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IN: The narrative study of lives. 1993, 1 (1), 5B-9

Gabriele Rosenthal
Reconstruction of Life Stories

Principles of selection in generating stories for arrative biographical interviews

1. Introductory Remarks
-~What can be done with life stories?” This questiwas posed by Daniel Bertaux (1981) in
the introduction to his ,Biography and Society”. #hiat time, research interest in life stories
was largely concerned with using them as sourcemfofmation about a reality existing
outside the text. Meanwhile, however, especiallMest Germany, this question has taken on
another meaning: the life story itself, seen asoeical construct in its own right, has
increasingly become the focus of social-sientiisearch. Empirically founded concepts and
programmatic outlines of biographical theory haeerb put up for discussion by sociologists
like Martin Kohli, Fritz Schutze, and Wolfram FisahRosenthal to name a few. Methodo-
logy and methods of reconstructing life historiesg of oral biographical presentations have
been developed continously; the method of obtaimagative interviews as presented by
Fritz Schitze (1977; 1983) is meanwhile establisinesociological methods. A conclusive
argument was presented to find a way out of the-@ea street of the subject-society dualism
by means of the concept ,biography”. ,Researchivgliiographical as social entity“ implies
both, the question of the social function of bign@s as well as the question of the social
processes that constitute biographies (Fischer+Riogke1991:253).
Conceiving of biography as a social construct casmpg both social reality and the subject’s
experiential world raises the next question, whghow can one set about re-constructing a
social structure that is constantly being reaffidnaed transformed in the interaction between
biographical experience and socially defined schatar, more simply, how does on
proceed from a given autobiographical text to iigelf? To what extent is one receiving an
account of an “actual” life histéryand to what extend is one being presented with the
autobiographer’s present construction of his orgest, present, and future life? With its
emphasis on methodological and procedural aspécesonstructing narrated life stories, the
following contribution attempts to answer somel@de questions.
Before we can make assumptions about the soci#lyreawhich a text is referring, we must
first of all gain some understanding of the struetof the text, or data base, itself.
In the following, the data base consists of thedcabed texts of a series of biographical-
narrative interviews (Schitze 1977; 1992). In dlitieese interviews, the autobiographical
narrators - socalled biograph®rs were asked, by means of an initial opening toesto
give a full extempore narration (as opposed to r@uraent or a theoretical exposition) of
events and experiences from their own lives. Thauieg story, or ‘'main narrative’, is not
interrupted by further questions but is encouragganeans of nonverbal and paralinguistic
expressions of interest and attention, such as “mimnthe second part of the interview - the

1 Cf. Kohli 1986a, 1986b; Schitze 1983, 1984; Fisd¢hesenthal 1989, 1991

2 By life history we mean the lived through life; bfe story we mean the narrated life as
related in a conversation or written in an actuakpnt-time.

3 We prefer the term biographer instead of autoliplger; the latter does not account for the
social constitution of the subject and the soadaistruction of his or her life history.



“period of questioning” - the interviewer initiajedith narrative questioAsmore elaborate
narrations on topics and biographical events ajreaéntioned. In addition, blocked-out
issues were addressed.

Analyzing such narrated life stories we distinguisto levels: the analysis of the lived
through, the experienced life history (the genétiralysis) and the analysis of the narrated
life story. Purpose of the genetical analysis & riéconstruction of the biographical meaning
of experiences at the time they happened and futitfeereconstruction of the chronological
sequence of experiences in which they occurred.plinpose of the analysis of the narrated
life story, mainly based on the procedure of thinigeld analysis, is the reconstruction of
the present meanings of experiences and the regotish of the temporal order of the life
story in the present time of narrating or writifghe thematic field analysis is particularly
concerned with discovering the mechanisms of selegjuiding the biographer’s choice and
production ot textual elements (or stories) intretato the general thematic orientation of the
interview. The objective of this analytical steptasreconstruct the form and structure of the
narrated life story, i.e. the way in which it ismorally and thematically ordered in the
interview.

Goal of a hermeneutical case reconstruction is @ feand the reconstruction of the life
history, i.e. the experienced, lived through liféstbry, and on the other hand the
reconstruction of the life story, i.e. the narratiéel story. Life story and life history always
come together, they are continuously dialectichfiiged and produce each other; this is the
reason why we are forced as sociologists to renactdboth levels no matter if our main
target is either the life history or the life story

The focus of this article is on the thematic figidalysis. This stage of analysis is largely
founded on the methodological approach of Fritz(&ah (1976a; 1983) as well as upon
suggestions put forward by Wolfram Fischer (1982)tlrematic field analysis; these in turn

refer to the theoretical works on Aron GurwitscBg4). The method developed by the author
is an attempt at a practical application of a stmadist variant of the phenomenological

sociology of knowledge. It involes reconstructirg tsubjects” system of knowledge, their
interpetations of their lives, their classificatiohexperiences in thematic fields, but not in the
sense of just reconstructing their intentional negnOur aim is rather to reconstruct the
interactional significance of the subject’s actjahge underlying structure of the biographers
interpretations of her or his life, which may gotwed the subject’s own intentions.

Since it is easier to understand a method suchigady following it as a dynamic process

using a practical example, we shall demonstratedtep of analysis by means of a simplified
interpretation of a real interview (cf. Section B)is the life story of a German witness of

National Socialism, who became a member of theeHitlouth in 1933 and patrticipated in

World War Il as a soldier.

But before embarking on the actual thematic fietdlgsis of this case, some theoretical
remarks about the structure of life stories in gehécf. section 2), about the complete
procedure of a hermeneutic case reconstructions@idtion 3), and especially about the
thematic field analysis (cf. section 4) will be peated.

4 The goal of narrative questions is to elicit fertmarrations. They must not be put in such a
way that they trigger argumentations or legitimggiaccount. The biographer is asked to
elaborate in greater detail on a previously memtibexperience, event, or period of her or
his life.



2. The structure of narrated life stories
One of the major objectives of biographical reskeascto encompass the total life of an
indivudual (Kohli 1986a). A naive understanding tbfs could, theoretically, lead to the
expectation that a person’s whole biographical mepee should be reconstructed and
analyzed in its entirety This of course would have overwhelming conseqgegrmoth for
subject and researcher even in the phase of ddlectaan, ideally requiring ongoing
interviewing throughout the subject’s lifetime. the term “total life” clearly cannot be taken
as meaning simply a review of every single eveat #ver took place in a person’s life but
must rather be interpreted in the Gestalt sensbiagraphy as a comprehensive, general
pattern of orientation, that is nevertheless seledio the extent to which it separates the
relevant form the irrelevant. In practice, this me#hat the oral account has to be even more
selective; as Martin Kohli (1986a:93) points owtjth reference to the total “material” of life,
any life story is highly selective and aggregatinghe narrated life story thus represents the
biographer’s overall construction of his or her tpasnd anticipated life, in which
biographically relevant experiences are linked mp temporally and thematically consistent
pattern (Fischer 1982). It is this biographical raeconstruct that ultimately determines the
way in which the biographer re-constructs the pastmakes decisions as to which individual
experiences are relevant, which should or may bleided and which he or she would rather
omit.
The stories which are selected by the biographerdeent his life history cannot be regarded
as a series of isolated experiences, laid dowrhionological order like so many strata of
sedimentary rock; individual experiences are alwaysedded in a coherent, meaningful
context, a biographical construct. They are a pérthe overall pattern of thematic and
temporal relationships that make up the experiarica lifetime. Reconstructing his or her
own life history, the subject connects and relaiagle events, actions and experiences with
other events, actions and experiences accordisghistantive and temporal patterns that do
not necessarily follow the linear sequence of thigective time” but rather conform to a
perspectivist time model of “subjective” or "pheroal” time (Fischer1982:138-215). The
present perspective determines what the subjecidens biographically relevant, how he or
she develops thematic and temporal links betweghiher varios experiences and how past,
present or anticipated future realities influengs br her personal interpretation of the
meaning of his or her life.
We can thus assume that the process of selectiog barried out by the biographer whilst
presenting his or her life story is no haphazardadsitrary, merely reflecting possible
interactive influences of the interview situation @ passing mood. A life story does not
consist of an atomistic chain of experiences, whosaning is created at the moment of their
articulation, but is rather a process taking plameultaneously against the backdrop of a
biographical structure of meaning, which determities selection of the individual episodes
presented, and within the context of the interactigth a listener or imaginary audience. This
texture of meaning ist constantly reaffirmed anansformed in the “flux of life". It is
constituted by the interweaving of socially prefated and given patterns of planning and
interpretation the “normal” life, together with tHmBographically relevant events and
experiences and their ongoing reinterpretationes&hreinterpretations are usually hidden
from the conscious access of the biographer; theyanstituted by the biographical overall
construction - sometimes manifest in the narraisnglobal evaluation, molding the past,

5 This was in fact postulated by W.l. Thomas andi&foZnaniecki (1958, II: 1832), who
claimed that ,life records, as complete as possildenstitute the perfect type of
sociological material®.



present and anticipated furture (Fischer 1982he order we can discover in a life story is
neither caused by subjective achievements of ttigidual, nor a simple product of objective
social pre-given patterns, neither by ideas, nofabys, but this order is brought about by the
‘world-experiencing life” (welterfahrendes Leben)take Edmund Husserls term. It is the
order of the primordial interrelation of “world” éil’".

The narrated life story thus represents a sequeheeutually inter-related themes which,
between them, form a dense network of intercondectess-references (Fischer 1982:168).
In Aron Gurwitsch’s terminology (1964), the indivual themes are “elements of a thematic
field". The thematic field is defined as the sum esents or situations copresented in
connection with the theme, which are preceivedemsgoobjectively related to the theme, and
which form the background or horizon against whiblh theme stands out as the central
focus. According to Wolfram Fischer’s method ofntiagic field analysis (1982), which is
based on Gurwitsch’s conception, these fieldsearenstructed in the thematic field analysis.

Returning to the central objective of biographicedearch mentioned above, that it should
ideally comprehend the total life of an individuak can now express this in different terms:
what we are in fact attempting is a reconstrctibtath the narrator’s biographical overall
construction and the biographically relevant exgreresThe relationship between the overall
construct and the relevant experiences must beeomtt of as reciprocal: the construct
determines the relevancy of an experience anduhwilative relevant experiences form the
construct. When reconstructing a life history, firet step is to analyze this interaction
between construct and narrated experiences; oaly ¢tan one embark on the analysis of the
accumulated experiences themselves. Only when sosnght has been acquired into the
structure and form of the data base, the life stoay general propositions be made as to the
importance of the separate episodes and their mgdon the narrator and the further course
of his or her life.

Reconstructing the narrated life story we haveke into account another phenomenon. Each
interview is a product of the mutual interactiortvibeen speaker and listener. The narrator
does not simply reproduce pre-fabricated storiesifher or his life regardless of the interac-
tional situation, but rather creates his oder heryswithin the social process of mutual ori-
entation according to his or her definition of theerview situation. The neopositivist
research tradition would regard this aspect asraant which must be eliminated, reduced or
at least controlled. In our view, trying to elimiaaa "problem” such as this amounts to a
quixotic fight against imagined giants, giants whic the final analysis are revealed to be not
even windmills but rather the “winds” of the evayavorld. The "wind” driving the mill that

is creating biographical constructs cannot be elat@d without eliminating the constructs
themselves, since this wind is in fact the ongaigraction between the biographer and his
or her social world. Life stories, taken as condsuare inseparable from these interactional
processes; they themselves evolve out of the gepeticess of interaction, just as their
presentation in the biographical research intervieva product of the interaction between
narrator and listener.

Withing the interactional framework of the intemwighe biographer relates his or her life
story in a thematically focussed context based egotiations about what the interactants
consider relevant. Life stories are not finishedduoicts ready to be “served up” on demand.

6 Biographical overall construct is the term fortthantext of meaning which is consciously
not at the disposal of the biographer; by biogreghiglobal evaluation we mean his
conscious interpretations.



The story evolves around a thematic topic, usiestgblished by the interviewer, in a manner
judged by the narrator to be of interest to theetisf. The topics can center on a certain
period of the biographer’s life, on experiencesimagi in connection with certain historical or
social events, or on a single biographical strarchsas the person’s occupational career. By
putting forward such topics the interviewer is pdavg the biographer with a framework for
selecting the stories to be included. How the iwnésvee actually interprets the topic
suggested, whether he or she keeps to it or whéiher she orients his or her narration
primarily towards what he or she supposes to batefest to the interviewer or to him-
self/herself - these are all empirical questionsctvitan only be answered in the individual
case analysis.

To sum up, one could say that the narrated lifeysts it evolves around a specified thematic
focus, represents a general construct of biograpkiperiencewhich is a coagulate derived
from past interactional episodes and future expiects, and is simultaneously a product of
the biographer’s present situation. This biogragdlogerall construct, a coagulate of the past
and future and a creation of the lived presengrd@nes the selective principles guiding the
narrator’s choice of stories to be related in therview.

This construct which is not at the biographers cmms disposal, not only constitutes the
selection of experiences out of one’s memoryst abnstitutes how the biographer perceives
these experiences today. In Gurwitsch’s terms: fzt topics they offer themselves and in
which thematic fields they are embedded.

The methodological consequence of this is thatpreeEmbarking on an analysis of the
stratified biographical experiences themselves @beetic analysis), one must reconstruct
these selective principles, the underlying striectafrthe text.

3. Hermeneutic Case Reconstruction
Before starting on the thematic field analysislitsefew general comments on the method of
hermeneutic case reconstruction are necessariRgsenthal 1987; 1990). The procedure is
based on Ulrich Oevermann’s objective hermene(@esermann et. all. 1979; 1980), on the
method of narrative and text analysis developedFiity Schitze (1979a; 1983) and on the
thematic field analysis of Wolfram Fischer (1982).

Two principles are of fundamental importance in leemeneutic reconstruction of texts: the
principle of reconstructive analysis and the ppleiof sequentialityIn contrast to a logically
subsuming, cassificatory approach, reconstructnayais avoids confronting the text with
pre-defined systems of variables and classificatiomstead, the researcher progresses
zreconstructively from the explication of the sttuigng of a given concrete social sequence to
the general structural type* (Oevermann 1983:24®)llowing Charles Sanders Peirce’s
theory of abduction, theoretical knowledge is aggblas a heuristic: ,Abduction makes its
start from the facts, without, at the outset, hgvémy particular theory in view, though it is
motivatedd by the feeling that a theory is neededxplain the surprising facts* (Peirce
1979:7.219).

The principle ofsequentialitymakes allowance for the process aspect of soctalitgc It
starts from the assumption that every action rgmtssa choice between the alternatives

7 If the interviewer does not set a specific topit &sks the biographer in a general way to tell
his or her life story the narrator him- or herseifl select those topics, which are relevant
for him or her. This method has the advantage dmlehow the biographer - if at all - is
embedding the topic of our interest in the predemaf his/her life story.



potentially available in a certain situation. Actieequences which are manifested in texts as
reported activities, are thus processes of seleetinich, independently of the narrator’s per-
spective, result in certain subsequent actionssivhtlthe same time eliminating certain other
possibilites. Translated into practical terms, ahwodological approach therefore requires a
procedure of analysis that takes into account ssplects as the range of possibilities open to
the subject in a certain situation, the selectienoh she makes, the possibilities he or she
ignores and the consequences of his or her deciigras on the basis of these theoretical
considerations that the method of sequential aisalyas developed: Interpretation is thus the
reconstruction of the meaning of the text followithgg sequence of events. In terms of the
method of abductive reasoning, sequential analysislves generating hypotheses on the
possiblilities contained in a given unit of empalicata, deducing to hypotheses as to possible
further developments (follow-up hypotheses) anda ithird step, contrasting these with the
actual outcome (empirical testing).

The aim of this process is to reconstruct the sirecof the case. The leads on to questions
such as whether the case, or biographer, in opfkimga particular course of action,
systematically eliminates other possible interpetet or actions, i.e. whether there are certain
underlying rules to be discovered which are infltieg his or her decisions. For this reason,
we begin our case analysis with trying to imagirt@cl options are potentially open to the
case in a particular situation. We then look atdniker actual choice and so try to determine
to what extent, in different situations, he or dbads systematically and irrevocably to
exclude certain potential options.

In the biographical analysis of life stories, setig analysis is carried out at two levels:
genetic analysis; i.e. the analysis of the reprodaocand transformation processes in the
narratior’s life history, and thematic field anayswvhich is the analysis of the biographer’s
biographical overall construction in the narratigosent.

In genetic analysis the attempt is made to recocistrs far as possible the actual sequence of
events in the course of the biographer’s life. Tagnfield analysis is concerned with the
sequences as they are presented in the text. én tr@dvoid false interpretations the social re-
searcher is forced to reconstruct both levels, rtdgss of whether the primary research
interest is to reconstruct a life history or toetatine the narrator’s present perspective and
biographical construction.

The genetic analysis of a text that has evolvatieérspoken or written present and refers to an
experienced past requires a previous analysiseofdtm and structure of this data base. The
first question to be put when analyzing a textas what really happend at that time or how
accurately is the contemporary witness reportingnes/ but, what is the biographer’s present
perspective and which selective principles are iggidhis or her choice of stories. And vice
versa, before one can draw conclusions about thgrdphical overall construct, about the
biographer’s present perspective, one must begsgssion of certain information abouth his
or her life. For example, one cannot make assumptabout displacement in time (such as
that the biographer is displacing an unpleasantongout of a period generally considered to
have been pleasant into an earlier, less pleasesep if the actual chronological sequence
has not been reconstructed beforehand in a searaligical step.

Procedure The analysis of such biographical self presemati which are selected for single
case analysis after a global analysis of all inésvg, according to the model of theoretical
sampling (Glaser/Strauss 1967: 45-78) is based dull @ranscription of the audio-tape
according to its audible Gestalt. The steps ofysimhbre:

1. analysis of the biographical data

2. thematic field analysis (reconstruction of tifie $tory)



3. reconstruction of the lifeistory
4. micro-analysis of individual text segments
5. contrastive comparison of life history and ktery.

Analysis of the biographical data.Before embarking upon thematic field analysis, the
“objective” biographical data are interpreted i thanner suggested by Ulrich Oevermann et
al. (1980). All data which can stand more or lesdependently of the narrator’'s own
interpretation are extracted from the interview am@rpreted with respect to the sedimen-
tation of their possible meaning for the narratorcontrast to thematic field analysis, which
analyzes the material in the order in which it wessented during the interview, this first step
attempts to reconstruct the acutal chronology efifie history itself.

This analytical step is done in preparation of theonstruction of the life history, in which
our analysis in compared with such narrations ef @lntobiographer that match the single
biographical data. Further we obtain by this stepmtrasting backdrop for the thematic field
analysis, which allows us to see, which biograghitaa are blown up narratively and in
which sequence they are presented.

Reconstruction of the life history.After the thematic field analysis, which will besdussed

in more detail in the next section of the papeconstructing the life history takes into
account - according to the logic of the analysisbmfgraphical objective data - all other
biographical experiences and puts them into thertdiogy of the experienced life history. At
this point of the analysis biographical data orezignces are constrasted with the narrations
and self interpretations of the biographer. Thecgded thematic field analysis provides
important hints on the present perspective of thelaographers, on their biographical
overall construct and on biographical evaluatiamghie present time of the interview. But
now the task is, to reconstruct the perspectivéhefpast, to reconstruct the biographical
meaning which the experiences had at that time \itinnhappened.

In the step of thematic field analysis single seqes are interpreted in their functional
meaning for the total biographical self presentatio the reconstruction of the case history
the Gestalt of the lived through life history iscgdhered. One has to reconstruct in the latter
step the functional meaning of a biographical edgmee for the total Gestalt of the lived life
history and thus one has to avoid consequentlyoimige single biographical experiences.
Whereas in thematic field analysis we reconstrugt & which point in his biographical self
presentation (i.e. the interview) the autobiograpteis about his/her experiences in the
Hitler-Youth and in which thematic field these seqoes are embedded, we look now how
these experiences are embedded in his/her livedhigtory, ask when he/she joined the
organization in his/her life and what other thinggppened at that time in his/her life, in
which phase of life he/she was highly identified avhen he/she started to detach himself.

In other words, we thus try to depict as well thagng of the the narrated life story as well
as the shaping of the lived life history - not feitgng their mutual dependance. The two
separate analytical steps just focus on the twessidl the one coin.

Micro-analysis of individual text segmentsln this part of the analysis all hypothesis - #hos
on the meaning of experiences in the lived lifddngsand those on the biographical overall
concepts and evaluations of the life story - dgvetbin the steps before are checked in
detailed analyses of single text segments.

What segments are chosen? One line are the hypsthes the other line is what we did not
understand so far. Along the line of one hypothesschoose a segment that seems to be



likely to falsify this particular hypothesis. Buthen actually analyzing this piece of text, we
exclude the former hypothesis systematically tik tompletion of the analysis. Excluding
former interpretations is already implied in thegess of decontextulization of the piece
under consideration; the segment is just analyzsglentially, without looking at the
interview context. Interpreting one utterance ahds of possible contexts are put up in
phantasy in a mind-experimental manner, contexaswiould make this utterance meaningful
according to our normalcy expectations. Followitepsby step line by line the inner context
is unfolding. Having completed this step of anaysine can return to the former results and
can compare these last findings with the total eéxinof the biographical self-presentation
(narrative) and with the total Gestalt of the litedough life history.

Contrastive comparison oflife history and life story. This last analytical step provides us
with insight in mechanisms of selecting experient@sthe life story, the way they are
presented and the differences between past andnpresrspective, in general insights in the
differences of the temporality of narrated anddivde. Let me give a short example. We
have found out in thematic field analysis that agbapher presents his life under the
biographical global evaluation: ,Since Stalingrad dpposed National Socialism®.
Consequently he had all relevant experiences aidane put in a way as if they all would
have happend before Stalingrad (1943). Howevenriceo-analysis of a textsegment lead to
the interpretation that he still identified himsetlith the German Wehrmacht after the
capitulation in 1945. Further the reconstructioaught forth his turning point and distancing
from National Socialism only later in his time aigoner of war. At this point of the analysis
we are able to ask, which function for the biogsggathis kind of presentation has and further
ask, which biographical experiences fostered timd kf self-presentation.

4. Thematic field analysis
As was explained above, the object of this anaiitgtep is to reconstruct the form and
structure of the narrated life story, i.e. the viaywhich it is temporally and thematically
ordered in the interview.
In preparation for the analysis the interview tiexXirst sequentialized, i.e. briefly summarized
in the form of a list of separate units which anaded up according to the following criteria:
turn-taking (changes of speaker, textual sorts rgea in style of presentation, such as
argumentation, describing or narratipef. Kallmeyer/Schuetze 1977) and thematic shifts
According to a theory of narration (cf. Schuetz&@9narrations transmit former experiences,
whereas argumentations represent the prespectitfeeqgfresent. The sequences, themes, or
stages of the life story at which the biographguas, describes, or narrated are noted. The
narrative segments are also categorized accordirtiget various styles of narration, such as
whether they are reported (sequences of eventshaired together without expanding upon

8 Narrations refer to single sequences of events from the @estjuences of actual or
fictitious occurrences, which are related to onetlaer through a series of temporal or
causal links.Descriptions ,.. the decisive feature distinguishing them frowarrative is
that descriptions present static structures” (Keller & Schuetze 1977:201).
Argumentations: abstracted elements occurring outside the swlipg sequence -
theorizing: declarations of general idea. They sliwsvnarrator’s general orientation at the
moment.

9 Cf. sequentialization in the appendix.



individual situations) or whether the biographeskgiout individual situations to elaborate in
detail and tells a story. The analysis of the setjakzation thus necessarily follows the
structure of the text, each individual sequencedgeénterpreted as it arises. The possible
significance of each sequence to be interpretaties considerered without reference to or
knowledge of subsequent units.

The following questions guide the hypotheses tratlaveloped:

1. Is the biographer generating a narrative oeiste carried along by a narrative flow in his
or her story-telling?

2. How much is the interviewee oriented to thevatee system of the interviewer and how
much at his/her own?

3. In which thematic field are the single sequesrtdedded: what is the hidden agenda?

4. Why is the autobiographer using this specifid sb text to present his/her experience or
theme?

5. Which topics are addressed? Which biographigpegences, events and periods are
covered, and what is left out? What comes up irsdu®nd part of the interview (after further
guesting by the interviewer) that had been ommittethe first part, the “main narration”
(after the initial opening question)?

5. In which details are the single experienceshemes presented and why?

All possible hypotheses to each sequence are fateuil to each hypothesis a follow-up
hypothesis is considered according to "what comegsin the text, if this reading proves to be
plausible’. These hypotheses are then contrastidtie following text sequences: Some of
them gain plausibility whereas others will be fiasl.

What we are aiming to interpret at this stage ésrthture and function of the presentation in
the interview and not the biographical experientesmselves. For this reason, certain
guestions will inevitably arise at the beginningaoglysis such as, for example, why does one
biographer begin with the death of her father inih&ancy, although she had actually been
asked to relate her wartime experiences? To expkirthoice of an introduction to her story,
various possible modes of selection are suggebtdtle course of further analysis certain of
these gain plausibility whereas others have tdib@reted.

5. Thematic field analysis of the Interview with Hans Lohs10

The interview with "Hans Lohs” is taken from a egst project on “Coming to terms with the
National-Socialist past” carried out at the “Fréieiversitat” in West Berlin under the
supervision of the author (cf. Rosenthal 1986; 19889). In this project, completed in 1984,
24 biographical-narrative interviews were conductgth former members of the Hitler-
Youth organization, "Hitler Jugend” ("HJ"), all whom were born between 1923 and 1929.
Two interviewers were present at each interview.

In conducting the actual interview the interviewellowed the narrative interview method
developed by Fritz Schitze (1977 1992The biographers were asked to tell the interviswe
about their experiences in the Hitler-Youth, aldlvas about their life in general during the

10 For more details of this narrated life story geediscussion of Hans Lohs” interview in

Rosenthal (1987)

11 The aim of this interview method is to elecit andhintain a full narration by the
interviewee, with the help of a set of non-intarfigrtechniques applied by the trained
interviewer. The method is based on the assumghiahthe narration of an experience
comes closest to the experience itself. Narratiobiagraphical events gives the chance to
glimpse some of the motives and interpretationdiggithe actions of the biographer.



war, their experiences during the collapse of ftard Reich” and about how their everyday
life settled down to normal afterwards. We indichéé the beginning of the interview that we
would not interrupt while they were talking, but wld take notes in order to be able to ask
some questions later.

The main narration following the initial questioergerally lasted between 90 minutes and
three hours. The biographers talked in great detaslually without any additional questions
by the interviewers - about their lives within tlseiggested temporal framework and
sometimes beyond. Most narratives were not confioetie Hitler-Youth or wartime experi-
ences but were extended to many differenct aspsctiaily life during the entire period.
When the main narration was finished, we askedhfore details about themes and events
that had only been touched upon so far. Towardemieof the interview we regularly asked
about praticular historical events, such as théhdeAdolf Hilter, assuming that such events
could potentially be of special biographical relese.

The recorded interviews were transcribed in thetirety, word for word as spoken i.e. with
no respect for the rules of written language.

The interview presented in the following was contdddoy myself and a student. "Hans Lohs”
is a pseudonym. Before the discussion of the thierfiatd analysis of this interview, | give a
short survey of the biographical data that couleéxteacted from the whole interview, for the
moment leaving out any closer interpretation on paet of the researchHér Such a
preliminary review of the basic data is - besides sequential analysis of the biographical
data also necessary for the thematic field analysisrder to be able to establish which
important events of his or her life the narratdd tor failed to tell in this first part, the "'main
narration” of the interview.

Hans Lohs was born in Berlin in 1923, the secomdafaa working-class family. His brother
was nine years older. His father was originallyember of the German Communist Party but
joined the SA, the militarylike fighting organisai of the Nazis in 1933, when the Nazis
came to power. In the same year Hans, aged teamsea member of the "Jungvolk’, the
section ot the Hitler-Youth for 10 to 14 year-oléiowever, he stopped to join the meetings
and activities of the Jungvolk after one year.

Towards the end of 1937 he started an apprentgeshitoolmaker, which was finished in
1940, the second year of the war. In 1941 he witesdcap and opted to join the paratroopers.
After a period of basic training he was sent tm jhie armed forces (Wehrmacht) in Italy in
1942, first to Salerno, Sicily, and then to Moni&s€ino, where he stayed until the autumn of
1944. He was then posted to the Front, servinglarél, Litvania and finally in East Prussia.
Trapped behind the Soviet lines, he was one ofal group which fought its way through to
Silesia, where he remained on active service inndildismissal from the army on May 5th
1945. He managed to avoid being captured by thesAlind to make his way back to Berlin,
where he was taken on in the auxilliary police éoré year later he took up a career as
racketeer on the black market, which was brouglatnt@nd on 12th May 1949, with the end
of the Berlin blockade. In 1956 he emigrated with fature wife to Canada, but returned to
Germany in 1962. At the time of the interview, Iretspring of 1982, he was living in early
retirement in West Berlin, aged 59.

12 \With only these data in the first step of analydise analysis of the biographical data - we
developed first hypotheses which we then use adingaquestions in further case
reconstruction. In the present discussion - we gkgstep on account of limited space.
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Looking only at these data we can assume, thatdalsitehe interviewer to talk about his
Hitler-Youth time, war- and post-war times Hans &ohill be abled to present a lot. Merely
his war experiences at different frontiers showddagenerate a flow of narrations. However,
the difficulty arising during the actual interviewith Hans Lohs was that, during the main
narration phase, in contrast to all other inforrsapit the sample, he seemed unable to let
himself go and be carried along by an easy flowtofy-telling, the result being that he was
finished within 30 minutes, less than a third of time taken by most of the others. During
this phase he also repeatedly asked the intervieweuestions to help him on his way. Only
during the second part of the interview, when weeddor details about specific topics and
events, was the biographer motivated to producesre@borate stories, which continued for
another three hours.

Working on the assumption that there must be sowpaeation for the interviewee’s
difficulties in producing the expected form or Gasbf his life story, we did in fact come
upon just such an explanation whilst reconstrudiiregselective principles underlying his text
production. In other words, by applying the metHodizal principle explained above, that
the style or structure of self-presentation in sachnterview must be related to the narrator’s
biographical global construction, we were able ¢bieve a most fruitful analysis of this at
first glance apparently unsatisfactory intervieviheTfollowing analysis will show, that the
difficulties of Hans Lohs to let himself go intoetflow of easy narrating are by no means
accidental. His difficulties to narrate are marnigisns of his biographical construction refer-
ring to the entanglement of his life history in Matgl-Socialism.

The thematic field analysisWe shall confine ourselves here to analyzing tte fiart of the
interview, the “main narration”, which lasted 3(hates. (cf. the sequences at the end of the
article).

In response to the standard opening question Hahs hegins, not with a narrative, but with
an argument. He points out that in metropolitanliBehe initial reception of the National-
Socialist movement was at first not as exaggeraseday, in many small provinical towns.

What does Herr Lohs want to convey to the intereisawith this claim that in Berlin the
response to National Socialism was not so inteasdse&where?

Two hypotheses were put forward:

1. Lohs wants to explain that he has little to sayuidational Socialism, i.e. the argument is
related to the issue of his competence as an iafiotnor,

2. he wants to convey that as a "Berliner’ he wasan@natical Nazi, i.e. he wants to
legitimize his own and his environment’s behavianod is trying to establish a certain image
of himself.

Let’s see how Herr Lohs continues and which otweehypotheses can be verified.

There follows a short narration (11 lines) abositaation soon after Hitler came to power, in
which his father was pressurized by neighboursitothe Nazi party. It was after this that his
father did in fact join the SA-Reserves. In thensiion from the initial argument to this
narration Herr Lohs uses the word “but’, therelgicating a connetion between the two
statements, his meaning being: National Socialism mot so extreme in metropolitan Berlin
"but” there was still a certain amount of pressure.

Whereas he is argueing in the first sequence, harraiting his father’s joining the Nazi party.
One can put forward the hypothesis:
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3. Herr Lohs tries argumentatively to play down thiuence of the Nazis, but his narrations
discover another reality. For the following presdion we assume: He will try to convey of
little influence of the Nazis by means of biogragiglobal evaluations, but his narrated
stories will put up a contrast to this. In otherrda as of today he tries to present his life ha-
ving been independent from National-Socialism, thé experienced entanglements will
nevertheless determine the thematic field of hisated life story.

After this narration Lohs switches to a brief rapd3 lines) on his time in the Jungvolk,
which he introduces with the utterangeell then, so naturally | joined the JungvolkHis
joining is directly linked with his father's membhip of the SA, the expression “naturally’
conveying how self-evident this step was and thateguires no further legitimation.
However, far from being self-evident this was iotfguite an exceptional move at that time;
it was not at all common for a ten year-old boydio the Jungvolk as early as 1933, the year
when it came into being.

How is this presentation of a self-evident jointhg Jungvolk to be interpreted?

The following hypotheses were set up:

4. That he is expressing his perspective at that {past perspective), which was that it was
“natural” for him to follow his father’s examplewado what was expected of him, or

5. seen from his present perspective, the narratds filie need to present a problematical
move as unproblematical and so to legitimize itlatp and in the context of the interview
Herr Lohs wants to play down his membership in Nazi-youth organisation vis-a-vis the
interviewer or, indeed, to himself. In the same wayhe belittled in the first sequence the
influence of the Nazis in Berlin, he now tries tinimize his own entanglement in National-
Socialism.

The hypotheses should have made it quite cleardwy what this step of thematic field
analysis is aiming at. It is not an interpretatidrine event of his joining the Jungvolk - this is
the task of the genetic analysis - but it is conedrwith how this piece of information is
presented in the context of the interview.

The next step is to interpret why his presentabbris career in the Hitler-Youth, which
apparently lasted one year, is so very brief.

6. Herr Lohs reports so little because there islittl tell; this period was unproblematical and
had no further relevance for the rest of his bipgga making greater elaboration unnecessary;
7. he does not wish to talk about this period becaisenpleasant associations which he
would rather forget;

8. he chooses to reveal so little because his aciindsxperiences at that time do not match
his present perspective and the self-image heyisgtrto put over to the interviewer (cf.
Hypothesis 5).

Lohs follows up his report on his experiences i dangvolk with another report on the time
of Hitler's assumption of power. He describes hasvfather was unemployed before 1933,
offering this as a different explanation for hishie’s political change than the one he had
used before.

Here we can formulate the hypothesis:

9. Hans Lohs is put under legitimizing pressure wébpect to the entanglement of his family
in National-Socialism (cf. 2). He is also quite somus that his father was to a certain extent
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conviced by the Nazis and did not just join the Béserves on account the neighbours’
pressure.

He closes this report with an argumentatiginyou kept your mouth shut, nothing happend to
you“ and finishes with the statement that his droppiaigof the Hitler-Youth - after one year

- had no negative consequences for him.

This argument probably pinpoints the decisive dlaaluation that determines the way in
which the biographer wishes his stories to be wstded.

Hypotheses on the meaning of this line of argument:

10. Herr Lohs wants to show that Germany under Nati@uaialism was not as restrictive as
is usually claimed. In a way this argumentatiorvesrto demonstrate the innocence of the
NS-State and has to be seen in relation to higlidtgument on the limited impact of Nazi
politics on everyday life in “metropolitan BerlinThe latent biographical overall construction
underlying this presentation is the attempt to toies a life history detached from National-
Socialism (cf. hypotheses 2; 5).

11. He is explaining that one was not forced to joia thitler-Youth, thus repudiating the
argument frequently put forward nowadays that “ovees forced to participate” in the
movement. Thus he also expresses, that he is nettakbset himself free from his life-
historical entanglements.

Having made this point, Herr Lohs introduces th@ddJews”. The content of this sequence
reveals that what follows is a theme located inddu@e latent thematic field as well as in the
same manifest global evaluation as what went befd@a@s Lohs begins withwell, we had-,

oh yes, as | was saying, about Jews, we didn’t lalmwt that either ... The expressiopas

| was saying“indicates that his previous argument had alsomded somehow to include the
claim that "they - probably his family - were unavaf what was going on.

From this followsHypothesis 12 that the general legitimation "we didn’t know abib" was
also intended to apply to his father’s and his owembership of Nazi organizations - thus
placing both arguments in the same thematic fielstaining the themes of national-socialist
entangelment. If this hypothesis is right, we capeet from one of the next sequences some
evidence of his biographical entanglement in thrsgmution of the Jews.

His introduction is followed by an exemplifying mativel3 about,the chess-game with the
Jews" which shall demonstrate that, at that time attl@as probably before the Nuremberg
laws were passed in 1935), the narrator himselfrwling against Jews. This whole theme
is dealt with in three lines.

Hypotheses on the short presentation of this topic:

13. For the narrator antisemitism and the persecutibthe Jews are not problematical
subjects which demand more extensive discussions Hahs does not see himself as having
been involved in any way with this aspect of theiNest and feels no sense of collective and
personal quilt.

14. The biographer tries to avoid this topic, becauseesfurther elaboration would disclose
his biographical entanglement in this part of thezipast. The theme ,chess game with
Jews" is appresenting - to use a phenomenologiral t the theme ,what happened with
these peaceful and civilized Jews later”. This i@me which Herr Lohs as well as most
other German witnesses of the Nazi-period trys/toch

13 Exemplifying narrative: adds plausibility to adiof argument.
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After this very brief exemplifying narrative Lohdfers a general evaluation of what he has
said so far;Well, so that was the average, is that what yownted to know, with that about
the average?: He is obviously refering to the introduction teetinterview, when one of the
interviewers somehow mentioned this wgaderage®. Lohs now wants to check whether he
,was doing it right* in his role as interviewee; Isenot quite sure whether he is fulfilling the
interviewers” expectations. Further we may assumag this question at that point in the
interview dealing with the topic ,Jews" ist not &bental, but supporting the hypothesis that
he tries to avoid the topic.

Having put this question he goes straight on, witreopause, to give a 15-line narrative (the
longest narration so far in the ) account of howwss summoned to attend an obligatory
Hitler-Youth event in 1940, which he did. We caswase that the interviewer gave some sort
of nonverbal response, such as a nod, to his guestiaking it unnecessary for him to wait
for an answer. Further the quick connection in@isdhe rhetoric meaning of the question and
its function to evade the topic ,Jews".

Lohs continues with an argument that even aftes fummons, his further avoidance of
Hitler-youth activities still had no negative consqces for him. He closes witiiou didn’t
have to go anywhere, no uniform, nothing..”

By this time the dialectics of his general globahleation regarding National-Socialism and
of the thematic field of his life story becames tquevident. His evaluation could be
paraphrased as follows: One was not forced totjwrNazi-Movement and, whatever crimes
were committed at that time, he and his environnuhtnot know about them. Again one
may ask whether Lohs is trying to refute the commogument that claims “participation
through coercion”, or whether his intention is laypdown the restrictive aspects of the Nazi-
State (cf. hypotheses 10 and 11).

His account of the summons is followed by a 3-sdqoawuse, then he asksp, now you're
looking at me like that ((laughing)), what elseyd have, what else shall | tell you? About
before, before the war?*

Hypotheses on his questions and lack of naratitmal

15. Hans Lohs still has not quite understood what guired of him, that he is meant to give
an account of his biographically relevant expemsnawp to the post-war period. The
interviewers may not have given him the right instions or support at the outset.

16. Lohs is not able to enter into a full narrative @att as required because, he does not
know what is relevant and what is not; he is trytogorient himself to the interviewers’
relevances;

17. Hans Lohs does not wish to get involved in a falde narration, because he does not
want to present his experiences of this time; Wosild disclose his involvement in the NS-
regime, and with this phase of his life are expers connected which he does not want to
thematize.

18. Lohs is not able to enter into a full narrative@mt as required because, the set topic as
he understands it is irrelvant to him personallyhéréas he supposes the interviewers’
interest in National-Socialism, he believes himdal life would be independent of it.

19. Hans Lohs wants to evade the topic National-Saiglibut feeling himself under a
legitimizing pressure he is not capable to developther thematic field different from his
biographical experiences not related to NS.
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The interviewer now asks Lohs to relate his owneegmces, to talk about what was
important to him personally. After a pause of feaconds Herr Lohs saysyell, yes, for me

it was actually (3 sec. pause). | got an apprerstige, did a training..."

His education and training for a job are now présgras biographically relevant, although
neither area have been mentioned so far. The hgpesh(18) - suggesting that Hans Lohs was
not able to narrate fluently because he had beemtorg himself to the relvances of the
interviewers and the topic held no dircect biogrephrelevance for himself or he wants to
avoid it (cf. 17) - receives some support from tresaction. Now that he has been asked
explicitly to talk about his own personal experiesiche would - if the hypothesis hits - finally
enter into an easier flow of narration.

Anotherhypothesis(20) at this point is that Herr Lohs sees no connadtetween his own
occupational training and National-Socialism.

After another short argumentation claiming thatspite of his continued lack of interest in
the Hitler-Youth, he had no difficulties as an agyice either, he briefly refers to his leisure
activities apart form the Hitler-Youth (2 lines)elhen goes on to report about a friend of his
who was in the Hitler-Youth and later joined the. S®is leads on to a somewhat more
detailed narration (23 lines!) of the events of sloealled "Reichskristallnacht” - the pogrom
against the Jews in November 1938 -, in which fiiehd was directly involved. He begins
with the same evaluation that he used before todote the topic of the persecution of the
Jews: ,we didn’t know that“. However, he then nasavhat he experienced himself during
this pogrome. He remembers for example, that intfif a shop where he had bought a
wristwatch shortly before, there were watches soadtin the street.

With this sequence Hans Lohs still is staying ie thematic field,my experiences with
National-Socialism* and narrates extendedly on that. By this the hhgxis (19) that he
cannot evade the topic, because he feels a legitighpressure, is supported. The hypothesis
(13) that the topic ,persecution of the Jews" islgvant to him, is falsified by this.

Again in this sequence - as before - is he prodpaicontradiction to his biographical global
evaluation. On one side it becomes obvious thatliféis- at least via the friendship with
somebody who actively took part in the persecutbrthe Jews - is connected with the
National-Socialist politics and practice of perdemu Talking about what he experienced of
the persecution is also in contradiction to theestent to have known nothing. One is
curious, if he himself realizes this contradictibets see, how he continues.

Rounding off this part of his narration, Herr Lat@cludes thatyou had to keep your mouth
shut* becauseif you spoke out against it then it could happest thuh - (2 sec. pause) you
somehow got locked upBut then he goes on to describe a series oftgifsawhich in fact
demonstrate just the opposite: that in his firnm, dgample, nobody used the greeting "Heil
Hitler" and that a colleague of his, who had praslg been in the SPD (Social Democrats),
agitated openly against the Nazis without gettimg itrouble. Once, he himself got into an
argument with a member of the "Werkschutz’, thei Meganization in industry, and nothing
happend to him.

This is obviously a contradiction: first he takgs the typical standpoint, ,you had to keep
your mouth shut®, and then goes straight on to @rivem his personal experience that this
was not true.

Hypothesis(21) on this contradiction:

In situations that impinged upon him personallyrrHahs was ready to defend himself, but
as long as the persecution of the Jews did nottdfien directly, he felt no need to respond to
it one way or the other. In other words, his rafess to antisemitism are a product of his
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present perspective and not related to what wasortapt to him at the time. The
legitimations he produces are part of a preseitidét and would have been irrelevant to him
at the time.

This clarifies, why Hans Lohs stresses again amathate lack of coercion. His problem as of
today is, he cannot free himself from his biographentanglement in the National-Socialist
politics of persecution by the argument of coercioecause one was not forced to go along,
as he experienced himself when he simply stoppddlitmv the Hitler-Youth meetings. But
what for does he feel guilty? Are there onerouserpces, which he does not relate?

His narration of all these various situations iavan to a close with the same argumentation
with which he had opened the interview: that matfib@n Berlin was different, that things
there were more anonymous and that nobody wasddecmin the movement. Then he adds,
.before the war practically nothing happend*

So Hans Lohs is still in the global evaluation f#n&as no coercion to join and | didn’t have
much to do with National-Socialism®. Again Hypotie&0, postulating that he wishes to play
down the repressive element of the Nazi state,sgaupport. The further hypothesis (11),
suggesting that he wants to invalidate the comnt@mabout ,coercion to join“, can also be
maintained. Furthermore, Hpothesis 1, set up maglie beginning of the analysis, proposing
quite simple that he thinks he had little to tllalso confirmed: at least until the beginning of
the war nothing important happened to him persgmalconnection with his chosen theme of
,NS and coercion to join“. This leads on to the tnlypothesis(22), which is that he may
have experienced something during the war whiclrsbaacloser relation to the topic and
which he feels is worth recounting in more detail.

After the last argument Herr Lohs pauses for esgitbnds and then askanything else? do
you have anything else ((clearing his throat)), ddmesitate to ask®.

He is indicating that he wants to cooperate blltestpects definite individual questions. This
utterance also implies that he has a feeling tiatriterviewer might not dare to ask.

Now the interviewer asks him to continue his naoratfrom the point where he was
summoned to the Hitler-Youth event. She is tryig dncourage him to produce a
biographical story in chronlogical order.

There follows a lengthy biographical narrative,iarrupted by further questions, depicting
his life throughout the period established at théset as the framework for the interview.
After a very brief summary of these sequences wal select certain details for closer
analysis.

Lohs begins,and then, yes, | completed my apprenticeshig-Hé remembers his final exam
and expands upon this in more detail than has teegase so far (23 lines). He did badly
because his hair was too long. He describes joitinegarmy and then comes out rather
suddenly with:,yes, then | was-, in Italy they locked me ufhere follows a long dramatic
narrativé4 about how he was court-martialled for ,wehrkraftegzende Aussagen* (seditious
statements). After three months of imprisonmentremand he was acquitted. The whole
story is concluded with the evaluatigep und those were my war experiences, that was all
there was that was to do with Hitler'He continues with a short report on his National-
Socialist commanding officers. Then, opening witle temporal markerwell, in “45 the

14 In “dramatic narratives” a number of main chaihewents are drawn togehter in common
situations (cf. Kallmeyer/Schuetze 1977:187).
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war was over“and beginning with his discharge from the armystinMay 1945, he plunges
into a full-length epic narrativg containing a whole series of dramatic storiesecog no
less than six pages of transcript, in which heatasrhow he found his way back to Berlin and
tells about his experiences and career during dise\par period. He gives a detailed account
of his year in the auxilliary police and subsequerter as a racketeer, closing rather abruptly
with the short argumentat the beginning of the “fifties things got betteconomically’
Without mentioning how he made a living after thia¢, goes on to report briefly on his
emigration to Canada and his return to Berlin afgr a pause lasting six seconds, asks the
interviewer,,so, now (7 seconds pause) you are reasonablyfgadisvith that, | suppose”

The interviewer’s last question clearly had theafion enabling Hans Lohs to enter into a
narrative flow and keep to it, without further encagement, right up to the end of the period
set by the interviewer at the outset of the inmiwhen he had been asked to relate his
experiences up to the timavhen his everyday life settled back to normaWith this, the
first part of the interview, the main narrationp@ato an end.

It is important to note that the narrative floweated after the interviewer’s last question
cannot be explained purely as an interactive prodithe interview situation, but was clearly
related to the development of the theme itself. &l been prognosed beforehand in
hypothesis 22, Hans Lohs did in fact experienceetbimg during the war that was - in his in-
terpretation - directly related to the issue of iblal-Socialism; an experience where he
personally was brought up against the repressigsspre exercised by the system upon the
individual. The story of his court-martial was thest of such length (2 pages); the charge
brought against him stands out as his global etialuaf ,NS and coercion®. Beyond this, he
says nothing about his experiences as a soldietatkg instead about Nazi commanding
officers, i.e. he again turns to a subject direatyated to National-Socialism. This is
extraordinary in view of the fact that he experieh¢hree years of active service at the front,
taking part in campaigns both in Italy and the E@ike hypothesis gains plausibility that the
stock of the thematical field of this life story,imy experiences with National-Socialism®.
Hypotheses on his failure to describe his own waegences:

23. For Lohs there is no connection between his timthe army and the topic of National
Socialism. The army and Germany’s role in the veaeh in his opinon - nothing to do with
the Nazi State. Hence his own wartime experiencesat relevant to the topic in hand as he
has understood it. Hans Lohs puts important phadgekis life - as he did with his
apprenticeszhip aside of the National-Socialism #mgs tries to understand his life as
independent from National-Socialism.

A different hypothesis would be:

24. He does not want to talk about his life as a soldiecause his experiences were so
upsetting that he would rather not mention themer&hare also other onerous experiences,
which he attempts to evade.

Only when he reaches the period following his disgb, i.e. after the collapse of the
National-Socialist regime, does he again enter amaelaborate epic narrative. As long as he

15 “Epic narratives” are ,narratives containing muibscriptive elaboration, in which
sequences of events are skimmed over in summadigzed(e.g. by means of abbreviated
repetetive formulae such as "there we were, driglogg ... from one village to the next ..
always trying to ask, me jumping out the whole tiff)ein order to keep to one main
narrative strand“. (Kallmeyer / Schiitze 1977:187)
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was talking about wartime, Hans Lohs kept strittlhythe thematic field;my experineces

with National-Socialism“; only when he got beyond this period in his bigimawas he able

to give rein to his reminiscences and draw fronspeal experience without given limits.
Only from this point could he orient his story tows himself and rid himself of the pressure
to move in a thematic field which he rather would@e. The fact that he was not able to
leave the set thematic field till the narratiorntleé end of the war demonstrates and expresses
a need of legitimation. Hans Lohs tries hard tesene a life story independently from NS, but
this attempt fails, because he feels guilty for etiimg about which he probably "kept his
mouth shut".

Here we come to the end of our analysis of the mamation. Some of the hypotheses have
become more plausible whereas others can be exchitiegether. However, a good many
have still not been clarified one way or the othHesr example, the question of why Hans
Lohs tells so little about his experiences in tldengvolk® or to what extent he feels
personally involved in the issues of antisemitismd ¢he Holocaust, remain unanswered. The
analysis of the second part of the interview predidnaterial for a great many further
interpretations. For example, it came out latet kiigitime in the Hitler-Youth was associated
with an unpleasant experience (cf. 7): his Grougdeg committed suicide upon discovering
that he was of Jewish origin. Furthermore, in theroaanalysis of individual passage from
the text, hpyotheses could be tested yet agains,Towm the subject of the Holocaust, the
micro-analysis of a reference to prisoners in aceatration camp revealed how very
concerned the narrator is to deny any personalveuzent in this chapter of German history.
As a soldier Hans Lohs had to guard KZ-prisoners las withessed how they were brutally
mistreated by SS-guards and he refused to keepudel. His superior accepted. Again he
experienced that one was not forced to do suclyshiBut obviously this refusal did not take
the burden from him; up till today he has to askgelf what he could have done against the
maltreatment of the prisoners.

In summary, one could say that what has become dieang analysis is that Hans Lohs does
not wish to see, his own life during the Nazi pdras being in any way connected with the
National-Socialist system as a political phenomerts perceives himself as somebody who
went his own way, more or less independently ofadamonditions. However, being under
legitimizing pressure he cannot achieve - unlikenasy others of his generation - to evade
the thematic field ,my experiences with NationakBdism“ and narrate instead those
experiences which are not related to this. In lgmion such stories do not belong to the
subject.

This interpretation finds further confirmation inet analysis of the second, inquiring part of
the interview, which lasted for another three holtrsould be demonstrated that Hans Lohs
not only rejects all personal responsibility foe tGerman Nazi past but also denies having
consciously “suffered” under the conditions of tinee. He does not feel the need to justify
himself with such common collective explanationsthat was the way we were brought up*
or ,we were to young"; neither does he come ouhwypical collective interpretations of his
own suffering along the line of, ,they tricked ust®f our youth” or ,the Nazis used us as
cannon fodder*.

Similarly, the interruption to his working careerdahis experiences as a soldier had nothing
to do with National Socialism. When asked direealtyput his years at the Front, he did in fact
narrate in great detail dreadful experiences that gim nightmares to this day. But he still
did not relate these experiences to the “subjelsind”; even in the face of such extremities,
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he failed to perceive a connection between whapéag to him and social conditions in
general.

The attitude demonstrated so very clearly in therulew with Hans Lohs explains why, in
such interviews, the interviewer’s opening questiannot trigger off an easy narrative flow
with this type of interviewee. Such “failures” cahbe accounted for as “bad interviewering”
or a lack of narrational competence on the pathefbiographer. It is rather a manifestation
of the biographical overall construct and the gtrrecof meaning underlying the biographer’s
understanding of social reality and his life stdfya person does not conceive of their life as
being related to social conditions, and try to altsste themselves from everything “political’
during the ""Third Reich™, they are simply noteat talk about it under such heading.

Lohs presentation of a life detached from the jmalitcontext of the Nazi period cannot be
interpreted as a random interpretation or, wondle & cognitive incompetence on his part. It
has a particular function in coping with the Naasp It has been demonstrated in a more
recent study (Rosenthal 1990), in which variouatsgies for normalizing the Nazi past were
reconstructed by means of comparisons between gjees, that de-politicizing the Nazi
period is a common strategy employed particulaylyG@rmans older than the Hitler-Youth
generation to avoid facing up to the whole issublational Socialism. In this study we chose
a different opening question (‘Please tell us yiifer story - concentrated on your war
memories”) that avoided mentioning National Sosmalis as such. We found that especially
the older generation (those who had already expeze World War | in their youth)
frequently told their life stories without a singleference to the ~"Third Reich”. Whereas
these very old people tend in this way to depatiiche Nazi past implicitly, Hans Lohs does
it quite explicilty with his repeated assertionsittine had little to do with the Nazis. The
generation comparison reveals clearly that wherenlbees of the Hitler-Youth generation
attempt to de-politicize the past, they usualllyitda this explicit way.

6. Summary
In general, we may assume that how biographerd teaihe opening question, how they
interpret the set topic and which themtatic fididyt develop as framework for their narrative
is dependent on their biographical overall constrlibis was obvious in the case cited here
but can be generalized to apply to all biographin&rviews. For example, in interviews
concentrating on the subjects” working lives, theggion would also arise as to which parts
of their everyday lives are connected with the theofield in question. One would also have
to ask whether the narrator talks about the infteeof his or her work on other biographical
areas and which connections he or she sees otdalse between the various spheres on his
or her life. It is possible to reconstruct all bese aspects in such a study. Generally, the
reconstruction of a life history requires first @f an analysis of the data upon which it is
based, i.e., before reconstructing the biograpmuaning of single experiences and events it
is necessary to find out how the narrator or bipgest has understood the given topic, how he
or she uses it as an orientation and in which thienieeld he or she locates individual
experiences and events. Only if one has gainedhsight into whether the informant is
orienting towards his or her own or the interviewarlevances can the analyst make pro-
positions on the intersubjective meaning of theratad events and experiences. In other
words, it is not possible to interpret a text ngiven the assumption that everything the
biographer relates is of biographical significafmehim or her.
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The intersubjective meaning of individual storiesot be reconstructed by subsuming the
stories presented by the narrator under the caesgset up by the interviewer nor by

interpreting single text passages independentlynfibe narrative context. Hermeneutic

analysis requires that contextual interpretatidee tento account the entire interview; in the

case of biographical analysis this means that eadtated experience must be identified and
localized withing the framework of the biographekerall construction, as defined through

the biographical strands and thematic field presgbit the interview. However, at first glance

it is not possible to determine to which themaitetdf a particular story belongs; this can only

be done in a painstaking step-by-step analysis.
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page/line
1/4 - 1/8
1/8 - 1/17
1/17-1/30
1/30 - 2/3
2/3 - 2/25
2/25 - 2/28

2/28 - 2/30
2/39 - 3/8

3/8

3/28 - 3/30

3/30-3/32
3/32 - 4/1
4/1 - 4/29

4/29 -5/1
5/1 - 5/16
5/16 - 5/29

Sequentialization of the interview with Hans Lohs

Argumentation: NS in Berlin not so egagated

Narration: Father joined the SA
Report: The time in the "Jungvolk’
Report: Father was unemployed bef8i3

Argumentation: If you kept your mowghut, nothing happend to you*

Argumentation: ,we didn't know ab¢that either..."

Exemplifying

narrative: The chess-game with the Jews

General Evaluation: ,That was the ager is that what you wanted to
know?*

Narration: Summons to attend a HiYleuth event

Question to the Interviewer: ,What else shadll?*

Answer of the Interviews: What is important fau

Interviewee: Apprenticeship, training

Argumention :  No difficulties becaudeabsenteeism from the Hitler-
Youth

Report: Leisure activities

Report: My friend who joined the SS

Narration: The Reichskristallnacht

Argumentation: ,you had to keep your mouth shut"

Report: Heil-Hitler

Narration: Problems with the "Werksezhu
Argumentation: NS in Berlin not s@aggerated

General Evaluation: .before the war practicalbthing happend”
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