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Abstract 

This article involves a study of the narrative of a Second World War Resistance member by 

means of an interview in which the interviewer explicitly inserts the historical context by 

selecting the topics for discussion and asking critical questions. The interview deals with 

three periods: the Wartime period, the First Wave of Reprisals and the Second Wave of 

Reprisals. The analyses show that the interviewee’s first and second level positionings shift 

along with changes in historical period and that they mirror the general historical image of the 

Resistance. These different positionings are highly consistent in themselves and this 

consistency is also present on the third level of positioning, because of the interviewee’s fairly 

muted style of narrating, by which blatant inconsistencies are avoided and a general, ‘good’ 

identity is constructed. So the general historical context was explicitly brought into the data 

and this was clearly reflected in the interviewee’s positionings. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Retelling personal experiences are a typical way in which human beings make sense of their 

lives. By narrating events from the past in which they were involved, people can look back 

and reflect on what happened from a certain distance, depending of course on the amount of 

time that passed between the time of the narrated events and the time of narrating. This 

reflexivity ‘creates the occasion for self regard and editing’ (Linde 1993: 105), since, as 

Mishler observed, ‘the meaning of events and experiences is constantly being reframed within 

the contexts of our current and ongoing lives’ (Mishler 2006: 36). As such, narratives and the 

selves that occur in them as protagonists, are all ‘versions of reality’ (Ochs and Capps 1996: 

21). This view is consistent with the current insights into the notion of identity, which are 

based on the social constructionist interpretation of identity as ‘neither a given nor a product’ 

(De Fina et al. 2006: 2), but instead as being ‘continually shaped and reshaped through 

interactions with others and involvement in social and cultural activities’ (Wetherell and 

Maybin 1996: 220).  

It is precisely this involvement in social and cultural activities, or the contextual 

embeddedness of identity, which may render a life story extremely complex. Since life stories 

are rooted in the past but performed in the present, a link has to be established between these 

two versions of the self, especially since people prefer to view their lives as coherent wholes 

(Linde 1993). This is what Mishler (2006) pointed at when discussing the ‘double arrow of 

time’: instead of working only chronologically from past to present, a story also runs from the 

present to the past: ‘Constructed retrospectively, by looking backward from the present, their 

plots are “governed as a whole” by their ways of ending, that is, by the current situation in 

which tellers find themselves after what has happened to them in the past.’ (Mishler 2006: 36)  
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This retrospective construction is very complex, since life stories are also strongly embedded 

in their contexts (De Fina 2000: 133) and this ‘creates complex, nonlinear relationships 

between what we think of as “past” and what we view as “present”’ (Schiffrin 2002: 315). 

Typical contextual elements that can have an influence on life stories are social and political 

changes that have taken place between the time of the narrated events and the present. 

So within this temporal distance, people reflect on and construct stories with previous 

versions of themselves as protagonists, which are embedded in different contexts, and – 

usually – try to make these versions of themselves consistent with how they construct their 

contemporary identity in the given context. In addition to this, people also tend to have a 

preference for the construction of ‘a good self, and a self that is perceived as good by others’ 

(Linde 1993: 122). This distance and the possibility for a narrator to reflect on the way he 

constructs himself as a protagonist in his stories, thus often results in a ‘unified, coherent, 

autonomous, reflected upon and rehearsed self’ (Georgakopoulou 2006: 128). As such, these 

selves in big stories – as ‘narratives, often derived from interviews […], that entail a 

significant measure of reflection on either an event or experience, a significant portion of a 

life, or the whole of it’ (Freeman 2006: 132) are called – also give a more stable view of 

identity than what one would usually come across in everyday interaction. In our first roughly 

formulated research question (see fine-tuning below), we aim to analyze whether and – if so – 

how a narrator creates such coherence in his story while talking about sections of his life 

which were extremely marked by political, social and ideological changes. 

For this purpose, we interviewed a man who was actively involved in the Resistance 

during the Second World War and who also took part in the Reprisals after the War (see Data 

description below for more information). As many other researchers have indicated (for an 

overview: see Andersson 2008: 142-143), men have been observed to construct themselves as 
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heroic masculine personae. The identity of the ‘soldier hero’ (Dawson 1994) can be drawn 

upon, especially in the context of war. We will also investigate whether such an identity is 

being constructed in our data as well. 

Furthermore, such life stories are quite often elicited with as minimal interference as 

possible, as for example in the BNIM interviews (Wengraf 2001). These interviews are rather 

sterile forms of communication which clearly reflect the artificial and scientific nature of the 

research interview context and thus receive quite some criticism, sometimes resulting in the 

rejection of the research-interview genre as a source of data for narrative analysis and a turn 

to narratives that emerge in interaction (e.g. Stokoe and Edwards 2006). On the other hand, 

some narratives remain very hard to come by, especially big stories which focus on ‘a 

significant portion of a life, or the whole of it’ (Freeman 2006: 132) and which sometimes 

concern topics that people are not prone to talk about spontaneously (cf Linde 1993: 58). In 

such situations, interviews are often the only means of getting hold of the data. Because of 

this, there are many examples of big stories that are collected through interviews, especially in 

the specific context of the Second World War (e.g. Schiffrin 2000, 2002; Schiff and Noy 

2006; Van De Mieroop et al. 2007).  

In the data of this study, the interviewer plays a fairly active role in the interview and 

asks highly specific and critical questions, based on his knowledge of the historical 

background in this particular village in Belgium. The interviewer gathered this knowledge by 

investigating local archives and newspapers containing articles on the subject, by reading 

books (e.g. Van Gorp 1991) and doing preliminary informal interviews with people who were 

witnesses of some of the historical facts that are discussed in this interview. 

The purpose of this method of the critical interview is not to pursue ‘the truth’, since 

we share Atkinson and Delamont’s view that such an account does not ‘simply mirror[s] 
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some antecedent reality, but helps to create that very reality itself’ (Atkinson and Delamont 

2006: 168). Instead, it is an attempt to draw the historical context more explicitly into the 

interview by sometimes voicing different opinions. This was done gradually, since all the 

topics of the interviews were introduced by a general question (e.g. And what actually was 

your task for the Resistance?
i
), which was then followed by more specific questions (e.g. And 

did that [= the Resistance] have a specific political orientation then, because you also had a 

communist Resistance, for example?’) and finally also some relatively critical questions. The 

critical questions were always hedged by the interviewer as being based ‘only on books’, thus 

not directly attacking the interviewee’s words and thus saving the interviewee’s face (e.g. So 

in your opinion he did collaborate with the Germans after all, because in that book by Van 

Gorp it says that in principle, he did not do anything. I have read that, hey.). Because the 

interviewer had so much knowledge and was able to question the interviewee further on the 

topics that were being discussed, the data are fairly interactive. So we can speak of a truly 

‘active interview’, in the sense described by Holstein and Gubrium, who observed that 

interviewers are always involved in the construction of meaning that is generated in the 

interview. Since ‘both parties to the interview are necessarily and unavoidably active’, 

meaning is ‘actively and communicatively assembled in the interview encounter’ (2003: 68). 

Within the framework of this active interviewing method, we rephrase our general research 

question as: how is the interviewee’s – potentially heroic – positioning interactionally 

performed as a joint construction of both the interviewee and the interviewer, who explicitly 

inserts the historical context into this encounter? Therefore, this case study aims to add insight 

into the influence of the method of data elicitation upon the identity construction(s) and 

positionings that occur in the corpus. So even though we are still dealing with a typical ‘big 

story’ here, and thus also with its implied distance between narrator and protagonist that has 
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been observed to result in a much more stable identity construction (see above), we present a 

case that is different from most other big stories because of the way the interviewer positioned 

himself as somebody who has extensive knowledge about the subject and who reacts critically 

to the answers provided by the interviewee. By drawing on his expertise, the interviewer thus 

not only positions himself as a kind of historical expert, but also as a critical interlocutor in 

the interview. However, he uses dialect throughout the interview, thus despite his expertise he 

cannot be perceived as ‘talking down’ to the interviewee. 

Before we go into the analyses of this interview, we will first give an overview of the 

historical context of the Wartime and post-War period in Belgium, after which we will 

describe the data and the interviewee’s and interviewer’s backgrounds. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

The topic of the interview is the interviewee’s role in the Resistance during the War 

and the post-war Reprisals. To understand these events, one has to know the specific context 

of this historical period in Belgium.
ii
 After a brief period of resistance by the Belgian army, 

German forces conquered Belgium in May 1940. At that time, most of the Belgians were 

convinced that the Nazis had won the war and many chose to cooperate actively with the 

German military government and with the German secret services (Gestapo). This 

collaboration with the Nazis was very diverse and had various motives: some Belgians joined 

the SS and fought at the Eastern Front, others guarded strategic buildings, and others again 

supported the Germans politically. On the other hand, a Resistance movement started, which 

was also very diverse: there was a wide range of Resistance groups, with various structures 

and political orientations (Witte 1990: 224-226). In this interview two Resistance groups are 

mentioned: the Kempisch Legioen (Kempisch Legion) and the Witte Brigade (White Brigade). 
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These are two different groups without any clear political orientation. The term ‘White 

Brigade’ was also used to refer to the Resistance in general (Lagrou 1995: 68), as a 

counterweight for the collaborators
iii

, who were called the Black Brigade (referring to the 

color of their uniforms). The Resistance groups carried out various tasks, e.g. planning 

assaults on German facilities, collecting intelligence for the Allies and setting up escape 

routes for crashed allied pilots. They also made preparations for the Reprisals, as they made 

lists of collaborators and gathered evidence of their actions (Witte 1990: 241).  

The Liberation of Belgium began in September 1944 and the Belgian government in 

exile returned home, but was confronted with enormous economic problems (Witte 1990: 

237). Moreover, its authority was put into question (Huyse and Sabbe 1995: 134). The 

Belgian army and police forces were weakened, and could not guarantee public order. 

Because of this situation, the Belgian government had difficulties organizing the pursuit, 

arrest, trial and punishment of Belgian collaborators, a series of events later called “the 

Reprisals”. Collaborators were punished in two main ways: on the one hand, there were 

official Reprisals, carried out by the legal Belgian authorities, on the other hand there were 

“spontaneous” Reprisals, carried out by the people themselves, also called street Reprisals 

(Huyse and Dhondt 1991: 19-20). Because the interview deals mostly with the latter, we will 

mainly focus on that type of Reprisals here. 

Like other European countries, Belgium experienced two waves of street Reprisals, 

which were characterized by the violent arrest, abuse, and sometimes even execution of 

collaborators, whose houses were looted and their furniture destroyed and then burned (Huyse 

and Dhondt 1991: 43-6). The First Wave of Reprisals took place immediately after the War 

ended in Belgium in September 1944. The Resistance groups had made lists of collaborators 

and carried out arrests (Witte 1990: 241), which were usually quite violent (Huyse and 
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Dhondt 1991: 43). The Second Wave took place in May 1945 when the concentration camps 

were liberated and the surviving prisoners returned home, reporting the death of many friends 

and relatives (Huyse and Dhondt 1991: 43-45). This news was then combined with the good 

news of the German capitulation on 8 May 1945 and this provoked another wave of violence 

against the collaborators (if they had not been imprisoned already). This Second Wave was 

not as planned as the first one, since the Resistance had already carried out their plans 

immediately after liberation and all the Resistance groups had been dissolved by that time.  

 

DATA DESCRIPTION 

One of the authors conducted a series of three interviews, which were part of a theoretically 

driven historical study on the Second World War and the Reprisals in Belgium. The method 

of interviewing was based on theories involving the retrieval of oral histories (de Wever and 

de Graeve 1993). The first interview focused on the life story of a former collaborator who 

was the grandfather of the interviewer. The second and third interview primarily concentrated 

on the events during and after the War in a particular village in the North of Flanders where 

the interviewer is currently living. In the third interview an eyewitness of the Second Wave of 

Reprisals related his experiences. The second interview, which is the focus of this study, was 

oriented towards the experiences of a former member of the Resistance. The interviewee was 

selected because he was the president of the local Resistance veterans group and was well 

known in the village for his former Resistance activities. As such, he was able to provide 

inside information on the activities of the Resistance in his home town, both during and after 

the War. Two interviews were conducted: the first was aimed at getting acquainted with the 

interviewee (since interviewer and interviewee did not know one another) and with his past 

experiences. The second interview was more ‘official’ and audio-taped. We decided to focus 
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on this interview in particular, since it gave an in-depth account of the interviewee’s personal 

recollection of this historical period
iv

. It lasted for more than two hours, resulting in a corpus 

of around 8000 words. 

The interviewee is the son of a working-class family. At the age of fourteen he started 

working in a factory in his home town. When the Germans invaded Belgium, he was not old 

enough to be drafted into the Belgian army. So during the War he continued to work in the 

factory until it was closed in May 1943. To avoid forced labour, he went underground and 

tried to survive as a smuggler. He was then contacted and recruited by a Resistance group, the 

Kempisch Legioen. His task was to pick up crashed British pilots and to take care of them 

until they could be sent back to England via escape routes. After the War, he participated a 

few times in the arrest of collaborators. Later on, the interviewee joined the Belgian police 

force, remaining a member until he retired. He died in 2008. 

 

ANALYSES 

In this part, we will analyze how the interviewee’s identity is co-constructed in this interview. 

To do so, we will investigate how he positions himself in the interview and how this is 

achieved interactionally. With regard to ‘positioning’ we refer to Bamberg’s three levels of 

positioning (1997), which can be summarized as focusing on the following questions: 

‘1. How are the characters positioned in relation to one another within the reported events? 

 2. How does the speaker position him- or herself to the audience? 

 3. How do narrators position themselves to themselves?’     (Bamberg 1997a: 337) 

 

These different levels of positioning should not be regarded as separate, but as working 

together intensely and as resulting in the construction of identity (on level 3):  
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‘By positioning the characters at the content plane with regard to one another, the speaker 

positions him/herself with regard to the listener; and this process works simultaneously the other 

way around. The coordination between these two planes results in the establishment of a moral 

position for which the speaker can be held accountable […]’ (Bamberg 1997b: 335). 

 

We will undertake our analyses by mainly focusing on the way pronouns are used, which can 

be insightful tokens of alignment with a group and of contrastive positionings against other 

groups. Pronouns, as forms of deixis, directly refer to the situation and the changing context 

in which they occur (Norrick 2001). Since this link between the context and the speaker is so 

direct, pronouns are an excellent feature that is ‘(as always), worth noting (…)’ (Fairclough 

1995: 145). Furthermore, they can be used as membership categories (Leudar et al. 2004: 

245), which is a useful point of view for our analyses. However, we will not limit ourselves to 

the study of pronouns, but will also take other identity marking elements into account, all of 

which can be situated at different levels of analysis, namely lexical, textual pragmatic and 

interactional levels (De Fina 2003: 23).  

The analyses will be divided into three parts that reflect the chronological line of the 

story. We will start by discussing the interviewee’s role during the Second World War (May 

1940-September 1944), after which we will go into the period of the First Wave of Reprisals 

immediately after the Liberation (September 1944), and finally we will discuss the Second 

Wave of Reprisals which took place after the return of the Holocaust survivors (May 1945). 

Throughout the data, we will look at the way the interviewee positions himself in relation to 

the questions that are being asked by the interviewer, as such taking into account the 

interactive nature of the interviewee’s positioning on the three levels. 
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1. Second World War  

The part of the interview that deals with the interviewee’s Wartime experiences is 

characterized by a clear positioning of the interviewee within the group of Resistance 

members. When asked by the interviewer, the narrator specifies this categorization and uses 

the exclusive we-form to refer to himself as part of the group, as we can see in the example 

below. 

1 

95 Iter  En dat was dan voor de Witte Brigade,  

96  want er waren heel wat  

97  verschillende Verzetsbewegingen 

98 Itee Ja 

99  Ze noemden dat over het algemeen de Witte Brigade,  

100  maar ik wist dat waar wij bij waren gegaan,  

101  dat was het Kempisch Legioen. 

 

95 Iter And that was then for the White Brigade, 

96  because there were a lot of 

97  different Resistance movements 

98 Itee Yes 

99   In general, they called that the White Brigade, 

100  but I knew that the one we had joined, 

101   was called the Kempisch Legion.
v
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The interviewer links up (by means of dat, ‘that’, turn 95) with the interviewee’s 

previous turn in which his activities for the Resistance were being discussed (see for instance 

example 4). He asks for a verification of the name Witte Brigade (‘White Brigade’, line 95) 

and mitigates his question by indicating that he knows there are many other groups (lines 96-

97). The interviewee starts his turn with the affirmative particle ja (‘yes’, line 98), but it is not 

entirely clear which part of the question he actually confirms. He then clarifies by giving a 

more nuanced answer in which the interviewee negotiates his categorization: he clearly 

distinguishes the local group (Kempisch Legioen) from the umbrella organization (Witte 

Brigade). The interviewee actually starts his categorization by distancing himself from this 

umbrella organization by inserting a very vague reference to this group which is clearly 

situated outside the speaker’s group, as is shown through the use of the third person plural 

form (ze) and the vague reference dat (‘that’). He then contrasts this group, as is indicated by 

the contrastive conjunction maar (‘but’), with the local group. He shifts back to a personal 

footing (ik wist, ‘I knew’) and this frames the following statement as a personal insight which 

is in clear contrast with the general view (over het algemeen, ‘in general’) as expressed in line 

99. In this statement, the interviewee vaguely refers to an in-group by using the we-form, 

which is directly linked to the local branch of the Resistance. As such, the interviewee 

refrains from categorizing himself as a member of the Witte Brigade. 

 

The interviewee establishes the in-group of members of the Kempisch Legioen in this 

part of the interview by frequently using the exclusive we-form and contrasting it with other 

groups. In the first place, the interviewee discerns this group from the ‘regular’ people, as can 

be seen in the following example in which the interviewer asks the interviewee about a 

specific type of collaborators, namely the propagandists.  
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2 

283 Iter Ge had er dan zo die bij de Vlaamse Wacht
vi
 waren,  

284   maar ook zo van het VNV, die met den Duits collaboreerden,  

285   niet dan echt in uniform, maar wel op een andere =  

286 Itee                        = Ja ja, awel en zo (.) 

287 Iter Propagandamanne eigenlijk 

288 Itee Ja die, en die da ok altijd 

 289 de kant trokken van de dinge hè.  

 290 En waar de mensen, en wij dan ook vooral,  

 291 veel schrik van hadden. 

 

283 Iter Then you also had those who were with the Flemish Guards,  

284 but also part of the VNV, who also collaborated with the Germans,  

285 then not really in uniform, but in another =  

286 Itee            = Yes yes, well and so (.) 

287 Iter Propagandists
vii

 actually.  

288 Itee Yes those, and who also always 

289 choose the side of the who do you call them
viii

 hey.  

 290 And they were the ones the people, and especially we  

291 were very much afraid of. 

 

 In this example, the interviewer draws the interviewee’s attention to a specific type of 

collaborators. The interviewee ties his affirmation to the question but then pauses, which 

results in a further specification by the interviewer in line 287, which further shows his 
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specialized knowledge of the terminology related to the Second World War. Then in line 288, 

the interviewee restarts his answer again and points out that these collaborators caused a lot of 

fear (line 291). When discussing who was afraid of them, the interviewee makes a distinction 

between a general group (de mensen, ‘the people’) and an in-group on line 290. He does this 

by shifting the subject to the exclusive we-form, the reference of which is not entirely clear: it 

can refer to himself and his brother, or he and his best friend - who were all active in the 

Resistance - or to a more general group of Resistance members. Furthermore, he is clearly 

distinguishing the amount of fear felt by the general group and this in-group through the use 

of the word vooral (‘especially’, line 290). He is thus explicitly putting these two groups in 

separate positions and putting himself within a group that is related to the Resistance. 

However, he does not really go into an elaborate description of the collaborators’ actions, as 

we can see in the rest of his turn (see example 3). He explicitly identifies the collaborators as 

another group of antagonists by repeatedly referring to them as belonging to het kliek (‘the 

gang’), which is a Flemish dialect word with a negative connotation: 

3 [turn by the interviewee, directly following example 2] 

292 Wat hebben die mannen altijd te bespreken,  

293 als ze ergens vergaderden, zo’n groep bij  

294 mekaar, hè? En dan was het zo vergadering  

295 op de W zo, misschien wel bij meester Peeters, 

 295 want die zat ook veel bij het gemene kliek, hè. 

 

292 What do these men have to talk about all the time, 

293 when they hold meetings somewhere, such a group all together with  

294 one another hey? And then, it was such a meeting  
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295 at the W
ix

 there, maybe at master Peeters’
x
, 

 295 because he also spent a lot of time with the nasty gang, hey. 

 

In this example, the interviewee talks about the meetings of the collaborators, clearly 

suggesting that they were making certain plans, as is shown by means of the rhetorical 

question in lines 292-294. However, he does not pursue the topic of their meetings further, 

but instead moves to a more geographically oriented discussion of where they used to meet 

(line 295), hypothetically (misschien wel, ‘maybe’) specifying the house of a well-known 

schoolteacher. The interviewee then closes the topic by categorizing this schoolteacher as 

belonging to het gemene kliek (‘the nasty gang’), clearly demonstrating his disapproval by 

using the adjective gemene (‘nasty’), which is somewhat superfluous given the already 

negative connotation of the Flemish word kliek. So the interviewee clearly positions this 

group negatively, but he does not speculate on the topics of their meetings, refraining as such 

from making any accusations and remaining fairly neutral. 

 

We see this neutrality throughout the data, since the interviewee often uses a rather 

sterile tone. Even when he describes his tasks as a member of the Resistance, he usually 

refrains from using heroic, vivid descriptions. For example, when he is talking about 

picking up American and English pilots from planes that were hit by the Germans, he 

hardly elaborates on his factual statements. When the interviewer pursues the topic further, 

the interviewee gives a few more details, as we can see in the example below.  

4 

79 Iter En gij moest die dan opvangen, eigenlijk? As ge kon? 

80 Itee Ja, als ge kon en als het niet te ver van ons was, of zo, hè. 
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81  Als er hier just ene aan de grens gevallen was  

82  dan zat het vol Duitsers van de grenswacht hè,  

83  en die deden dan just hetzelfde, hè.  

84 Ne vlieger die da neerstortte, onmiddellijk waren ze met de moto of  

85  de sidecar weg, die sloegen ook alarm hè,  

86  om die manne gan te pakke, hè.  

87  Met die mannen heb ik ooit mijn handen vol gehad.  

88  Ge zei dan maar: “Ja, ik ben hier ook maar toevallig.”  

89  Omdat ik meestal ging smokkelen ‘s avonds, hè.  

90  Maar da was eigenlijk hoofdzakelijk ons ding hè.  

 

79 Iter And you had to look after them then, in fact? If you could? 

80 Itee Yes, if you could, and if it was not too far from us, or so, hey. 

81  If one had come down right near the border  

82  then it was full of Germans, border guards hey, 

83  and they did exactly the same then, hey. 

84  A plane that crashed there, they left immediately on   

85  motorbike or sidecar, they also raised the alarm hey, 

86  to go and catch those men hey. 

87 I was once in serious trouble with these guys
xi

  

88  You just said then: “Yes, I am also here by chance.” 

89  Because I usually went smuggling at night, hey. 

90  But that was actually our main thing hey. 
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After the question in which the interviewer explicitly shifts to a personal footing, 

the interviewee immediately plays down his role by using a hedge (of zo, ‘or so’) and two 

conditional clauses (line 80), the first of which mirrors the interviewer’s words. Then the 

interviewee introduces a complicating factor, namely the presence of German border 

guards, the number of which he stresses by using an Extreme Case Formulation 

(Pomerantz 1986) (zat het vol, ‘it was full’). The interviewee’s description of their actions 

is quite detailed (lines 81-86). Then the story seems to move into the complicating action 

of the moment in which these guards and the Resistance members met, which is also 

announced by the interviewee in line 87. This could be a typical point at which the 

interviewee constructs himself as the ‘soldier hero’, as someone who shows no fear while 

carrying out dangerous tasks. However, contrary to this, the interviewee omits most of the 

complicating action from his story by immediately jumping to the final part in which the 

interviewee reformulates his answer to the implied questions by the guards. This 

formulation is played down again, both in the introductory words (dan maar, ‘just’), and in 

the simple way of formulating the direct quote. Then, the interviewee adds a reason why 

this relatively simple solution had a certain amount of credibility (line 89) and then moves 

into the coda of his story, marked by the contrastive conjunction maar (‘but’). The hedge 

eigenlijk (‘actually’) further downgrades this statement. This fragment contains a relatively 

lively story, as is also indicated by the multiple repetitions of the involvement token hè 

(‘hey’ (which could also be translated as ‘right’), lines 80, 82, 83, 85, 86, 89 and 90). This 

is often used by the interviewee and its frequency gives us an indication of his tone when 

relating. But even in spite of this, the interviewee still plays down his role and retains his 

neutral tone. 
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Concerning the Wartime period, we can conclude that the interviewee positions 

himself as belonging to the group of Resistance members, but that he presents his tasks as 

being low profile. Not much personal information is given, even though the interviewer 

repeatedly asked for it. Quite emblematic for this positioning is the simple and short way the 

interviewee describes how he became a member of the Resistance and what his main task 

was: 

5   

63   Iter En wat was jouw taak eigenlijk voor de Weerstand?  

64  Itee Wij hebben ons toen laten inlijven 

65    En je moest vooral kunnen zwijgen 

 

 63 Iter And what was your task actually for the Resistance? 

 64 Itee Then we let ourselves be enlisted 

 65  And you mainly had to be able to keep quiet 

 

 In this fragment, the interviewer questions the interviewee on what he did for the 

Resistance. Before actually answering the question, the interviewee inserts a brief sentence 

about how he became a member of the group. In line 64 we can clearly see the different levels 

of the interviewee’s positioning in this section of the interview coming together: at the first 

level of positioning, the interviewee clearly positions himself within the group of Resistance 

members and different groups of antagonists are distinguished, the Germans
xii

 and the 

collaborators being the clearest groups. At the second level of positioning, he stresses his 

passive role, as is shown by the use of the verb laten (‘to let’) in the sentence above thus 

underlining his own lack of initiative. Also his description of tasks is played down in his 
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formulation (line 65). Finally, at the third level, the muted style of narrating which can also be 

sensed in the fragment above demonstrates the interviewee’s lack of moral affiliation with 

any group and also that he clearly refrains from constructing himself as a hero. Instead, he 

presents himself as a person who just seemed to go with the flow and whose main task 

consisted of being quiet. 

 

2. The First Wave of Reprisals  

When the interviewer introduces the early post-War period, the interviewee immediately 

shifts his positioning from in-group to a much vaguer type of positioning, as we can see in his 

impersonal description of what happened: 

6 

 346 Iter Na de oorlog, euh (.), moesten die incivieken natuurlijk allemaal  

 347  opgepakt worden. Was dat dan het werk, euh, van de Weerstand? 

 348 Itee Ja ja, ze belastten daar de Weerstand mee, hè.  

 349  Want ja, luistert, die gendarmkes, in X waren er  

 350  misschien hoop en al nog vijf, hè, hè.  

 351  En euh ja, die konden dat alleen niet bolwerken, hè.  

 352  Awel, dan zeiden ze tegen die mannen, die mannen van de Witte Brigade:  

 353  “Die en die moeten allemaal opgezocht worden,  

 354  moeten allemaal aangehouden worden.”  

 355  En dan gingen ze die ophalen. 

 

 346 Iter After the war, erm (.), the collaborators
xiii

 of course all had  

 347  to be arrested. Was that the job, erm, of the Resistance then? 
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 348 Itee Yes, yes, they charged the Resistance with that, hey. 

 349  Because yes, listen, those little gendarmes, in X there were 

 350  maybe at most only five left, hey, hey. 

 351  And erm yes, they could not manage that alone, hey. 

 352  Well, then they said to those men, those men from the White Brigade: 

 353  “Those and those all have to be found, 

 354  all have to be arrested.” 

 355  And then they went off to pick those up. 

 

The interviewer hesitantly introduces the topic of the arrests, as we can see in the two 

hesitations (lines 346-347), the pause and the fact that he rephrases his original passively 

formulated question into a subject-oriented question. In his answer, the interviewee remains at 

a distance, as is shown by the consistent use of the third person plural form, both to refer to 

the policemen (in lines 348, 351 and 352) and to the Resistance members (in line 355). 

Furthermore, the interviewee states that the initiative to arrest collaborators did not come from 

the Resistance itself, but from the police, as we can see in the use of the formal verb belasten 

(‘to charge’) on line 348, which refers to a heavy burden that is put on someone’s shoulders, 

thus implying the reluctance with which anybody would perform that task. As such, he 

partially and implicitly defends the Resistance members, since he does not describe them as 

the instigators. After this initial statement, the interviewee explains why the police could not 

carry out this task themselves, which improves the credibility of his statement in line 348. 

This explanation focuses on the limited number of policemen, which is both stated factually 

(hoop en al nog vijf, ‘at most only five left’, line 350) and implicitly illustrated by means of 

the diminutive form gendarmkes (‘little gendarmes’, line 349). In line 352, the interviewee 
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picks up the thread again, marked by the particle awel (‘well’), and he continues his 

description by means of a constructed dialogue (Tannen 1989), which enhances the factual 

character of his statement. Interestingly, the interviewee strongly distances himself from the 

Resistance, both by using the demonstrative pronoun die (‘those’) expressing distance, and by 

reformulating the general term (die mannen, ‘those men’) to a specified reference to the 

Resistance by means of the umbrella term ‘White Brigade’, from which the interviewee 

already distanced himself in the beginning of the interview (cf. example 1). The interviewee 

continues to use the third person plural form ze (‘they’) when referring to the Resistance 

members in the rest of his answer, which is omitted here, but which describes what actually 

happened (e.g. ‘And they took him to the police station then, they wrote out a small charge 

and they put him in the cell’). 

 

After the interviewee’s description (lines 356-366), the interviewer picks up the topic 

of who had given the order to arrest the collaborators.  

7 

 367 Iter En het gebeurde dus dikwijls dat het eigenlijk de Weerstand is  

 368  die daar die mannen moesten gaan halen.  

 369  Op bevel dan van? (.)  

 370  Wie, wie zei dan dat die mannen moesten worden aangehouden? 

 371 Itee Dat waren allemaal lijsten hè, euh (.),  

 372  van mannen van de Weerstand hè,  

 373  lijsten met mannen die bij de incivieken geweest waren,  

 374  zo van, die heeft dat adres, en zo. 
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 367 Iter And so it happened often that it was actually the Resistance 

 368  who had to go pick up those men there. 

 369  At the command then of? (.) 

 370  Who, who said then that those men had to be arrested? 

 371 Itee That were all lists, hey, erm (.), 

 372  [drawn up]
xiv

 by Resistance men hey, 

 373  lists with men that had been with the collaborators
xv

, 

 374  and like, that one lives at that address, and so on. 

 

The interviewer initiates the topic of who was responsible for deciding who was to be 

arrested for having collaborated with the Germans. He starts with a factual statement which 

summarizes what has been said by the interviewee in the previous turns (for example in 

fragment 6). Then he formulates his question in a partial sentence with a rising intonation. 

The interviewee does not answer this question, however (pause in line 369) and so the 

interviewer self-selects and reformulates his question in a more direct and emphatic way, 

which clearly focuses on a person, instead of an object as the topic of his question (e.g. 

repetition of wie, ‘who’ on line 370). Still, the interviewee answers by generally referring to 

the lists, after which there is another hesitation and a pause (line 371). Finally, the interviewee 

answers the question in line 372 by saying that the lists were made by the Resistance, thus not 

mentioning the police anymore, even though he stated that the order came from them in the 

previous fragment. As we can see in lines 371-374, the interviewee shifts the interviewer’s 

emphasized perspective away from the agents of the action (wie, wie, ‘who, who’ on line 370), 

to the object, namely the lists. As such, he impersonalizes the answer and the agent is only 

mentioned in passing as an adjunct to ‘list’ in line 372. The interviewee then closes the topic 
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by very vaguely referring to the people who provided the information. Since almost half of 

the sentence consists of hedges (zo van, ‘and like’; en zo, ‘and so on’) and the referent of the 

agent is unclear (die, ‘that one’), the responsibility is abdicated further. 

 

As we saw in the two examples above, the interviewee does not refer to himself in any 

way. The interviewer then explicitly asks about his role: 

8  

 387 Iter  Gij waart ook bij het Verzet eigenlijk,  

 388  zedde gij dan ook mensen mee gaan opladen eigenlijk?  

 389  Hedde da zelf meegemaakt eigenlijk? 

 390  Itee Ja. (.) In het begin was da zo nogal een wilde bende hè,  

 391  die die mannen ging opladen, hé. Hè 

 392  Daarom waren er veel die, zo gauw als ge daar kwam,  

 393  die buiten kwamen en zeiden:  

 394  “Allez ja, ik geef me over, pak me maar mee.”  

 395  Gelijk da ze daar alles gauw kapot gingen slagen hè.  

 396  Dat is op die moment niet gebeurd.  

 397  Bij de bevrijding is da nie gebeurd,  

 398  da als ze die mannen moesten gaan opladen,  

 399  da ze daar baldadigheden begaan hebben, bij die mensen thuis. 

 

 387 Iter You were also in the Resistance in fact, 

 388  did you also go around with the others loading up collaborators in fact? 
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 389  Did you experience that yourself actually? 

 390 Itee Yes. (.) In the beginning they were quite a wild bunch hey, 

 391  the ones that went around loading up those men hey. Hèy.  

 392  That is why there were many who, as soon as you arrived there, 

 393  who came outside and said: 

 394  “Allez yes, I surrender, just take me along.” 

 395  As if they were going to smash everything there on the spot, hey. 

 396  That did not happen at that moment. 

 397  just after the liberation, that did not happen,  

 398  that when they had to load up those men, 

 399  that they committed malice deeds there, in those people’s homes. 

 

After a brief introduction (line 387), the interviewer asks his question twice (lines 388 

and 389) and he explicitly directs his question at the interviewee individually, as is shown 

through his repeated use of direct address, stressed by the addition of the word zelf (‘yourself’, 

line 389). He stresses his questions further by means of the threefold repetition of eigenlijk 

(‘in fact’, lines 387-389). In his answer, we can see the interviewee positioning himself in a 

contradicting manner: on the one hand, it becomes clear from his affirmative answer in line 

390 (ja, ‘yes’) that he still belonged to the group of Resistance members who arrested the 

collaborators. On the other hand, we can see how the interviewee refrains from using the 

exclusive we-form, but rather distances himself from the group by referring to them by means 

of the third person plural pronoun ze (‘they’) in lines 395, 398 and 399; or the impersonal ge 
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(‘you’, line 392). Also his initial negative description of this group as a ‘wild bunch’ (wilde 

bende, line 390) creates a distance between himself and the others.  

When we look at the question which is strongly oriented to a personal alignment or 

footing (Goffman 1979) of the interviewee, we can see that the answer does not mirror this 

footing, but instead remains on the same impersonal footing of the previous examples. The 

answer is not directed at the question at all, except for the affirmative response ja (‘yes’, line 

390). After a short pause, it moves immediately to a factual-sounding description of what 

happened. The interviewee then concludes this subject by a general positive evaluation of this 

Wave of Reprisals, explicitly negating that anything bad happened then (lines 397-399). 

 

In conclusion, the interviewee’s positioning shifted in this early post-War period: he 

mostly distances himself from the group of Resistance members. Interestingly, when looking 

at the factual content of his answer in example 8, it is quite clear that this positioning does not 

entirely reflect his actions, which are still similar to those of the Resistance members. In the 

concluding example (e.g. 9) of this period, we see that the three levels of positioning conflate 

again. In this example, the interviewer actually asked about the particular case of a 

collaborator who was a member of the VNV (line 414), but the interviewee does not really 

answer this question and just continues in line with his previous turn with his more general 

story of picking up collaborators.  

9  

 414 Iter Dat was ook iemand van het VNV? 

 415 Itee En euh ja, zo’n mannen, als ze die dan gingen halen hè,  

 416  die kregen wel eens een stamp, of een euh, of een mot  

 417  van den één of den andere, jajajaja.  
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 418  En soms dan waren ze daar een beetje euh, nogal rap mee hè,  

 419  met die mannen een mot of een stamp te geven hè, ja. (.) 

 420  Want eigenlijk, ik zen veel meegeweest, ik zeg het eu:h, met de Weerstand,  

 421  bij de eersten, bij de eersten zowat. 

 

 414 Iter That was also someone from the VNV? 

 415 Itee And erm yes, such men, when they went to get them then hey, 

 416  they sometimes got a kick, or a erm, or a punch 

 417  from one or another, yes yes yes yes. 

 418  And sometimes they were a little bit erm, rather quick with that hey, 

 419  to give those men a kick or a punch hey, yes. (.) 

 420  Because actually, I went along a lot, I say it er:m, with the Resistance,  

 421  with the first, with the first sort of. 

 

At the first level of positioning, the interviewee does not deny his presence in the First 

Wave of Reprisals (lines 420-421), but he clearly distinguishes himself (cf Ik, ‘I’ in line 420) 

– and thus, as is implied: his actions – from the other Resistance members (ze, ‘they’, in lines 

415 and 418) and their sometimes violent actions. He does not align with this group of 

Resistance members anymore, but the group which he discerns as antagonists, in this case the 

collaborators, is still similar to the group which could be described as the antagonists of the 

Resistance. At the second level of positioning, the interviewee expresses his disapproval of 

the brutality of these Reprisals. This is repeatedly described (lines 416 and 419), confirmed 

(the four time repetition of the affirmative particle ja, ‘yes’, line 417) and evaluated 

negatively (nogal rap ‘rather quick’, line 418), but this description is also hedged and hesitant 
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(soms, ‘sometimes’; een beetje erm, rather, ‘a little bit erm, rather’, line 418), as such slightly 

softening his evaluation of these actions. He thus refrains from attributing explicit blame to 

the group of Resistance members. And then, at the third level, we can conclude that the 

interviewee avoids taking a stance, thus not revealing very much of ‘who he is’ – as in 

Bamberg’s ‘Who am I’ (1997: 337) – in this story. 

 

3. The Second Wave of Reprisals 

When the interview moves into the discussion of the Second Wave of Reprisals, the 

interviewee’s position is again different from the previous period. When discussing the First 

Wave of Reprisals, the interviewee does not deny his presence and a certain degree of 

involvement, which is described rather vaguely. We see that this vagueness is replaced by 

clarity in the discussion of the Second Wave: the interviewee positions himself here as a 

witness who did not undertake any action. He consistently speaks in the first person singular, 

thus marking an absence of any group identity. To increase the credibility of his words and 

his positioning, he immediately self-initiates the reason for this lack of involvement, as we 

can see in the example below. 

10  

643   Iter Maar na L, zijn ze dan naar Hotel Y getrokken 

644   en naar sigarenhandelaar V,  

645    naast Y? 

646   IteeIk heb da met mijn eigen ogen gezien.  

647   Ik zen daar een paar mensen tegengekome  

648   en die zeiden: “ Hey X [= Itee], kom we gan kijken hè,  

649   we gaan naar de markt, want daar is het te doen hè.”  
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650   Ja, ik ben dan gaan kijken, maar ik zeg:  

651    “Ho, daar gan ik meneigen absoluut nie mee moeien.”  

652     Want ik zal daar direct bij zeggen:  

653   ok hè, ik had al een aanvraag gedaan  

654   om bij de gendarmerie te gaan.  

 

643 Iter But after L, did they go to Hotel Y 

644 and to cigar merchant V, 

645 next to Y? 

646 Itee I saw that with my own eyes. 

647 I met a couple of people there 

648 and they said: “Hey, X [=Itee], come, let’s go have a look hey, 

649 we’re going to the market, because that is where it is happening, hey.” 

650 Yes, I went to have a look, but I say: 

651 “Ho, I am absolutely not going to get myself involved in any of that.” 

652 Because I’ll tell you straight away here: 

653 okay hey, I had already made an application 

654 to join the gendarmerie
xvi

.  

 

The interviewer asks a factual question about the chronology of the events that took 

place during the Second Wave of Reprisals. His question is quite detailed, both at a 

geographical level (line 645) and a socio-historical level (he refers to V by his profession of 

cigar merchant in line 644), thus demonstrating his knowledge and presenting himself as an 

expert. The interviewee does not explicitly confirm the series of events as proposed by the 
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interviewer, but he does so implicitly by means of the geographical indication (de markt, ‘the 

market’, line 649), which is where the geographical references of the interviewer are situated. 

The focus of the interviewee’s answer, however, is not on the factuality of the interviewer’s 

statement or on the chronology of the events, but rather on his own role as a witness. He 

stresses this role by underlining his visual perception of the action (met mijn eigen ogen, ‘with 

my own eyes’), which is already implied in the verb zien (‘to see’) in line 646. Furthermore, 

he emphasizes his passiveness by explaining the coincidental nature of how he happened to be 

there. Again, the interviewee inserts a constructed dialogue which supports the factuality of 

his words and in this case stresses that the initiative did not come from himself. In line 650, 

the interviewee then confirms his presence by the affirmative particle ja (‘yes’) and 

immediately repeats his goal as a witness, as such mirroring what he already voiced in the 

constructed dialogue in line 648. Then the interviewee shifts to the present time (ik zeg, ‘I 

say’) to introduce a literal-sounding voicing of what he thought at the time. This voicing of 

his own thoughts stresses that he did not have an active role in this Wave of Reprisals, a 

negation which is boosted by absoluut (‘absolutely’). Furthermore, the introductory particle 

ho (‘ho’), which is typically used when trying to bring horses to a halt, almost mimics how he 

put a stop to himself. In lines 652-654, the interviewee then self-initiates the external reason 

for refraining from action, namely that he wanted to become a policeman. He explicitly 

expresses the direct causal link between this sentence and the previous in a threefold way: 

want (‘because’), daar… bij (‘here’) and direct (‘straight away’). In lines 653 and 654, he 

then voices his reason, which is introduced by ok (‘okay’), signalling that he came to a 

definite conclusion concerning his involvement. 
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As stated in the previous example, the interviewee applied for a job as a policeman, 

which he got 2 years after the War. At the time of the Second Reprisals, he was not yet old 

enough to start working as a policeman (for which the minimal age was 21). But even though 

he was not a policeman at the time, the interviewee quite often aligns himself with the group 

of policemen, both explicitly and implicitly. Furthermore, the interviewee also demonstrates 

his membership of the group of policemen through his use of legal jargon. For example, when 

asked whether the victims of the Second Wave of Reprisals were beaten up, the interviewee 

replies as follows: 

11  

 1072 Iter Maar ze hebben de mensen op dat moment 

1073  niet geslagen of zo. 

 1074  Het was meer gericht tegen hun huizen. 

1075 Itee Nee nee, da geloof ik nie,  

1076 nee nee da geloof ik nie,  

1077 ik geloof nie, nee ik geloof nie da ze, euh (.),  

 1078 de mensen toen slagen en verwondingen gedaan hebbe,  

1079  nee da geloof ik nie, nee.  

 

1072 Iter But they did not hit the people 

1073  at that moment or anything. 

1074  It was directed more against their houses. 

1075 Itee No no, I don’t believe that, 

1076 no no, I don’t believe that, 

1077 I don’t believe, no, I don’t believe that they, erm (.), 
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 1078 inflicted blows and injuries on the people then, 

1079 no I don’t believe that, no. 

 

The interviewer’s turn consists of a factual statement that indicates that the violence 

was not directed at the people, but at their properties. The interviewee’s reaction to this 

consists of a denial repeated five times, which is emphasized by the use the many negative 

particles nee (‘no’). This denial is quite ambiguous, since it seems to contradict the 

interviewer’s statement, while it is actually intended to confirm it. This is shown by the 

reformulation in line 1078, in which the denial is voiced by means of the official terms, 

namely slagen en verwondingen (‘blows and injuries’, line 1078), as such implicitly taking 

the position of a professional instead of that of a witness. The interviewee’s initial ambiguous 

reaction is quite telling: his tendency towards a denial of violence is so strong, that he even 

inserts it when the opposite is interactionally required.  

 

In this section we saw that at the first level of positioning, the interviewee presents 

himself as a passive witness who does not belong to any group anymore. The interviewee also 

self-initiates the topic of his later job as a policeman and already aligns himself implicitly 

with this group, by using legal jargon for instance. As such, he creates a clear distance 

between himself and the people who actively took part in the Second Wave of Reprisals. 

These people can now be regarded as the group of antagonists. This first level of positioning 

outside of any groups and as a witness also becomes clear in this final fragment, which is the 

interviewee’s one-sentence answer to the question whether he himself (as stressed by the 

interviewer in line 1025: zelf, ‘yourself’) ever attended the trial of a particular collaborator.  

12  
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 1025  Iter Maar je bent zelf niet gaan zien naar dat proces? 

 1026 Itee Ik ben daar, ik ben daar wel eens ne keer gaan kijken zo, 

 1027  van achter zo, in de zaal of zo. 

   

 1025 Iter But you did not go and watch that trial yourself? 

1026 Itee I’ve been there, I did go to have a look once, kind of, 

1027   in the back kind of, of the hall or so. 

 

The repetition of the hedging particle zo (‘kind of’ or ‘or so’), the reformulations and 

the playing down of his role, both in frequency (wel eens ne keer, ‘did … once’) and in 

localization (van achter zo, ‘in the back kind of’), is quite emblematic for the interviewee’s 

positioning at the second level in this section of the interview. His stance towards the listener 

concerning these events is constructed as irrelevant, since he talks himself into being an 

uninvolved witness with no particular opinion. This results in a third level positioning which 

is again very similar to the previous one, namely quite unrevealing and muted regarding the 

‘self’ that is being presented here. 

 

DISCUSSION  

The fragments presented here show a very ‘neat’ picture of the shifts in the first and 

second level positioning which nicely follow the changes in the historical periods under 

discussion. (1) When discussing the Wartime period, the interviewee positions himself as 

belonging to the in-group of Resistance members and constrasts it with various out-groups. 

(2) When dealing with the First Wave of Reprisals, the interviewee does not deny his 

presence, but he consistently refrains from using the exclusive we-form. Instead, he 
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distinguishes himself from the others by using the first person pronoun to refer to himself and 

third person plural form to refer to the others. (3) When discussing the Second Wave of 

Reprisals, the interviewee does not mention the Resistance anymore, which mirrors the 

historical context since the Resistance groups had been officially disbanded by that time. 

Instead, he associates himself with a new group, namely the police force. Even though he was 

not yet a policeman at that time, he already projects his positioning within that group, both 

explicitly and implicitly, as such by clearly contrasting his own position with that of the 

agitators in this Wave of Reprisals. So the interviewee’s alignment with the different groups 

nicely shifts along with the temporal progression of the narrated events. This neatness is 

striking, especially since not a single counter-example could be found in the interview. We 

argue that this is due to two main factors, namely (1) the way the active interview is talked 

into being and (2) the reflexivity of a big story.  

(1a) We consider the fact that the interviewer showed his expertise concerning the 

historical facts and that he took on an active role in the interview of great importance 

regarding the way the interviewee positioned himself. Through his highly specific questions, 

the interviewer explicitly introduced and specified many ‘characters’ from the story himself 

and thus had an important influence on the characters that define the first level of positioning, 

as described above. This influence at the first level then further affects what happens at the 

second level, since as Bamberg (1997b) notes, these two levels are interrelated. (1b) 

Furthermore, this second level of positioning (which concerns the interviewee’s positioning 

towards the interviewer), is likely to be affected by his knowledge of the interviewer’s interest 

in the Reprisals and the fact that he is the grandson of a former collaborator (see Data 

description above), even though the latter and the interviewee did not know each other 
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personally. The combination of these two factors probably made the interviewee keep his 

guard up and be very much aware of the implications of his words.  

(2) In addition to this, we think that the potential reflexivity of a big story (see 

Introduction), which in this case the interviewee had related numerous times before (as the 

interviewer was told by relatives of the interviewee), results in a rehearsed – and in this case 

very ‘neat’ – version of a story that had had many occasions for editing beforehand. The 

rehearsed nature of this story also becomes clear through the fact that in spite of the 

interviewer’s efforts to really start a discussion with the interviewee – as is shown by his 

many specific questions that probe for anecdotes or other views on the matter – the interactive 

nature of the interview remains fairly limited. As we saw in many examples above, the 

interviewee quite often seems to neglect the particular – mostly personal – focus of the 

interviewer’s questions. As such, no real negotiation of the interviewee’s identity can be 

discerned in these data and this identity is thus indeed much more consistent than what would 

be expected in truly interactive data (cf. Georgakopoulou 2006). 

 

CONCLUSION 

The interviewee’s shifts in first and second level positioning clearly reflect the general 

historical image of the Resistance, which also shifted from the Wartime to the Reprisals 

period. These alignment shifts thus support the construction of the interviewee’s general 

morally acceptable identity at the third level of positioning. However, next to the need for a 

‘good’ identity, there is also the need for the construction of a coherent self. We argue that the 

interviewee’s lack of personal stories, even though their level of reportability would have 

been high and would also have gone unquestioned in the context of this interview, facilitates 

the creation of coherence in these data. It is quite clear that stories of violence during the 
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Waves of Reprisals would not have supported the construction of a good identity. Lively 

stories about rescuing British pilots would not have harmed this identity construction either 

since they would have contributed to the construction of the heroic identity of the soldier. 

However, they would have made the coherence in the entire story more doubtful since then 

they would have revealed a difference between the interviewee’s action during the War as 

opposed to his relative inaction during the Reprisals. As such, the fact that the interviewee 

refrains from constructing himself as a ‘heroic soldier’ and his ‘muted’ style of narrating can 

be explained thanks to the notion of the double arrow of time (Mishler 2006). So taking into 

account both the aspect of moral acceptability and that of coherence, we can see that the 

interviewee’s identity construction is governed by its way of ending (Mishler 2006: 36) and 

that this had a strong influence on the interviewee’s way of aligning with the different groups.  

As we argued in the discussion, there is a clear link between the specific method of 

data elicitation on the one hand and the way the interviewee’s three level positioning is 

interactionally managed on the other hand. What is to be considered a ‘morally acceptable’ 

identity is related to the explicit insertion of the historical context into the interview by means 

of the highly specific questions asked by the interviewer, who also presents himself as an 

expert in the field. Any inconsistencies would not have gone unquestioned by the interviewer, 

which probably also contributed to the high level of coherence in the narratives. However, 

matters are more complex than this, since when looking at the specific historical facts of the 

First Wave of Reprisals in the interviewee’s village for example, we can conclude that the 

interviewee’s alignment with the Resistance group would not have jeopardized the 

construction of a ‘good’ identity. As Van Gorp (1991) pointed out, this Wave of Reprisals 

was not specifically violent in the interviewee’s village, which is also corroborated by the 

third interview with an eyewitness (see data description above). However, through the 
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interviewer’s dominance in topic selection and his specialized questions that deal with both 

the local and the regional Flemish context, the implications of a term such as First Wave of 

Reprisals are more complex than the interviewee’s own specific actions. We can thus 

understand the interviewee’s non-alignment with the Resistance group in the First Wave of 

Reprisals because of the complicated image of what happened in the whole of Flanders.  

Furthermore, not only the events of this historical period, but also what happened 

between the Wartime period and the time of narrating can be relevant for this narrative 

(Schiffrin 2002)
xvii

. For example, from 1960 onwards the public debate on the rehabilitation 

of the collaborators started and the rights of many were restored, especially since research 

showed that many mistakes had been made during the official reprisals (Huyse and Dhondt 

1991: 92-121). The interviewee also refers to these errors and such events may influence the 

general image of what happened in the early post-War period. Of course, we then quickly 

enter the discussion of the ‘potential infinity of contexts’ (Schegloff 1992: 197), which we 

tried to avoid by making this context as explicit as possible through the interview style.  

In conclusion, we can observe that probably partially because of (1) the interviewer’s 

active role in topic selection and his hedged critical questions and (2) the relationship between 

interviewer and interviewee, since the latter knew that the former’s grandfather was a 

collaborator, we can clearly see the threefold change in the interviewee’s positioning at the 

first and second level, which results in the general construction of a muted, but also good and 

consistent identity at the third level. The interviewee’s changing positionings and his 

alignments with groups run parallel with the general images of these groups, which are 

strongly linked to the historical facts which explicitly enter the interview through the 

interview style, on the one hand, but still remain partially implicit and, to a large extent, are 

also based on the interviewee’s personal experiences and his individual perception of these 
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events, on the other hand. Thus realistically speaking, we still have to conclude that where 

context is concerned, covering the whole ground remains an illusion, but we have observed 

that inserting some aspects of it into the interview had an important influence on the 

interactional construction of the interviewee’s three level positioning. We thus conclude that 

through this case study, we have demonstated that the interview style adds another, very 

important dimension to the construction of identities in life stories, which, in themselves, 

have already been characterized as multi-dimensional and ‘touch on the widest of social 

constructions’ (Linde 1993: 3). 
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NOTES 

                                                 
i
  These examples are literal translations of the original questions as they were asked by the 

interviewer. 

 
ii
 We are aware of the fact that there are different (and perhaps competing) discourses on the same 

historical period (if we can speak of ‘periods’ at all, since the course of time is much more permeable 

and thus distinguishing between ‘periods’ in linear, clear-cut terms is a difficult undertaking). We 

decided to base this general discussion of the historical background on well-known historical analyses 

of the general Flemish Wartime and post-War period, which implies running the risk of only 

presenting the dominant discourse. We made this decision for two reasons: (1) we think it is important 

to present this discourse here because it is also the type of information the interviewee knows most 

people, including the interviewer, are familiar with and it has thus potentially influenced the 

interviewee’s way of answering the questions; and (2) although we investigated this so that we could 

do such an active interview, we could not present the specific historical facts of the interviewee’s 

village in the article, since this would jeopardize his anonymity. 

 
iii

 We decided to use the term ‘collaborators’ instead of ‘collaborationists’, since the former is less 

marked regarding the reasons for collaborating with the Nazis. The latter, on the other hand, implies a 

belief in fascist ideology. 
 
iv
 As opposed to the third interview, in which the interviewee had only a limited recollection of the 

past events.  

 
v
 The transcription generally follows standard punctuation, but some transcription symbols are inserted 

when these are relevant for the analysis. These symbols are based on Antaki (2002). 

 
vi
 The Vlaamse Wacht (‘Flemish Guards’) was a military formation that was founded in 1941 on the 

initiative of the Germans with the intention to form a sort of Flemish police force. They also did 

guarding assignments for the German Wehrmacht (Huyse and Dhondt 1991: 297). 

 
vii

 A literal translation of the Dutch propagandamanne is ‘propaganda men’. 
 
viii

 A literal translation of the Dutch original would use the words ‘the things’ here to refer to the 

Germans (as is clear from the preceding and following context, which is not discussed in this article). 

 
ix
 This is the name of a small hamlet of the village in the North of Flanders, which is of course also 

changed for the purpose of anonymity. 

 
x
 All the original names have been changed in order to guarantee full anonymity. 

 
xi
 The literal translation of the Dutch original is: ‘With those men I once had my hands full.’ 

 
xii

 Since this group of antagonists is not the primary focus of this article, no fragments about the 

Germans were inserted for reasons of length. 
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xiii

 A literal translation of the Dutch incivieken is ‘incivics’. 
 
xiv

 The words between square brackets are our own additions to make the translation easier to 

understand. 
 
xv

 A literal translation of the Dutch incivieken is ‘incivics’. 
 
xvi

 ‘The gendarmerie’ is a synonym for ‘the police’. 
 
xvii

 Both elements from the global context and from the interviewee’s personal life can have an 

influence. We will only go into the former, since the latter were not explicitly probed for in the 

interview, of which the scope would then have been significantly larger. 


