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In this article I examine the relationship 
between storytelling and processes of 
identification. The purpose is to analyse 
how a Swedish-Jewish woman uses story-
telling as an identification device and a 
strategy to avoid marginalizing precon-
ceptions. With the concept of “position-
ing” I attempt to demonstrate the tension 
between the different social and cultural 
positions that individuals are forced to 
take and the ones they choose freely, as 
well as to show how they move and navi-
gate between them by the use of storytell-
ing (Anthias & Pajnik 2014; Taylor 2012).

In response to discussions on identity 
politics and methods for investigating 
identity I will show that social identifica-
tions are the results of how people inter-
pret, position and encounter one another 
and of how individuals position them-
selves as answers to these. Furthermore, I 
argue that through analysis of everyday 
storytelling, it is possible to explore how 
categories are connected with languages 
and genres and how these connections of-
fer some possibilities of identification and 
exclude others (see e.g. Andrews 2007; 
Jackson 2006; Shuman 2005, 2006). In 
that respect such analyses offer a gateway 
into the complexities of power and agency 
in performances of everyday life. 

Identity, Identification and Positioning
The sociologist Erving Goffman’s work 
on identity has had great influence on the 
disciplines of ethnology and folklore, an 
influence that still pertains and inspires to 
analysis of identity formation in everyday, 
small-scale social engagements between 
people (1974, 1990). In this paper, Goff-
man’s inspiration is clear in my choice to 
conduct a study of the complex question 

of identity by studying its expression in 
storytelling. Goffman has argued that it is 
in such situations that identity emerges 
cumulatively, between front regions and 
back regions, successful performances 
and failures, close role distances and far 
(1974; see also Young 1987). 

Goffman’s view of identity has chal-
lenged research where identity is treated 
as innate or fixed, as a private set of attri-
butes, either chosen by the individual or 
culturally or biologically given (Törrönen 
2013:81). However, it has also attracted 
criticism, not least from his fellow soci-
ologist Alvin Ward Gouldner (1971), who 
has criticized Goffman’s analysis for be-
ing ignorant of prevailing power struc-
tures. In this article, I make an effort to 
adapt Goffman’s concept of identity to 
this critique and to the demands from 
identity politics to incorporate analyses of 
power and agency in identity studies (see 
e.g. Anthias & Pajnik 2014; Taylor 2012). 

I understand identity as “changing dis-
cursive constructions that receive their 
temporary stability and meaning in con-
crete contexts and situations” (Törrönen 
2013:80), but prefer the term identification 
rather than identity, since identification 
draws attention to “complex (and often am-
bivalent) processes”, while the term identi-
ty designates a “condition rather than a pro-
cess” (Brubacker & Cooper 2000:17). 
Identification also directs attention to the 
one doing the identification, be it a person 
or an institution. Also important is that 
self-identification takes place in dialectical 
interplay with external identification, and 
the two need not converge (Brubacker & 
Cooper 2000:15–16). In order to highlight 
this aspect of processes of identification I 
use the concept of positioning.
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The concept carries an implicit critique 
of the simplified concept of identity and is 
an attempt to create a concept that eluci-
dates all the different social and cultural 
positions that individuals are forced to 
take, as well as choose freely and move 
between. The concept is from the sociolo-
gist Floya Anthias’s discussions of migra-
tion, transcultural processes and intersec-
tionality (see e.g. Anthias 2002, 2012, 
2013).1 Different types of limitations and 
hierarchies are at work at the same time 
and positioning can be considered an iden-
tification process that includes both activ-
ity and passivity; the individual is both ex-
posed and marginalized as well as actively 
seeking to transgress boundaries set by 
others and by circumstances (Anthias 
2012:108). The concept also captures the 
fact that individuals do not always inhabit 
the position they are ascribed or offered, 
since some positions are more attractive 
than others and offer more freedom and 
power. In that respect the concept of pos-
itioning offers a theoretical framework for 
analysing identification processes in, and 
by, everyday storytelling.

I use the term everyday storytelling, in-
cluding a broad spectrum of all oral and 
written forms of storytelling that we use in 
daily communication (Tracy & Robles 
2013). It could be life stories or parts of 
life stories, as well as personal experience 
narratives, reports, jokes, anecdotes and 
legends. I presuppose a connection be-
tween form, content and meaning. The 
style, structure and form of a story are re-
sources for knowledge about social and 
cultural conditions. For the teller they 
serve as flexible tools useable in different 
ways for different purposes (Bauman 
1992:58). In addition, they also function 

as signals that give meaning to content for 
the listener or the reader (Arvidsson 1999:
196). As such, stories are positioned as 
well as positioning, meaning that there is 
a tension between what the teller can 
achieve by telling a story and what is re-
quired of a teller in order to be believed. 

In the following, I will introduce the 
material of the study, followed by a short 
historical description of some important 
aspect of Jewish life in Sweden. This part 
will then form the background to the ré-
sumé of the Swedish-Jewish woman Ra-
chel’s life story that is the empirical focus 
of this article. When writing about Ra-
chel’s life I also discuss the impact of gen-
re on positioning and processes of identi-
fication. Thereafter I turn to analysis of 
how languages are connected to and create 
images, as well as feelings, of home and 
belonging. As such they serve as tools in 
processes of identification. Finally, I turn 
the analysis towards aspects of food, eat-
ing and drinking in Rachel’s stories, and 
argue that these aspects are also to be seen 
as ways of positioning. The article ends 
with a short concluding discussion, where 
I pose the argument that even though the 
connection between languages and identi-
ty needs to be explored, it is not enough 
since there are other practices involved in 
processes of identification that also need 
to be included and further investigated.

Interviews, Biographies and �
Memories
The analysis in this paper is based on four 
bodies of empirical data. The first con-
tains (1) recorded and transcribed inter-
views with 20 young adults on anti-Semi-
tism (Nylund Skog 2006, 2014a); the sec-
ond involves parts of (2) the Jewish mem-
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ories at the Nordic Museum in Stockholm 
(Nylund Skog 2009, 2010).2 The third 
body of material contains (3) Jewish biog-
raphies, written testimonies, films and 
documentaries on the Holocaust, and fi-
nally, there are (4) repeated interviews 
with nine Swedish-Jewish women above 
the age of 55 living in Stockholm (Nylund 
Skog 2011, 2012a).

From this body of material I have cho-
sen to concentrate the analysis on the in-
terviews and memories written down by a 
woman I call Rachel. I have interviewed 
Rachel several times and met with her in 
other circumstances. In this article, I will 
analyse parts of these interviews and con-
versations, as well as parts of the mem-
ories Rachel wrote in English to her chil-
dren and grandchildren. 

I have chosen to concentrate the analy-
sis on Rachel’s stories for two reasons. 
The first one is that I want to create an ac-
cessible text that allows the reader to en-
gage with storytelling as a multifaceted 
process of identification. Secondly, and 
mainly, Rachel’s stories are chosen since 
they highlight and accentuate the argu-
ments I want to make in this article. Dur-
ing her life, Rachel positioned herself in 
between being Swedish and being Jewish. 
She did not belong to any of the Swedish- 
Jewish families with a long history in the 
country, or to the groups of Jews that fled 
pogroms in Eastern Europe or the Second 
World War. Instead, she began her life in 
Sweden by accident and free will and to-
gether with her husband, who was of an-
other Jewish affiliation than hers. Ra-
chel’s background, life and relation to 
Jewishness was complex and contradict-
ory and consequently her stories highlight 
many important aspects of Jewish life in 

Sweden as well as offering an analytical 
gateway into processes of identification 
(Nylund Skog 2012b, 2013, 2014b). 

Swedish Jews
The number of Swedish Jews is estimated 
at somewhere between 18,000 and 25,000. 
The difficulty in offering exact numbers is 
related to the fact that only one third of the 
Swedish Jews belong to a Jewish congrega-
tion and it is difficult to define who is a 
Jew. The term describes both a person who 
belongs to the Jewish cultural or ethnic 
group and a person that belongs to the Jew-
ish faith. These definitions do not always 
correspond to one another, and as a conse-
quence there are atheists that define them-
selves as Jews and that fulfil the traditional 
biblical definition of a Jew as a person born 
of a Jewish mother or someone who has 
been converted by a rabbi to the Jewish 
faith (Andersson & Peste 2008:25–27).

Rachel was of Jewish Ashkenazi heri-
tage and her husband an oriental Jew. 
Mizrahi, Sephardic and Ashkenazi Jews 
represent three main group of Jews. Se-
phardic Jews are of Portuguese descend-
ant. After their escape from the Iberian 
Peninsula at the end of the fifteenth centu-
ry, the Sephardic Jews spread through 
northern Africa, the Ottoman Empire, 
parts of South America, Italy and Holland. 
A quarter of a million Jews are estimated 
to have left Spain and Portugal at the time, 
bringing a highly developed culture with 
its own traditions and liturgy to the socie-
ties where they settled. Over time, the Se-
phardic Jews mixed with Jews from North 
Africa and the Orient. Mizrahi is a collec-
tive term for oriental Jews from the 
Middle East and North Africa with rituals 
and traditions similar to those of the Se-



Susanne Nylund Skog, The German Language, Preiselbeeren and Orange Juice 29

phardic Jews. Mizrahi are often included 
in the group of Sephardic Jews. Ashkenazi 
Jews originate from Germany. The Ash-
kenazi cultural landscape include various 
dialects of the Yiddish language, as well 
as rituals, traditions, liturgy and architec-
ture. Globally the Ashkenazi Jews are the 
largest group, numbering approximately 
84 per cent of the Jewish population, 
while the Sephardic Jews are estimated at 
around 6 per cent and Mizrahi (oriental) 
Jews somewhere round 10 per cent. 

Within Judaism there are three major 
orientations: orthodox, conservative and 
reform Judaism. The latter dominates in 
Sweden and is the orientation that Rachel 
and her family were engaged in. It is a mod-
ern movement that attracted a lot of follow-
ers in the mid nineteenth century, driven by 
a wish to integrate and to be treated and met 
on the same premises as other Swedish 
citizens. In Sweden, Jews are also one of 
five national minorities, defined as a group 
with close affinity and not exceeding the 
majority in numbers. The affiliation should 
be cultural, religious or linguistic and in at 
least one respect radically different from 
the rest of society. In addition, and in order 
to be defined as a national minority in Swe-
den, the group needs to have long-standing 
historical ties with the country, as the 
Swedish Jews do.

The first Jewish family to settle in Swe-
den was the engraver Aaron Isaacs from 
Mecklenburg in 1775. In 1782 official 
regulations regarding Jews were estab-
lished, giving Jews permission to settle 
and engage in trade in four major cities. 
Full citizenship was not given to Jews un-
til 1870. During the first hundred years of 
immigration, mainly Ashkenazi Jews 
from northern Germany arrived in Swe-

den, although some families also had a Se-
phardic heritage. The Jews that came were 
often well off, since the Swedish state de-
manded a very large sum of money in or-
der to attain a letter of protection. After 
1860, there was a large group of Jewish 
orthodox immigrants from tsarist Russia, 
the Baltic countries and Poland. The num-
ber of Jews in Sweden increased from 
3,000 in 1870 to more than 6,000 in 1910. 
These Jews were generally poor and had a 
religious and cultural appearance that the 
Swedish majority and the already estab-
lished Jews experienced as alien. The 
number of Jewish immigrants increased 
again during and after the Second World 
War, but also because of anti-Semitism in 
Eastern Europe (mainly Hungary and 
Poland) and the downfall of the Soviet 
Union. 

The reason Rachel came to Sweden was 
neither anti-Semitism nor escape from 
war or pogroms. When Rachel, her hus-
band and their two oldest children came to 
Sweden in the 1950s, they were travelling 
for pleasure and business and had, accord-
ing to Rachel, no plans to stay. At first 
they lived in an apartment owned by one 
of Rachel’s husband’s business acquaint-
ances, but the apartment was not suitable 
for children and instead they rented a 
small house for the family of four. They 
felt welcome and safe, and within the year 
they had bought a house of their own. 

Rachel’s Life Story
Rachel grew up in Vienna with her 
mother, father and a younger sister. Her 
father owned and managed a pharma-
ceutical factory; her mother was a piano 
player. German was the everyday lan-
guage of the family, and the daily life was 
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in many respects that of a well-established 
Austrian bourgeois family. It was only on 
special occasions, such as the most impor-
tant Jewish holidays, that the Jewish heri-
tage of Rachel’s family was visible and 
celebrated. Growing up, Rachel therefore 
considered herself an Austrian. 

In accordance with many Holocaust sur-
vivors, she described her childhood as a 
very happy one (see e.g. Rosen 2008). She 
told me about moments with her bearded 
grandfather under a peach tree, her mother 
playing the piano behind glimmering glass 
doors in a large Vienna apartment, her 
dedicated father by her sickbed when she 
was suffering from a minor cold, as well as 
hours of ice-skating to music. 

When Rachel was in her teens, her life 
changed dramatically because of the An-
schluss, when Hitler annexed Austria in 
1938 and made the country part of the 
Nazi Reich. Overnight Rachel was forbid-
den to enter certain places, sit on park 
benches, travel by bus, or go to the theatre 
and to school. After some time of growing 
misery and marginalization in Vienna, Ra-
chel and her sister were given the opport-
unity to escape from Austria with a chil-
dren’s train to England. Some years later, 
they left England and continued to Pales-
tine where the family was reunited. In her 
life story, Rachel writes that her life began 
when she was twenty-three. By that time 
she had met Aram, the man of her life and 
the father of her children. In the 1950s it 
was Aram’s business that brought them to 
Sweden, where they came to settle in 
Stockholm. 

Despite the fact that Rachel, when she 
died in 2015, had lived in Sweden for 
many years, she did not consider Sweden 
her homeland. She never had any wish to 

return to Austria, Israel or the Middle 
East. She told me that she felt at home in 
London, England, where several of her 
husband’s relatives live, as well as in New 
York, USA, where two of her children 
have settled, but she did not want to live 
anywhere other than Stockholm. Despite 
this, she did not feel Swedish or at home 
in Sweden. Home for Rachel was not a 
geographical place, but a feeling of be-
longing connected to her family. In that 
sense, Rachel gave voice to experiences 
that she had in common with a growing 
number of people all over the world. In 
Sweden there are more than one million 
people born in other countries.

When I first contacted Rachel some 
twenty years ago, she initially argued that 
she did not have anything to tell me, since 
her experiences of the Holocaust were not 
typical. In that, she alerted me to the fact 
that she did not automatically belong to 
the category of survivor. This was since 
she had escaped to England from Austria 
early enough to avoid the worst cruelties. 
Her experiences of the Second World War 
and the Nazis could not be adapted to the 
genre of the life story of Holocaust sur-
vivor, as she understood it. In other words, 
she did not identify as a survivor, nor did 
she want to be categorized as one.

This is an example of the intimate con-
nection between the formal and the the-
matic expectations of a teller. What we see 
here is that, if a person says she is of Jew-
ish heritage, as Rachel did, and has sur-
vived the Holocaust, as Rachel’s age and 
place of birth indicated, this person is re-
quired to have a story of survival. In addi-
tion, the story is expected to be recogniz-
able as such a story, and should display as-
pects connected to the genre, such as 
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claims of authenticity and suffering, as 
well as dramatizing life and death (Rosen 
2008). A connection is presupposed be-
tween a story’s form, content, meaning as 
well as the storyteller’s experiences. It is 
also presupposed that the teller identifies 
with the categories attached to the genre.

When I made Rachel understand that I 
was not primarily interested in the Holo-
caust and the Second World War, but ra-
ther in Jewish life in Sweden, she claimed 
to have so much to tell me that I would 
have to move in with her. It would take her 
several days, she argued, to tell me her life 
story. She then positioned herself in rela-
tion to another genre, namely the life story 
of an elderly Swedish woman with a Jew-
ish heritage and experiences of migration.

Ice-skating and Silence
It is not only by examining genre-specific 
expectations, conditions and conventions 
that it is possible to gain knowledge about 
how a person positions herself with and by 
storytelling. In addition, the language spo-
ken, or spoken about, can function as a 
communicative tool.

In the following, I would like to discuss 
the languages that Rachel used (and did 
not use) in her stories.

When growing up Rachel spoke Ger-
man, also in her Jewish family. As an 
adult, she avoided speaking German since 
she associated the language with the ter-
rible times in Vienna and with what the 
Nazis did to the Jews. Occasionally she 
dreamt in German and it made her very 
angry (cf. Rosen 2008:104–106). As his-
tory shows, one way of dominating a 
group of people is to conquer or forbid 
their language. With such strategies, the 
group is colonized (Schwarz 1999:25). On 

two occasions, Rachel told me a story that 
illustrates this theme.
I went ice-skating. I loved to skate. I came to the 
skating place and there in big letters it said 
JUDEN VERBOTEN. It is forbidden for the Jews. 
It was such a shock. It is a trifle, but it was such a 
shock. You can’t imagine.�
Susanne: What did you do?�
I just looked, stared at it and went home. But I 
was, I couldn’t speak for several days. And then, 
the same thing started in school as well, but the 
ice-skating was first. Directly after the Anschluss, 
actually. I went with my skates and I loved music 
and dancing to it. So it was very hard. It is strange 
that it was so hard, when you think about what 
others have experienced.

Here Rachel reflects on how it was so hard 
for her to be denied the chance to skate, a 
“trifle” she says. In the written memoirs, 
Rachel does not mention the ice-skating 
incident. In general, she wrote and spoke 
very little about these years in Vienna and 
the events that took place during this time. 
Maybe it was too painful for her to address 
the period. All through her life Vienna as 
a place was linked to what happened then 
and what Rachel felt at the time. She did 
visit Vienna a few times after the war but 
the city was forever a reminder of “what 
the Germans did to us”, she said. This 
seems to be the case for many Jewish 
Holocaust survivors (see e.g. Lomfors 
1996:236; Kaplan 2003:249).

Not being allowed to skate is perhaps a 
trifle, as Rachel says. Seen in relation to 
all the restrictions and prohibitions direct-
ed against Jews at the time, the ice-skating 
incident stands as a symbol of the whole 
process of being robbed of the possibili-
ties of free movement, and as a conse-
quence, the right to an free and independ-
ent life (cf. Frank 2005:211; Kaplan 2003:
141ff). “You can’t imagine”, she told me, 
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and I think she was referring to everything 
that happened to Jews at that time in histo-
ry. Rachel does say that she couldn’t 
speak for several days, after she had en-
countered the JUDEN VERBOTEN sign. 
She was silenced and became silent. She 
shares the experience of being silenced 
with many survivors. Of the few Jews that 
survived the Holocaust, most survived by 
hiding and keeping silent, by being forgot-
ten. In order to survive they could not be 
heard or seen (Kaplan 2003:193ff).

The culture theorist Sara Ahmed writes 
that the world is accessible as a room for 
action, but that only the right bodies in the 
right places at the right time can move 
without friction (Ahmed 2011:130). In the 
story above, Rachel, suddenly and without 
warning, is transformed into a wrong body 
in the wrong place. Ahmed remarks that 
the action is not dependent on any kind of 
inner ability, or even willingness or habit, 
but instead on whether the world is ac-
cessible as a room for action for the bodies 
we have. If we do not possess the right 
bodies, the room is closed to us, as well as 
a reminder of our flaws, despite our own 
intentions. In this case, Rachel is no 
longer able to position herself as a young 
Austrian ice-skating woman. She is in-
stead positioned as a Jew not allowed to 
skate, and it does not matter how she 
self-identifies at the time.

Languages and Home
Even though the Nazis did not forbid Ra-
chel to speak German, they indirectly oc-
cupied it and made the language so un-
comfortable for her that she no longer 
wanted to speak it (cf. Doron 2011:72–
73). In that respect, when Rachel fled 
Austria with her younger sister she did not 

only flee her country but also her lan-
guage. Her only way of protesting against 
being positioned and marginalized as a 
Jew was to stop speaking the language of 
the oppressors. During one interview, Ra-
chel told me about when she and her sister 
arrived in England. They were to live with 
two different families.
Then came my sister’s family to me and said, 
“Your family is gone.” I did not know English and 
did not understand much. “They are gone for the 
weekend, and we have promised to take care of 
you as well.” And when the weekend passed, they 
wanted to keep me as well. They had a big argu-
ment with the other family and said to me, “One 
condition, you may not speak German with your 
sister, only English.” […] That I could promise, 
but it was not easy. (Laughs loudly.) I think I 
could say “yes” and “no”, “thank you very much”, 
“good morning”, “good evening”. About that and 
a little of “Can I have this?” But it went well. After 
two months, I spoke fluent English.

Here it is obvious that Rachel was forced 
to abandon her mother tongue to be able to 
live with her sister. The choice was be-
tween the language and the sister. She 
chose her sister and the new alien lan-
guage, and since then she has been posi-
tioned in and with English. She has em-
bodied the foreign and created a room of 
belonging in the English language.

According to Rachel, her husband 
Aram spoke several languages: Persian, 
Arabic, Hebrew, French, English, Span-
ish, Russian and Swedish. As has been 
pointed out by many, it is possible for a 
person to feel at home in many languages, 
and to switch effortlessly between them 
(Gunew 2003:41–42). Some of the lan-
guages can of course be more familiar and 
automatic than others, and they can be 
used for different purposes and on differ-
ent occasions, as well as given different 
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values (see e.g. Rosales 2010; Runfors 
2009, 2012). For Rachel’s husband there 
were business languages, such as Arabic 
and English, home languages, such as 
Swedish and Persian, and Jewish lan-
guages, such as Hebrew and languages 
with mixed functions, such as English.

Like her husband, Rachel also used dif-
ferent languages for different purposes. 
As mentioned, she wrote her memoirs in 
English, the language she also spoke with 
her sons, her husband and her sister. Dur-
ing the interviews, she spoke Swedish, the 
language she also spoke with her daugh-
ters. When she mentioned that she used 
different languages when speaking to her 
daughters and her sons, she herself 
seemed surprised, as if it came automat-
ically. From one perspective, English is 
the language where she and her husband 
met and their Jewish heritages united. She 
had Ashkenazi heritage and he was from a 
family of oriental Jews. On the other hand, 
in Jewish circumstances English is a new 
and foreign language with a colonial his-
tory in conflict with Rachel’s Austrian 
Jewish heritage and Aram’s Arabic Jew-
ish. Despite this, the English language 
seemed to have offered them a sort of new 
beginning that started when they met and 
Rachel’s “life began”. And as such, the 
English language offered them acceptable 
identification and carried their Jewish 
heritage into the future.

It often falls upon women to create 
homes and homeliness; this also seems to 
apply when it comes to imaginary spoken 
homes (Taylor 2012). The term mother 
tongue indicates the important connection 
between language, home and motherhood 
(Gunew 2003:48). According to this logic, 
the mother gives the child its language. 

We know from Rachel’s narrative that she 
was forced to abandon her mother tongue, 
German, and in that manner she concrete-
ly gave up her mother’s language. Despite 
the fact that Rachel’s mother kept speak-
ing German her daughters continued to 
answer her in English. In genealogical re-
search it has been argued that only certain 
connections and relations are given mean-
ing while others are ignored and forgotten 
(Ahmed et al. 2003:13; see also Nash 
2003). It is obvious that also Rachel does 
this, when she ignores her mother’s lan-
guage and Jewish European heritage and 
instead identifies with and celebrates her 
husband’s lineage by speaking English 
and maintaining the male side of her kin 
(Nylund Skog 2013).

Despite the fact that Rachel abandoned 
her mother tongue, homeland and her 
mother, and despite the fact that she avoid-
ed speaking German, some sentences and 
short quotations in German occur in her 
stories, both oral and written. Rachel’s fa-
ther was at one point deported to Dachau 
concentration camp and Rachel’s mother 
did everything in her power to get him out 
of there. At the same time, Rachel explored 
the possibilities of fleeing Austria. 
I prepared to leave for England, while all this hap-
pened. When we received a phone call I answered 
when my father said “Rakelkind das ist Papa. Ich 
bin am Westbahnhof.” My knees buckled under 
me and I yelled “Mutter, Mutter! Papa ist frei!” 

The turning point in this short story from 
Rachel’s memories is formally accentuated 
when Rachel quotes her father’s words in 
German, the language in which they once 
were spoken. At the same time, there is a 
shift in tense (Kaivola-Bregenhøj 2006:
40). This shift in tense and language creates 
authenticity. It also shows that form, con-
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tent and meaning are so connected that had 
Rachel’s father’s words been in English, 
the true meaning of the story would have 
been lost. At the same time, it is significant 
that Rachel placed the German sentences in 
the framework of the English language, 
and in that manner made the reader of her 
memories aware that she did not identify 
herself as a German-speaking person, but 
as an English speaker.

Everyday stories have in common that 
they are formally adjusted to be used on 
certain occasions, by certain people and in 
certain ways, such as in dialect or in a spe-
cific language (Johnstone 2006). In that 
manner the languages Rachel spoke were 
connected to different phases and places 
in her life as well as to having different 
functions. As such, Rachel used them as 
identification devices.

Preiselbeeren and Spit
Arrived 21st of April 1951 in Stockholm. We 
were enchanted by its beauty!!�
Felt at home at once, when I saw and ate “lingon” 
(preiselbeeren which I loved) for the first time af-
ter 12 years!! The people calm and helpful (com-
pared to the middle Europeans after the war).

This quotation is from Rachel’s memo-
ries. It tells us that when Rachel for the 
first time arrived in Sweden, and she and 
her husband Aram were “enchanted” by 
the beauty of Stockholm, Rachel also felt 
at home. The preiselbeeren took her back 
to Vienna and her childhood. Rachel may 
have abandoned her mother tongue, but 
through the preiselbeeren some of this 
heritage did materialize. In that manner, 
she was able to hold on to her mother 
tongue without using the language. In-
stead, she used other embodied practices, 
such as eating preiselbeeren. As well as 

the use of genre and language, this is a 
way of positioning and of identification 
(Nylund Skog 2012a:163ff; see also Tay-
lor 2012:14ff). So is, for example, a Swe-
dish radio programme called “Menu” 
(Meny), advertised with the words “Food 
is memories, food is identity”. On the 
website of the radio channel it is pointed 
out that food “expresses who we are and 
perhaps foremost – who we want to be”. 
Food says something about our connec-
tion “to the past, to parents and heritage”. 

In one of the programmes, the radio 
host interviews and cooks together with 
the 87-year-old Jewish woman Katerina 
Sylberszac and her daughter. The daugh-
ter points out that when her mother came 
to Sweden she had “absolutely nothing” 
with her. The recipes that the daughter has 
inherited were carried by the mother 
“within herself”. During the radio pro-
gramme, they cook together the courses 
that Katerina’s mother used to cook in the 
village in Czechoslovakia before the fam-
ily was shattered and brought to concen-
tration camps (Meny 2012). In this case, 
food functions as material and embodied 
links to dead relatives and historical 
events. By cooking and eating, Katerina 
and her daughter are positioning them-
selves as persons identifying with a Jew-
ish heritage. 

Another illustrative example of such a 
process of positioning with the use of food 
is from one of the interviews with Rachel. 
She tells about when she and her sister in 
1939 travelled on a children’s train from 
Austria to England.
It was rather exciting when we went from Vienna 
through Germany and through the Netherlands. In 
Germany, the SS went back and forth and looked 
at us. I was the oldest girl, fourteen and a half 
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years, not even fifteen, that took care of the girls. 
A seventeen-year-old boy took care of the boys. 
We were so afraid. I remember we sat like this. 
The younger ones understood nothing, but we did. 
We exchanged glances, this boy and I. Then, we 
came across the border to the Netherlands and 
there stood Quaker women with warm orange 
juice. Susanne, it was the best I ever tasted. You 
know it was like, when I think back it is as if I al-
most cry. And then, all of us, we spat back at Ger-
many.

Here Rachel and the other children mark 
the spatial passage from German territory 
to English by spitting in the direction to-
wards Germany. They turn away from 
Germany by spitting against it. Symbol-
ically they spit out what they have been 
fed by the Germans. The turning point of 
the story is embodied in the memory of the 
warm juice that almost makes Rachel cry. 
The juice bodily connects past (crying) 
and present (tells me it was the best she 
ever tasted). In the story, the juice is also a 
materialization and a promise of a better 
future for the child Rachel and perhaps a 
reassurance that paradise exists (cf. Rosen 
2008:93). In the warm orange juice the 
past, the present and the future are united. 
In addition, the story offers Rachel a way 
to dis-identify with Germany and instead 
identify with England.

Conclusion
In this article, I have examined the rela-
tionship between storytelling and process-
es of identification and analysed how the 
Swedish-Jewish woman Rachel use story-
telling as an identification device and a 
strategy to avoid marginalizing precon-
ceptions. I have pointed out that by inves-
tigating genre-specific expectations, de-
mands and conventions it is possible to 
create understanding of how Rachel posi-

tions herself with and through everyday 
storytelling. I have also shown how the 
language used, or spoken about, can be 
navigating and communicative tools in 
processes of identification. With the con-
cept of “positioning” I have stressed the 
tension between the positions that individ-
uals are forced to take and the ones they 
choose freely, as well as to show how they 
move and navigate between them by the 
use of storytelling. 

One further point I have wanted to make 
is that it is not enough to investigate the use 
of language. There are other practices in-
volved in processes of identification, such 
as drinking and eating, here exemplified 
with preiselbeeren and orange juice in Ra-
chel’s stories. Furthermore, those languag-
es that are abandoned and seldom men-
tioned demand attention. We need to pose 
and investigate questions of why some lan-
guages are no longer used, and why others 
are avoided and at what cost. 

By focusing on the languages that Ra-
chel spoke and wrote, and how she related 
to them, my aim has been to show empir-
ically that social identifications are not 
something that people have. Instead, it is 
the results of how people interpret, posi-
tion and encounter one another and of how 
individuals position themselves as an-
swers to these. Social identifications are in 
that respect created in the ongoing inter-
play between individuals and their sur-
roundings and closely connected to rep-
resentation and power. In refusing to use 
the genre of Holocaust survivors’ life sto-
ry Rachel showed that she did not want to 
be categorized as a survivor. It was her 
way of protesting while dis-identifying 
and at the same time creating greater free-
dom in telling about her life.
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Through analysis of everyday storytell-
ing, it is possible to explore how categories 
are connected with languages and genres 
and how these connections offer some pos-
sibilities of identification and exclude oth-
ers. In that respect such analyses offer a 
gateway into the complexities of power and 
agency in performances of everyday life. 
Through such analyses it is possible to gain 
knowledge of how Rachel remained Aust-
rian when refusing to speak German and 
how she continuously throughout her life 
felt Jewish without speaking Hebrew, with-
out practising all of the religious traditions, 
without openly showing her affiliation and 
without having Israel as her home country 
or country of origin.
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Researcher, Associate Professor
Institute for Language and Folklore
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susanne.nylund.skog@sprakochfolkminnen.se

Notes
1 Anthias uses the term positionality. As I un-

derstand her, this is in order to accentuate the 
dimensions of power and place, and to avoid 
being mistaken for using the concept of posi-
tioning in a more traditional sociolinguistic 
sense as is done, for example, by Taylor 2012 
and Wetherell 1998.

2 The Jewish memories were collected during 
1994–1998 and consist of more than 400 life 
stories, approximately 1,600 photographs, 
600 valuable original documents, as well as 
50 objects.
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