puzzling and which I had already analysed. I wanted to hear Adam reflect on parts of 

that data. I took screenshots of 9 Facebook fragments with me to the interview. I presented 

these screenshots to Adam and asked him to reflect on them.  

 

The role I was taking as an interviewer was obviously different and more critically distant 

than the one I was taking as ethnographer earlier on in the research process. This interview 

was probably the first instance when Adam received questions from me that could be 

interpreted as critical. I will demonstrate in my analysis of the segment that Adam is 

sometimes struggling to position me and my expectations. I believe that is because he had 

never experienced me in this more critical role.  

 

In the segment that is analysed below, we discuss two Facebook posts made by Adam (see 

figure 1). On the 29th of December 2015, Adam shared an archival picture of a city street in 

Auschwitz/Oswiecim during the Nazi Occupation on his personal profile. He accompanies 

the picture with the text ‘Poznaj Oswiecim !!! Okupacja …’ (Meet Oswiecim !!! Occupation 
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…). On the same day, he also shared this post on the international Auschwitz Study 

Facebook Group and adds in English ‘The town of Oswiecim, the main photo from the 
German occupation of Auschwitz comes from my collection’. In another paper (Van de 

Putte, 2019) I already analysed this particular post, alongside some other interactions, for 

the different toponyms used to refer to the town in everyday communications. 

 

Because the segment analysed here is part of a larger interview, it is important to also 

describe the co-text: that what was being said just before and after the selected segment. 

Before the selected segment, we discuss Adam’s knowledge of English and the extent to 
which it limits his participation in international Facebook groups such as the Auschwitz 

Study Group. We also discuss the quality of the translations of his post, and who is 

translating them. Just after the segment finishes, Adam laments the fact that the Auschwitz-

Birkenau State Museum does not do enough to inform international visitors about the fact 

that ‘Oswiecim’ is and was an ordinary town. The tension between the space of ‘Auschwitz’ 
or ‘the camp’, and the one of ‘Oswiecim’ or ‘the town’ is present throughout the interview. 

 

I mentioned earlier that what distinguishes my micro analysis from conversation analysis, is 

that conversation analysis aims at generalisations about conversational interaction as such, 

while what I am doing is analysing a conversation in order to get to know the broader social 

realities that sustains and structures the conversation. Contrary to what (some) 

conversation analysists believe, not everything that is to be known will transpire from the 

transcript (Blommaert, 1997: 41). There is ethnographic ‘non-text’ necessary to understand 

the text (Ibidem: 60). I believe that some of the more sociological context about Adam and 

the knowledge I gained through my ethnographic work is necessary to understand what is 

happening in the interaction. Adam is about 50 years old. He is a fervent collector of 

historical items that are related to the history of Auschwitz/Oswiecim and is therefore well 

known in the town and among some international specialised visitors. His collection is also 

the reason why Adam is one of the central and leading figures in the group of friends that I 

observed in the town in 2017. Professionally, Adam is self-employed and repairs and installs 

windows. Because of his job, he visits many old houses where he usually finds the historical 

items he collects. He takes these items home to his basement after receiving verbal consent 

from its owners. The picture Adam shared on Facebook (figure 1) is a part of his private 

collection. Adam is well-versed in the memory of Auschwitz/Oswiecim. Because of his 

frequent interaction with different groups that attribute different meanings to the sites in 

Auschwitz/Oswiecim, he is aware of various dominant political memory narratives.  

 

Finally, I should mention that this interview was conducted in Polish. Adam does not speak 

or understand English. At the time, in 2018, I could understand everything Adam was saying 

in Polish. However, my spoken Polish had a lot of grammatical mistakes. I have chosen to 

transcribe those mistakes as they were made. The translation in the transcript itself was 

extensively checked and discussed with Polish native speakers. 

 



 8 

 
 

Figure 1: A Facebook post in the Auschwitz Study Group 
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Analysis 

 

During the first 45 seconds of the selected interaction, it is only the interviewer who is 

talking. I am asking Adam why he is giving more information to ‘international’ people than 

to Poles in his Facebook post. I am also asking him why he writes just ‘Oswiecim’ in Polish, 
but in English makes the distinction between the ‘town of Oswiecim’ and the ‘German 
occupation of Auschwitz’. On the first sight, these questions seem innocent: I am describing 

what I see on the screenshot and ask Adam to explain. Adam verbally (‘mhm’, ‘uhu’) 
confirms a few times that he understands what I am asking. But the way I pose my question 

is in fact setting the scene and is providing Adam with tools to construct different narratives 

in the rest of the interaction. In my question, I am already doing an interpretation of the 

audience segregation for him. I distinguish between Poles (his ‘friends’ on Facebook), and 
‘international people’ (the members of the Auschwitz Study Group): ‘There is so much more 

information for the English for the international people than for Poles’. Adam will keep on 

using the distinction between those two groups throughout the interaction and will contrast 

them constantly as knowing different things about Auschwitz/Oswiecim. 

 

Adam’s initial response to my question reflects on the co-text that I sketched before. He 

answers that he is not very active in the Auschwitz Study Group because his English is ‘zero’. 
However, from 1:00 minutes into the interaction, he starts building his memory narratives.  

Adam first reflects on the way I segregated the audiences for him. He redefines the 

audience of ‘Poles’ that I constructed before as ‘local’, ‘in Poland or in Oswiecim’. What 
Adam does here is equalizing a potential national audience with the local one of 

Auschwitz/Oswiecim. Adam also seeks my confirmation on this front by adding ‘right?’ at 
the end of his sentences twice. I am giving him that conformation by saying ‘yeah’ (‘no’, in 
Polish). Then Adam tells me what he assumes everybody in this audience ‘already knows’ 
about the history of the town when he is sharing the picture. I am sharing here the whole 

transcript of that part of the interaction because I believe it is important to follow the whole 

narrative and interactional development as it is taking place in the data.  

 

 

 
 

Here, Adam tells me what ‘everybody already is imagining’ and that ‘we already know’. That 
is, that the story goes like this: ‘The Germans, the camp, they took over the city threw out 
Poles and so forth’. The main actors in this story are ‘the Germans’, who took over the city 

and threw out the Poles, and the ‘Poles’, who are passive and were thrown out. Adam’s 
mention of ‘The camp’, without explaining what that may mean, seems to be connected to 
the other two actions ‘the Germans’ took (taking over the city, throwing out the Poles). 
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Adam ends his story with ‘and so forth’. He does not elaborate that, and I also don’t ask him 
to. He clearly assumes that I know the rest of the story. Crucial for my interpretation is that 

Adam does not explicitly mention Jews as actors in the story. The role of Jews might have 

been assumed in the mentioning of ‘the camp’ or in the ‘and so forth’, but Adam is not 
mentioning them explicitly. He stresses the active role of the Germans and the passive role 

of the Poles.  

 

These choices reflect largely a dominant, macro-political narrative that is promoted by 

Catholic, Polish nationalist actors in the Polish public sphere. The events between 1939-

1945 have been interpreted by dominant Polish actors in the wake of the recurring 

nationalist theme of Poland as ‘the Christ of the nations’, in which Poland is defined by its 
‘intrinsic Catholicity’ and ‘messianic martyrdom’ (Zubrzycki, 2013:111-113; 2016: 253). The 

obsession with innocence is a key element in these Polish national identity narratives and 

discourses (Plonowska-Ziarek, 2007: 311). In these narratives, Jews are generally absent, 

unless when they were rescued by ‘Righteous Poles’ (Grabowski, 2016).  

 

There are a few indicators in this fragment that indicate that Adam believes that I share his 

assumption that this story is known by everybody locally and that he does not anticipate 

any disagreement. First of all, as mentioned before, the ‘and so forth’ at least indicates that 
Adam thinks I know the rest of the story and that he does not need to tell it completely. 

Secondly, the pace of his speech while telling the story is higher than the rest of the 

utterance. He is clearly telling something that does not need careful and conscious 

reflection and that he has told before. Finally, Adam adds in a few references which he 

assumes I understand without needing more explicit context. Such an example would be the 

‘we’ (‘my’, in Polish) in line 24. This ‘we’ is supposed to refer to ‘we the locals’. The fact that 
he assumes that I know who the ‘we’ refers to, without having to make it explicit, shows 
that he believes we are sharing a similar interpretative context.1 

At the end of this part of the exchange, Adam wants to continue his story, but I interrupt 

him. I ask him if he really thinks that is what everyone knows.  

 
1
 Linguists refer to these as ‘deictic’ or ‘discourse deictic’ references. For a general definition of deixis, see: 

Levinson, S.C., (2004). Deixis. In The Handbook of Pragmatics, Horn, L.R., Ward, G., (eds.), (Malden: Blackwell 

Publishing), 97-121. For a discussion of deixis in the discourses of national identity, see: Wodak, R., De Cillia, R., 

Reisigl, M., Liebhart, K. (2009). The Discursive Construction of National Identity, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press).  
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This critical question is, I believe, crucial to the exchange. Adam had always known me as a 

friendly acquaintance. This interview was probably the first time he encountered me as 

someone who could be critical of what he was saying. Because the critical question comes 

so unexpectedly, Adam has to reposition me, my expectations and the norms governing our 

interaction. The concept of positioning to analyse this part of the interaction is well-

researched in sociolinguistics. It was first conceptualised by Davies and Harre (1990: 48) as 

‘(...) the discursive process whereby selves are located in conversations as observably and 
subjectively coherent participants in jointly produced storylines.’ Part of Davies’ and Harre’s 
endeavour was to make Goffman’s idea of ‘role’ more dynamic (Harre and Van Langenhove, 
1999: 14). They argue for ‘fluid positionings’, not fixed roles’ (Ibidem: 17). In the two 

decades following the publication of Davies and Harre, ‘positioning’ has been developed 
further, especially by Bamberg (2003) and Georgapkopoulou (2000; 2007), for whom 

positioning applies to ‘the resources or strategies by means of which the speaker’s selves 
are interactionally drafted, (re)fashioned and ultimately situated in language practices’ 
(Georgakopoulou, 2007: 395). For Georgakopoulou (2007: 394), the positioning concept 

assists in thinking about identity as ‘anti-essentialist’, ‘anti-realist’, but interactive, whereby 

people are shaping each other’s identities together in interaction. Positioning theory also 

opens up ‘the conceptual possibility of multivoicedness’ (Kraus, 2007: 124-125).  It allows us 

to see how single selves presents themselves to others in a whole range of different ways. 

Such a (re)positioning is exactly what is happening at this moment in the interaction. After 

my question, Adam realises that a different story than the one he is giving is required for 

me. But it takes time for Adam to formulate that story. He has to rethink the norms 

governing our conversation and reposition me as someone who expects another narrative 

than the one he just offered. To my question, he initially replied confidently ‘I think that yes 
well because if they live here (…)’. However, then the conversational data shows that Adam 
starts doubting and is struggling to make up his mind. He needs about ten seconds to start a 

new story. During these ten second, the pace of his speech is slowing down and at least 

three times Adam halts his own stream of thoughts: 
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Then, Adam starts the second version of the story. Again, Adam tells me what he believes 

everyone in Auschwitz/Oswiecim knows about the past of their town in the period between 

1939 and 1945. But this version of the story is completely different from the first one. Now, 

it is not the Germans and Poles who are the central actors, but it is the Jewish past of the 

town that everybody is supposedly remembering. Adam explains that ‘the majority of 
people know that is was a Jewish small town as one could say’. He goes on explaining that 
about 50 percent of the inhabitants before the war were Jews. After having set the scene of 

Auschwitz/Oswiecim as a Jewish small town, he narrates the second world war and the 

Holocaust:  

 

 

 
 

The Germans invaded, removed all the Jews. A part of the Poles stayed on the outskirts of 

the town, but the Jews were forcefully removed ‘to the camps for the Holocaust and so 

forth’. Notice that not only Jews are new to the story, in this part of the story, the Poles also 

partly stayed in the town, while in the first narrative they were ‘thrown out’.  
 

This second narrative, compared to the first one, is uttered in a different way than the first 

one. After repositioning me, Adam needs to do more conscious effort to formulate the 

story. This translates in more micro-pauses (indicated with (.) in the transcript) between 

parts of the story, more searches for confirmation (‘right’?) from me, and more verbal 

expressions of conscious reflection (‘uuuuuhm’): 
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Differently from the first version of the story, it is also the Jews who now occupy a passive 

role, not Poles. In the second version, Jews ‘were resettled’, but Poles ‘survived’, while in 
the first version Poles were ‘thrown out’.  
 

At the end of his reiteration of version two of the story, Adam distances himself explicitly 

from Polish nationalist Holocaust memory narratives that focus on Catholic Polish 

victimhood and ignore the Jewish victims. He says that there are people who believe that 

‘not only Jews were dying in the camp, only Poles, right?’.  Adam says that this is another 

topic and he seems to imply that it is understood that this narrative is obviously incorrect, 

because ‘they (the Jews) are not there anymore’: 
 

 

 
 

 

While I characterized the first narrative as having components of macro-political nationalist 

narratives, the second narrative contains elements of a more liberal and progressive macro-

political memory narratives. These narratives are more open to acknowledging the victim 

status of non-Catholic Poles and tend to discuss the agency of the actors during the Second 

World War and Holocaust as running less along simple ethnic lines. They also prioritize the 

Jewish past of and Jewish culture in pre-war Poland in their narrations of the Polish past 
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(Zubrzycki, 2012, see also: Saxonberg and Waligorska, 2006 for a specific case study). I 

believe that after repositioning me, Adam performs a more progressive, liberal memory 

narrative that centres Jews, the Jewish past and Jewish victimhood which he assumes will 

restore the interactional working consensus between the two of us that was broken with my 

critical question. Before my critical interruption he could reiterate a more Polish nationalist 

version of the past, but he has now reinterpreted the norms governing our interaction and 

gives a more liberal and progressive version of that same past. 

 

After finalising his second narrative, Adam returns to the audience segregation that 

informed this exchange from the beginning: the difference between Polish and international 

audiences and Facebook groups. He says the ‘the tourist’ (the equivalent of the 
international, English at the beginning of the exchange) has ‘no idea at all that this town 
existed’, while inhabitants are supposedly aware of this. During this argument he 

summarizes the second version of the story twice more. First, he says: ‘aha there were Jews 
they are not here because the Germans as if took them for the Holocaust’. Then, a few 
second later, he says that: ‘this was a town before the war and that they were living here 
during the period of occupation.’ ‘They were living’ (żyli, in Polish) is again a reference which 

Adam assumes I understand from sharing the same interactional context and contextual 

information, and which he feels he doesn’t have to explain. Contrary to the deictic 
references used in the first version of the story (‘we’ see above), I am not able to interpret 

this specific deictic reference. The ‘they’ could refer to Jews, to Poles, but it is probably a 

generic reference to human life in the town in general during the occupation and war. Then, 

after the selected fragment, Adam laments the fact that the Auschwitz-Birkenau State 

Museum does not pay sufficient attention to the history of the town.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Despite its limited scope, this micro-study provides memory scholars with a few potential 

theoretical takeaways. First of all, the analysis of this 3-minute exchange shows that people 

are flexible in the way they attribute meaning to the past. Adam managed, uncritically, to 

tell two very different versions of the story in a 3-minute exchange with me. To formulate 

those narratives, he drew from macro-political narratives that he has gotten to know in his 

various socialization contexts and from his contacts with the different visitors to his town. 

He reproduces and re-actualises these narratives in everyday interactions. Secondly, the 

analysis demonstrates that the specific interactional context and the conversation itself can 

very often facilitate such changes in the telling of memory narratives. In this exchange, I 

show how one single critical question from my side leads to a process of repositioning on 

Adam’s side. I have argued that reinterpretation of the norms and expectations on the part 

of the participants in the interaction is crucial in determining which memory narratives can 

and should be told. Finally, this paper demonstrates the need for memory scholars to study 

interactional data emerging in and from ordinary, everyday contexts. These interactional, 

everyday data provide us with a richness and potential for understanding how we model 

and remodel our memory narratives to serve certain situations.  

 

More research on different data sets would definitely facilitate the formulation of firmer 

generalisations about the remembering self and how it presents itself to others. 
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