
 

1 

THIS IS THE FINAL VERSION OF THIS ARTICLE 

 

A good story or a good identity? 

The reportability of stories interfering with the construction of a morally 

acceptable identityi 

 

Dorien Van De Mieroop 

 Lessius/K.U.Leuven 

 

Abstract 

Big stories are typically characterized by a high degree of reflexivity, which 

results in the construction of a fairly coherent – or even “rehearsed” – identity 

that is acceptable from a contemporary viewpoint. This article focuses on the life 

story of a former SS Leibstandarte soldier elicited by means of an interview.  Most 

of the analysis confirms this idea of the construction of a “rehearsed” self, since 

the narrator consistently presents himself as a peaceful man who did not agree 

with Hitler’s regime. However, although rarely, the interviewee self-initiates 

stories that do not perfectly match this identity construction. These stories all 



 

2 

contain highly reportable events, in which most attention is paid to enhancing 

credibility instead of making them conform to the prevalent identity construction. 

This demonstrates that also in big stories, the activity of narrating takes place in 

the here and now, thus making an audience-oriented criterion such as 

reportability so important that contradictions of this “rehearsed” identity may 

occur. 

 

Keywords:  big story, reflexivity, identity construction, Second World War, reportability 

 

Introduction 

Life stories are an important means by which individuals make sense of their 

lives and perceive and construct identities. “The purpose of narrating is precisely 

the creation of an autonomous, unique self in discourse” (Johnstone, 1996, p.56). 

On the basis of social constructivist insights, this self is now regarded not as 

“single, unified and fixed” (Burr, 1995, p.29), but rather as being “continually 

shaped and reshaped through interactions with others and involvement in social 

and cultural activities” (Wetherell & Maybin, 1996, p.220).  
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Furthermore, not only is this self diverse and ever-changing, narratives in which 

these selves occur are also “versions of reality” (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p.21). The 

relation between narratives and their contexts is not only close (De Fina, 2000, 

p.133), but it is also extremely intricate, since although the time of the story that 

is narrated is clearly situated in the past, the time of narrating is obviously in the 

present and therefore also strongly linked to that specific contemporary context.  

And thus “Knowledge accrued from numerous ‘pasts’ and continuing ‘presents’ 

creates complex, nonlinear relationships between what we think of as ‘past’ and 

what we view as ‘present’” (Schiffrin, 2002, p.315). Typical elements that can 

strongly influence life stories are social and political changes that have taken 

place between the time of the narrated and the present. Therefore, a narrative 

identity can be viewed as “part person, part situation, and part culture” (Schiff & 

Noy, 2006, p.401). 

 

I aim to provide a case study of the life story of a man who voluntarily joined the 

SS Leibstandarteii in the Second World War. These data have been the focus of a 

previous publication (Van De Mieroop, Bruyninckx, Leysen & Vanwesenbeeck, 

2007), in which two specific identity constructions and the way their degree of 

explicitness was related to the context, were discussed. In this article however, I 

will go into the matter of reflexivity and apply it to another identity that is being 
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constructed in these data. As Mishler stated: “The past is not set in stone, but the 

meaning of events and experiences is constantly being reframed within the 

contexts of our current and ongoing lives” (Mishler, 2006, p.36). Since there is a 

time span of approximately sixty years between the time of the narrated and the 

present, it is fairly logical that the narrator has reflected on his past and that this 

mental process influences the way he constructs his identity in his story. As 

Linde observes, such a time lapse “necessarily creates a distinction between the 

narrator and the protagonist of the narrative” (Linde, 1993, p. 105) and this 

“creates the occasion for self regard and editing” (Linde, 1993, p. 105). As one of 

the most important functions of reflexivity, she discerns the establishment of “the 

moral value of the self. People do not want just any objectifiable self; they want a 

good self, and a self that is perceived as good by others.” (Linde, 1993, p. 122). 

Therefore, a version of the self is being constructed that “both speaker and hearer 

demonstrably recognize as ‘appropriate’ or ‘acceptable’” (McKinlay & Dunnett, 

1998, p. 37), also from a contemporary view.  

 

The reflexive property of these data, which can be defined as a “big story”, 

makes them a bit suspect from certain points of view, especially because of their 

“self-serving” nature and their distance from the events that are being related, 

and thus from Reality (Freeman, 2006, p.133). This distance may result in a 
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“unified, coherent, autonomous, reflected upon and rehearsed self” 

(Georgakopoulou, 2006, p.128) being constructed in these stories, thus presenting 

a more stable identity than identity constructions that appear in everyday 

interaction, and more specifically in small stories. Small stories are said to 

possibly “enable the shift from the precious lived and told to the messier 

business of living and telling” (Georgakopoulou, 2006, p.129), thus orienting 

towards “what is done in interaction, i.e., how identities are emerging and are 

managed by use of narratives-in-interaction” (Bamberg, 2006, p.146). Of course, 

the possibility of reflection that big stories entail, influences the way identities 

are being handled in these narratives and this generally results in much more 

coherent identity constructions, as Linde (1993) also observed. The way this is 

achieved is, in itself, interesting, at least certainly from a productivist research 

interest (cf. Bamberg, 2006, p.142). This is thus the first research question that I 

address in this article, namely: how does this speaker construct an identity that is 

coherent and acceptable from the point of view of contemporary morality. 

 

However, not all big stories are non-interactive, although of course some 

research methods encourage interviewers to remain as passive as possible after 

their initial question (see for example the BNIM, Wengraf, 2001, p. 113). This was 

not the case in this interview (see data description below), and thus I argue that it 
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is important to regard a big story as a form of interaction, which is also designed 

for its audience. As Bamberg notes about a small story: “the worst that can 

happen to [such] a narrative is that it remains ‘responseless’” (Bamberg, 2006, 

p.141), I argue that to a lesser extent, responselessness is also something that is 

being avoided in these data. The telling of big stories takes place in the here and 

now, these stories are also “inescapably social phenomena”, which are 

“produced and circulated in ‘social contexts’”(Atkinson & Delamont, 2006, p.169) 

and which are “performed” while dealing with certain resources, such as 

interpersonal conventions that imply certain expectations on the content and the 

performance, shared by the conversational participants (Peterson & Langellier, 

2006, p.177). It is exactly this “making and doing” (Peterson & Langellier, 2006) 

of narrative and its embeddedness, not only in the past, but also in the present, 

that can interfere with the “rehearsed” character of the identity construction. So 

as a second research focus, I look into fragments that do not explicitly support 

the creation of an “appropriate” identity. Finally, I discuss the reasons for these 

contradicting stories and their implications for the notion of a rehearsed identity 

in big stories.  

 

In order to get a holistic insight into the way these identities are constructed and 

negotiated, I propose to integrate different levels of analysis, namely lexical, 
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textual pragmatic and interactional (De Fina, 2003, p. 23). Before going into these 

analyses, I will start with a description of the data and how they were collected. 

 

The interview 

Eliciting the story of a former SS Leibstandarte soldier during the Second World 

War was something that could only be done through interviewing since the 

narrator was not prone to talk about this subject spontaneously (cf Linde, 1993, 

p.58). This was particularly the case because he had been on the ‘wrong side’, 

which made the interview especially interesting as life story data since it was 

quite a challenge for the narrator to make sense of and relate his previous 

experience during the War (see table 1 for a detailed chronological account of the 

interviewee’s life).  

 

*** INSERT TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE*** 

 

 

In order to elicit such a difficult story, it was important to ensure a maximal 

degree of relaxedness and therefore the interview was carried out by his 

granddaughter at the home of the interviewee and it took place in several 
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sessions in the course of 2005 and 2006, resulting in a corpus of approximately 

18,000 words. The interview was semi-structured: the interviewer had a list of 

topics she raised, but she was also very flexible and open towards the 

interviewee’s own additions and anecdotal side-steps, often asking subsequent 

questions about topics the interviewee introduced in his stories. It was 

communicated to the interviewee that the goal of the interview was socio-

historical and that it was primarily aimed at retrieving a first hand insight in the 

wartime period, as part of a school-related project.  

 

Analyses 

In this section, I discuss the way the interviewee constructs the identity of a 

peaceful man who did not agree with the Hitler regime, subsequently by his own 

explicit comments on his views, by the way he positions himself towards 

antagonists in the story and by the actions he recounts. By positioning I mean the 

way the interviewee locates himself and others in his story, also in relation with 

each other, thus following Harré and Van Langenhove’s spatial and relational 

interpretation of the concept (1999). These positionings are relatively consistent 

throughout the interview, and thus fragments that are spread over the data are 
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being discussed in this section. Finally, some fragments which contradict this 

prevalent identity construction are discussed. 

 

Claiming Moral Values 

The interview is interspersed with comments on the interviewee’s general moral 

values and beliefs. Given the context of the interview and its thematic link to the 

Second World War, it is quite remarkable that the interviewee positioned himself 

so explicitly as a pacifist, as can be seen in the following examples: 

 

(1) (see transcription conventions for details on the way of transcribing) 

356 You are not born to kill people. 

357 Those are the big men, who want 

358 to have the power and that exploit the little ones. 

359 I am not a friend of wars.iii 

 

In example 1 the interviewee starts by making two general statements in which 

he negatively asserts the goal-orientedness of a human life (not born to…, line 

356 ) and then contrasts the goals and lives of the “big men” (line 357) with those 

of the “little ones” (line 358). Interestingly, the interviewee places the little ones 

in the position of victims by using the verb “to exploit” (line 358). It is only after 
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this positioning that the interviewee speaks explicitly from his own perspective 

through the use of the first person pronoun (I, line 359). His pacifist views are 

emphatically voiced in this last concluding remark where he categorizes himself 

as “not a friend of wars” (line 359) and by means of this simplistic categorization, 

he adds more emphasis to his identity construction of a peace-loving man.  

 

However, when being asked whether they were not afraid to go to war, his 

response is quite different from the identity constructed in the previous example: 

 

(2)  

397 IR So you were not at all afraid to 

398  go to war? 

399 IE No, we were even irgenwie glücklichiv 

400  that we were also allowed to. Me personally not, yes. 

401  I was not in favor of killing people. 

402  Not to make  myself clean, no, not because of that. But I was   

403  Fahrlehrer, I was teaching. I had other things, 

404  also had other ideas, yes. 

The interviewer’s question is formulated in quite an extreme way because of the 

very strong negation (not at all, line 397). The interviewee immediately responds 
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negatively and even further adds to this denial of fear by stating that this made 

them ‘somewhat happy’ (line 399: irgenwie glücklich). In this claim, he uses the 

exclusive we-form twice (lines 399 and 400), thus stressing group solidarity with 

his fellow soldiers, much the same as the use Chilton (2004, p.56) identifies in 

political discourse. Furthermore, the interviewee adds to his statement by means 

of the lexical choice in the second part of the sentence: he claims that they “were 

allowed to”, which underlines his positive evaluation of the decision. 

Immediately afterwards, the speaker strongly denies ego-involvement in this we-

form, by contrasting the group feeling of happiness with his own perception of 

the situation and emphasizes that he did not agree with the group feeling. The 

interviewee’s mixed feelings are clearly shown in line 400 through his use of 

negation (not) together with a positive booster (yes). The interviewee then 

explicitly voices his negative opinion on the implication of his previous 

statement, namely the fact that going to war implies killing people. This denial of 

his previous statement is quickly followed by a disclaimer (Hewitt & Stokes, 

1975), which itself is negated repeatedly (three negations on line 402: not, no, not). 

Then the interviewee provides an explanation for his quick denial in categorizing 

himself as a teacher, and more specifically, as a driving instructor (line 403: 

Fahrlehrer).  
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Belonging to this category of teachers seems to not only imply that the 

interviewee had other things to do (line 403), but also that he had other ideas 

(line 404), a conclusion which is boosted again by means of the affirmative 

particle “yes”. So the category entitlement of the teacher in this context does not 

“obviate[s] the need to ask how the person knows” (Potter, 1996, p.133), but it 

seems to work in a similar way here as obviating the need to ask why the person 

had different tasks and different ideas. Simply being a member of the group of 

teachers entails the implication of non-violence, which then resulted in a 

different - and thus in this context pacifist - viewpoint. It is intriguing however, 

that in the course of a few sentences, totally different positionings are being 

taken, thus illustrating that “speakers’ identities […] change rapidly as a function 

of the ephemeral (but socially consequential) demands of the situation”(Antaki, 

Condor & Levine, 1996, p.473). And indeed, if the interviewee had not corrected 

his positioning in line 400, it would have had strong consequences for his 

identity construction as a peaceful man. 

 

Demonstrating Moral Values in Positionings in Relation with Others 

Of course, general claims of being a moral person with pacifist views can be 

considered relatively implausible considering the interviewee’s voluntary 
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recruitment as an SS Leibstandarte soldier. In the interview, these general claims 

are being supported by the interviewee’s positioning in his stories towards three 

different groups of antagonists, namely the Jews, prisoners of war and his fellow 

soldiers. These positionings are also very interesting from the point of view of 

identity construction, since this “is not only at stake when somebody is explicitly 

talking about him- or herself, but also when seemingly referring to other subjects, 

since even then positions have to be taken and stories be constructed” (Kraus, 

2006, p.109). 

 

The positionings in these data are taken during the narrating of specific stories 

that are recounted in great detail. As Edwards and Potter pointed out, such a 

“vivid description, rich in contextual detail and incident can be used to create the 

impression of perceptual re-experience” (1992, p.161) and therefore these stories 

can function as devices “that are used to make a specific version appear literal, 

solid and independent of the speaker” (1992, p.105). Edwards and Potter call this 

process “fact construction” and the creation of “out-there-ness” (1992, p.105), 

which supports the interviewee’s identity construction and makes it almost 

immune to criticism because of its factual nature. 
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A first example concerns the interviewee’s position and potential hatred towards 

the Jews, which is being probed for explicitly (lines 258-259). The interviewee 

answers negatively and supports his answer by means of two arguments: 

 

(3) 

258 IR And also not that your superiors erm urged you a little 

259  to to hate the Jews? 

260 IE No, no, erm, they never ever managed to do that with me. 

261  When I was a schoolboy, in my class, two Jewish boys sat in front 

262  of me. Erm, on two benches in front of me on the left hand side. 

263  And they were very decent playfellows. 

264.  We played like with the other boys too. 

265  My own brother-in-law was also Jewish. 

 

The interviewee’s initial answer to the question shows his strong involvement in 

this issue, because it is so crucial to his identity construction as a pacifist and 

tolerant man. This is demonstrated by his negation that is repeated three times, 

the last time by means of an extreme case formulation (Pomerantz 1986): “no, no, 

never ever” (line 260). Furthermore, the lexical choice of the verb “manage to do” 

(line 260) suggests that he had to resist the main flow of anti-Semitism. The 

interviewee then provides two arguments, which are not situated in the time 
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frame of the segment of his life story that is under discussion here: the first one is 

situated before the Second World War, while the second one is also not linked to 

the wartime period v . The first argument is a short story about two Jewish 

classmates of the interviewee. Their position in class is being formulated (sat in 

front of me; line 261-262) and reformulated and specified (“two benches” and 

“on the left hand side”; line 262) with such detail that it is striking, especially 

since these details are not directly relevant for the story itself. However, they are 

very relevant in providing a factual basis for the anecdote, which evolves right 

after by means of the description of the action (the playing) and the evaluation of 

the boys, both at the level of their behavior, which is achieved by means of the 

adjective “decent” (line 263), and at the level of their status, which is equalized 

with that of the other boys (line 264). The second argument is not so well 

developed, because it is a factual statement of the interviewee’s family relation. 

 

Secondly, in answer to a general question by the interviewer (“How did you 

experience life at the SS from 1939 till 1941?”), the interviewee starts talking 

about the relatively good years he had in the army. In the middle of this rather 

long turn (about 20 lines), right after his description of the peaceful life he had in 

Berlin (line 325-327), the interviewee self-initiates the subject of the persecution 
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of the Jews, which is rather striking because it is a face-threatening topic for him, 

given his membership of the SS. 

 

(4)  

325 I also got to know Berlin from its good side. Then there 

326 have not been those bombardments yet. Actually, we lived  

 327 more in peace. Myself personally, only that  

328 Star of David that they have put on the clothes had bothered me. 

329 Not to cleanse myself now.  

 

In line 327, the speaker explicitly shifts to a personal footing (myself personally), 

after which he mentions the Star of David the Jews were obliged to wear on their 

clothes which was a crucial phase in the Holocaust. He distances himself from 

this fact, and thus from all its implications, by using a very vague reference 

(they) and by describing it as a disturbing fact, reflected in the lexical choice of 

the verb “to bother”. This verb expresses the interviewee’s emotions, which – 

from a contemporary point of view – seem rather minimal towards this historical 

fact. So the interviewee’s self-initiation of this face threatening subject is 

mitigated by his face-saving choice of words which minimizes the impact of this 

fact as a major step in the history of the Holocaust. In line 329, he distances 
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himself from his own statement in the previous line on a meta-level: he negates 

that his motive for discussing his views on the Star of David is self-interest or 

stake (Edwards & Potter, 1992) by using an explicit disclaimer, as we saw in 

example 2. 

 

The interviewee then continues by moving to a general, more abstract level, as 

such providing a relatively safe way of ending the turn which also prevents the 

interviewer from discussing the face-threatening subject of the Holocaust any 

further, unless she were to abruptly change topic again. This abstract discussion 

is also highly interesting, since it is an implicit exploration of his own position 

towards the Jews in the War. The interviewee does this by polarizing two groups 

of people, one driven by love and the other one driven by hate. 

 

(5) 

330 But I am not a man of hate. 

331 For me, the love went before the hate. Love and hate lie close 

332 to one another. As a person, you have to choose for yourself, yes. 

333 Do you take love or hate. I cannot hate a human being also notvi. 

334 Not even now. You know, I have lost everything 

335 in my life. But I hate nobody, 

336 that does not exist. 
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The interviewee starts by categorizing himself as not belonging to the group of 

people guided by hate (line 330) and he immediately implicitly categorizes 

himself as preferring love (line 331). In the local context of the previous lines, it is 

clear that the people driven by hate refer to the vague third person plural 

reference “they” (line 328). The interviewee thus distances himself from this 

group and after this personal positioning, he moves on to some general insights 

into the concept of love and hate and their position with respect to one another 

(lines 331-333). Then he moves again to a personal footing, strongly negating his 

lack of capability to hate someone by using the modal verb “can” and the double 

negation, which boosts the strength of his statement. He continues by shifting the 

time frame to the present day and by explaining that he lost everything in his life, 

which provides a reasonable ground for hatred, as is demonstrated by means of 

the contrastive conjunction “but” (line 335). He concludes by repeating the claim 

that he is not driven by hate, which he boosts again in the second part of the 

sentence by factually stating that hate does not exist for him. In stressing this, he 

clearly positions himself outside of the group of hateful people, which he clearly 

linked to the persecution of the Jews. 
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The interviewee also narrates one story in which he came into contact with 

another group of antagonists, namely the prisoners of war. He self-initiates this 

topic when discussing all his different jobs during the War. He starts his 

discussion by claiming that the prisoners of war were treated well by his group, 

as is expressed by means of the exclusive we-form (line 763). Again, he provides 

proof for this claim by telling quite a long and detailed story of an Australian 

soldier. 

 

(6) 

762 Then, we also had Americans imprisoned. 

763 Whom we treated well. I saw a case 

764 with an Australian soldier who was lying in the operation room 

765 and who was afraid. He saw the SS-signs on my uniform. 

766 And I went there. I kept myself busy there 

767 as a helping hand for the surgeons. 

768 We were allowed to take part in small operations, bandaging 

769 etcetera, little durchschotten durch legs, arms or hands,  

770 we were allowed to look after. That Australian was 21, 22 years, 

771 heavily wounded. He was really shaking. And I asked  

772 whether he was afraid of the SS-signs. “Yes”, he said yes.  

773 I said: “You don’t have to be afraid, 
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774 I soll be there when you are operated on.” I said after the operation 

775 that he could write to his parents and that I was going to make sure 

776 that that letter went through yes. We really had a secret service 

777 that passed on that letter via Morse code. The parents knew 

778 that he was alive because we got mail back. 

779 I considered that as humane that I did that. 

780 And what was the most beautiful, yes, I was able to calm him like that. 

781 I say: “You Catholic?” “Yes”vii, he said. I said: “Me too”. 

 

When the interviewee presents the case of the Australian soldier, he immediately 

attributes feelings of fear to him (line 765). This fear is implicitly linked to the 

interviewee in the next sentence since the soldier categorized him as an SS 

Leibstandarte soldier because of the signs on his uniform (line 765). The 

interviewee then starts to develop the story further (line 766), but interrupts it 

again to describe what he was actually doing there: first, he categorizes himself 

as a “helping hand” (line 767), which provides an alternative for the typical 

content of the categorization of the SS Leibstandarte soldier, and second, he gives 

a detailed account of the kind of medical support he was giving. Interestingly, he 

describes these tasks not as a duty, expressed by a modal verb of obligation, 

which would be fairly logical in this context, but instead he chooses the verb “to 
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be allowed” which makes it sound like an honor and entails the suggestion that 

he voluntarily did these tasks.  

 

In line 770, he picks up the thread of his story again by giving more details on the 

age and condition of the Australian captive and repeating that he was afraid. 

This formulation of the feelings of fear is much stronger than in line 765 because 

of the choice for the verb “to shake” and the booster “really”. To make it even 

more explicit, the interviewee inserts a dialogue in which he questions these 

feelings related to the signs on his uniform (line 772). This gets an affirmative 

answer, which is boosted again by the interviewee by the affirmative particle 

“yes”. By stressing this fear, the interviewee voices the general perception of SS 

Leibstandarte soldiers which still holds today and then he refutes it, both by 

words and by acts. First, he continues his direct speech by saying that there is no 

need to be afraid (line 773). Strikingly, he immediately continues within the same 

quote in another role than that of the frightening SS Leibstandarte soldier, namely 

that of a comforting man, whose presence is reassuring. So without further 

arguments, the interviewee seems to shift roles, thus supporting the thesis that 

he never fitted into the category of frightening SS Leibstandarte soldier, but rather 

into that of his self-categorization of “helping hand”, as we saw in line 767.  
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After this verbal re-categorization, the interviewee provides proof for his claim 

through a detailed description of the way they managed to send a letter to the 

Australian captive’s parents (lines 774-778). Interesting in this fragment is the 

way the interviewee positions himself as the initiator of the plan, as we see in the 

use of the first person pronoun in lines 774 and 775, which is supported by the 

whole team, as is shown by the use of the exclusive we-form in lines 776 and 778. 

Furthermore, the interviewee’s choice of words in his description of his team as a 

kind of “secret service” (line 776) is remarkable, since these words are usually 

reserved for resistance movements in the context of the Second World War. The 

interviewee then concludes the anecdote by evaluating his own act as “humane” 

(line 779) and by further illustrating this humaneness and the interviewee’s 

altruism by pointing out that the “most beautiful” (line 780) part of it was that he 

calmed the soldier. He hereby distances himself from the group of SS soldiers, 

since, as Linde said: “culturally the Nazis and everything associated with them 

have been placed in a category so extreme as not to be human” (Linde, 1993, 

p.79). The interviewee then ends the anecdote by one last categorization, which 

not only has a clearly pacifist content, but also goes beyond nations and thus 

groups the Australian and the interviewee together, namely that of religion. So 

the categorization here works as a grouping device, which unites the interviewee 

with a soldier from the Allied Forces and opposes it to the category of 



 

23 

frightening SS soldiers, to which the interviewee “does not belong”, as he now 

demonstrated.  

 

Throughout this fragment, the interviewee literally reproduces the dialogues, 

sometimes even by using his own broken English phrasing (You Catholic?, line 

781). This also supports the truthfulness of his story because these formulations 

suggest that the story needs to be perceived as a mere reproduction of past 

events, instead of a personal interpretation of what happened. Therefore, these 

“constructed dialogues” (Tannen, 1989) here also function as a means of adding 

to the factual character of the narrative. 

 

Finally, the interviewee also briefly illustrates his pacifist identity construction 

by elaborating on his attitude towards his fellow soldiers of whom he was the 

Gruppenleiter (group leader) at a certain point. 

 

(7) 

156 Erm, and being that that eternal soldier un un and and 

157 standing still like a monkey, I was always against that.  

158 I was then even Gruppenleiter there and have always 

159 said: “Guys, I am obliged to impart this to you, 
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160 but I am sorry, in reality, I am not like that, 

161 but at five o’clock I am your comrade again yes.” 

 

In the beginning of this fragment, the interviewee speaks slightingly about the 

typical soldiers’ jobs, which he formulates in a depersonalizing way, on the one 

hand by means of the adjective “eternal” (line 156) and on the other hand by 

comparing soldiers to monkeys (like a monkey, line 157). He finishes the 

sentence by explicitly positioning himself against these tasks. The interviewee 

then self-initiates the topic of his hierarchical position, which suggests the 

opposite of the view expressed in lines 156 and 157, since it does not seem very 

logical that somebody who is so much against these tasks would become 

Gruppenleiter (group leader). The interviewee himself does not seem to be aware 

of this apparent contradiction, as we see in the use of the adverb “even” (line 

158). He does not go into this matter here, but only demonstrates that he did not 

change his views and communicated it as such to his fellow soldiers. This 

communication is formulated by means of direct speech again, of which the 

frequency is stressed by means of the extreme case formulation “always” (line 

158), which aims to “assert the strongest case in anticipation of non-sympathetic 

hearings” (Pomerantz, 1986, p.227).  Within the direct quote, the interviewee 

positions himself twice as belonging to the group of soldiers, as is expressed by 
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means of the informality of the word “guys” (line 159) and even more by the 

solidarity implied in the use of the word “comrade” (line 161).  

 

Furthermore, the interviewee apologizes for what he has to teach them (line 160), 

and this apology functions as an “advance mollification for intended bad 

behavior” (Lakoff, 2001, p.201). Finally, he discerns his situated identity, “which 

[is] rendered relevant in [a] specific setting[s]” (Zimmerman, 1988, p.426), as a 

Gruppenleiter from, what he calls, his real identity. In line 161, he clearly marks 

the turning point (at five o’clock) at which he moves from one identity to another, 

as such actually illustrating the argument of “Befehl ist Befehl”, also known as the 

Nuremberg defense (Wikipedia, 2007). 

 

By selecting these three groups as antagonists in his narrative, the interviewee is 

able to position himself with regards to them. He mostly recounts stories that 

illustrate his pacifist and tolerant identity, which he also constructed by means of 

the general remarks that were discussed in examples 1 and 2. Typical of these 

illustrative stories are the level of detail with which he describes the settings and 

actions on the one hand, and the liveliness with which the interviewee literally 

replays the dialogues that he is recounting on the other hand. Both elements 

contribute to the factuality of his story. 
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Demonstrating Moral Values in Individual Actions   

Not only did the interviewee position himself positively towards different 

groups of people, which illustrates the political correctness of his identity 

construction, but he also recounts stories in which he disobeyed orders. His 

differing views were already expressed in a general way, as we saw in example 2, 

as well as towards his fellow soldiers, as became clear from example 7, but he 

also describes his own actions. The most remarkable fragment is that in which he 

discusses the way he carried out the Hitler salute.  

 

(8) 

141 And then that Hitler salute. And there I was, everybody, 

142 not me alone, but I was especially sharp and angry 

143 erm and I also let feelviii. We always had to 

144 stretch out the right hand, yes, a Hitler salute. 

145 And the thumb also had to be at the erm index finger. 

146 But I always kept that downwards, on purpose, yes. 

 

The interviewee initiates the subject of the Hitler salute himself as an example of 

what they had to do in Berlin. Without any further discussion, the interviewee 
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immediately positions himself as strongly opposed to it. Again, he draws here on 

a group positioning, as expressed by “everybody” (line 141) and “not me alone” 

(line 142), in which he takes on a leading role again, as expressed by the booster 

“especially” (line 142).  It is rather surprising that the interviewee uses such 

strong words (sharp and angry, line 142), which probably has more to do with its 

symbolic value rather than with the actual salute itself. Then the interviewee 

shifts back to a personal footing, going into his own disobedience, which he 

announces in line 143.  Again, this claim is supported by a detailed analysis of 

what is exactly meant by a Hitler salute (lines 142-145) and what the 

interviewee’s deviant behavior was (line 146). To stress that this was not a case of 

negligence, the interviewee emphasizes the intentionality of his acts again as a 

conclusion to the example (on purpose, yes, line 146). 

 

By means of this illustration, the interviewee further elaborates on his identity 

construction as a pacifist, tolerant man by explicitly adding that he opposed the 

Hitler regime, as is metonymically voiced here through his resistance to making 

the perfect Hitler salute.  
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Contradicting the Previous Identity Construction 

Throughout the interview, many examples can be found of the interviewee’s 

behavior and ideas that were different from that of the projected image of 

frightening SS Leibstandarte soldiers, as was formulated through the eyes of the 

Australian prisoner of war in example 6. From the historical facts, namely that 

the interviewee voluntarily signed up for the SS, it is quite clear that – at least 

part of – these views were generated between the time of the narrated and the 

time of narrating. This is sometimes evidenced in the narrative: for example, 

when the informant of his battalion died, the interviewee volunteered for this 

rather dangerous job. This is of course in contradiction with the identity that he 

constructed before in the story, and therefore he feels the need to account for this 

choice: 

 

(9) 

591 And then I put myself voluntarily forward, yes. 

592 That was so to speak,  

593 had I known it, I would never not have done it. 

 

The interviewee’s choice to volunteer is clearly a Face Threatening Act, and thus 

he immediately inserts a long hedge in line 592, which makes his statement in 
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line 591 fuzzier, as is the typical “job” of hedges (Lakoff, 1973, p.471). In line 593, 

the interviewee distances himself strongly from that choice, as is shown through 

the repeated negation (“never not”). The condition he expresses is very vague 

and the interviewee never clarifies what he means by “it” in the first part of the 

sentence. Given the local context, it may refer to the dangerous situations he got 

himself into as an informant, but given the more global context, the “it” may also 

be linked to the fact that he was on the wrong side during the War. Anyhow, the 

fragment clearly shows that there is a clear difference between his actions during 

the War and his perception of them now. As Linde observes, such explanations 

are “well-crafted to show that the narrator is a much more knowledgeable and 

capable person than the protagonist and probably would not make the same 

mistakes again” (Linde, 1993, p.126) and they thus demonstrate the reflexive 

capacity of the interviewee. 

 

In the previous example, the interviewee was accounting for a choice he made. 

More interestingly, there are also examples of stories the interviewee tells 

without an immediate cause or external reason. Some of these stories contradict 

the identity that is being constructed in the rest of the interview to a limited 

extent, in the sense that they create a slightly different identity, without 

projecting a totally different image of the interviewee. These stories are rare 
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though, and the reason why they are told can be found in the concept of the 

reportability of an event (Labov, 1982) or the tellability, which Labov uses as 

synonyms (Labov, 2006, p.38). This is a relative notion linked to “the immediate 

social situation, age and other cultural parameters” (Labov, 2001, p.5). The few 

contradicting stories the interviewee is telling, are highly reportable since on the 

one hand, they survived the fading that automatically occurs over time. On the 

other hand, they contained such reportable events that they managed to slip 

through the selection process of the events the interviewee – consciously or 

unconsciouslyix - chooses to tell, even though they do not entirely match the 

identity that is being constructed throughout the rest of the interview. 

 

The first story is an illustration of the interviewee’s unquestioning obedience, 

which is in contradiction with the disobedience that he related in examples 6 and 

8.  

 

(10) 

172 We had to stand guard there. I was standing like that once in the  

173 Vos street with somebody else, I stood with him 

174 left and right in front of the Reichskanzlei. And at a certain moment 

175 a lady with her daughter and a dog come by. 
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176 We were not allowed to move. Not even 

177 flap with the ears. We really had to keep on standing  

178 like a pole. On the other side was the Ministry of  

179 Internal Affairs, yes. They saw us. They had men 

180 who kept an eye on us. If you did something wrong, 

181 you received double punishment. Instead of 7 days, 14 days. 

182 Now that woman with that daughter came and 

183 they certainly thought that we were of marble. I think, anyway. 

184 And she started pushing with her hand on my shoulders and chest. 

185 And I, yes, did not move, but I thought: “I will wet myself”. 

186 If a woman berührt you, as a young guy, you get all kinds of things, yes. 

187 But that was not yet the worst part. At a certain point, 

188 that dog lifts his leg yes, and does pee in my left boot.  

189 And now you can imagine, the ones from the Ministry had  

190 seen that and phoned it through. We were relieved 

191 and in the waiting room they already knew that somebody was going to  

192 come that they had pissed in the boot. And indeed, I walked in 

193 and everybody shouted: “Hey, our pisser.” I took out that boot, yes , and  

194 it stunk and the pee ran out of it. And then I went to take a shower. 

195 But yes, it happened, yes. 
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This example is a good illustration of a typical story (Cf. Labov, 2001, p.6) in 

which the interviewee gradually builds up to the most reportable event, namely 

that the dog peed in the interviewee’s boot. The story follows the overall 

structure of a narrative, as defined by Labov and Waletzky (1966), but inserts 

some detours to enhance the credibility of the story. This credibility is related to 

the reportability of a story in an inverted way, because “to the extent that the 

most reportable event is uncommon and unexpected, it is less credible than more 

common and expected events” (Labov, 2001, p.6). Therefore, the interviewee 

gives extra information to enhance the credibility during the orientation section 

of the narrative. The first element that is elaborated upon is the fact that as a 

guard, they had to stand still (lines 176-178). This element is being introduced in 

a general way, after which the interviewee gives an extreme example (flapping 

with the ears) and repeats it a third time by drawing a comparison with a lifeless 

object (a pole). This repetition has increasing strength: after a general statement, 

an illustration is given and then a strong comparison is drawn. The importance 

of this aspect of a guard’s job is thus emphasized.  

 

Furthermore, in lines 178-181 an external reason for this importance is provided 

in the fact that they were being watched and would possibly even be punished. 

Both aspects are also formulated in emphasized ways, the first by means of the 
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concretization of the “they” in line 179, the second by illustrating the notion of 

“double punishment”. In line 182, the interviewee resumes his story again by 

repeating what he said before he diverted from the main line (line 175). He 

immediately starts preparing the complication by voicing his opinion on the 

antagonists’ thoughts, which is boosted by the adverb “certainly”, and then 

hedged again by the shield (Prince, Frader & Bosk, 1982) “I think, anyway”. The 

story then moves into the complication, which consists of two parts. In the first 

complicating action, the woman touches him (line 184), which evokes certain 

feelings in the interviewee: first, he voices his thoughts, which are very well 

constructed in an ironic way considering the rest of the story (I will wet myself), 

thus clearly showing the narrative’s pre-construction (Labov, 2006). Then he 

expresses the reactions that it evoked, while categorizing himself “as a young 

guy”. In line 187, the interviewee clearly marks off this complication as an 

introductory part of the story, while now the most reportable event will follow, 

namely the dog peeing in his boot. This is related quite factually and without 

further details, which is probably due to the upper boundary of tellability 

(Norrick, 2005): the event itself is already quite embarrassing for the teller and 

thus it is logical that he does not “press on with additional details” (Norrick, 2005, 

p.328). 
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In lines 189-194, the result of this action is described, mostly through the eyes of 

the witnesses, who are both the people from the Ministry (line 189) and his 

fellow soldiers (line 193). The rest of the events are related quite factually, and 

the evaluation (line 195) is minimal and simply stresses the factuality of the story, 

with clear affirmation as if to already refute any critical questions. From the way 

the interviewee positioned himself in the rest of the interview, one could expect 

some kind of intrinsic evaluation concerning his views on the tasks of a soldiers, 

as we saw very explicitly in example 7, but this is not the case in this example. 

 

After the preceding story, the interviewee immediately continues with another 

story about when he was standing guard, which may even be considered to 

exceed the reportability of example 10. 

  

(11)  

196 Then I stood guard at Hitler 

197 in the guards, the guards-room in the Arbeitszimmer. 

198 And-erm he was not there. It was everything frei. 

199 And I think: yes, goddamn, there, his cap sits there. 

200 If I put it on now, yes, then I certainly write home yes 

201 that I put on Hitler’s cap. 

202 Now that was more boys’ trick than manly. 
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203 I put on that cap. I also put on the belt of him. 

204 But no pistol hung on it. He also wore no pistol. 

205 And then erm yes, I really in fact wrote that  

206 home: “I wore Hitler’s cap.” 

 

This story is less elaborate than the previous one. It starts with a brief orientation 

(lines 196-197), in which the interviewee is mostly looking for the correct word to 

describe the location of the story, as we see in the reformulation in line 197. This 

shows the interviewee’s effort to be accurate: since the Dutch formulations do 

not match the word he has in mind, he uses the original German word 

(Arbeitszimmer). After this orientation, the complicating action, which is quite 

simple, is described. The fact itself, namely putting on Hitler’s cap, is not so 

telling as to the interviewee’s identity construction, but the way it is formulated 

shows that that the motive behind this act is not playful, but rather driven by 

pride. Although the interviewee’s disclaimer in line 202 suggests that it is about 

playing tricks, the previous conditional clause (line 200-201) demonstrates the 

aim of the action, namely to write home to say that he had worn Hitler’s cap, and 

the concluding words of the story (line 205-206) factually relate the fulfillment of 

this intention. In between, the interviewee describes in detail what he wore 

exactly (namely the cap and the belt) and what he did not wear (namely the 
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pistol) and for which reason. Again, in the final comments on this reportable 

event, the speaker stresses the factual character of his words, by means of the 

two boosters on line 205 (really in fact) and the suggestion of written proof of this 

story by means of the letter.  

 

There is no evaluation sequence at the end of this story, but there is the 

interesting meta-comment in the middle (line 202), in which the interviewee 

draws attention to his own young age, as was also the case in example 10 (line 

186). It functions here as a disclaimer for not taking this act too seriously, but it is 

also interesting from a temporal point of view: the interviewee recounts these 

examples, which are unfolding quite a different identity than the one he created 

in the rest of his story, and he is using his young age as an explanation for his 

behavior. This difference between his current perception of his Wartime 

experiences and the actual facts was clearly demonstrated in the discussion of 

example 9. Since both example 10 and 11 are not explicitly about taking a certain, 

politically tainted position from a contemporary perspective and since they 

contain such highly reportable events, it is fairly logical that the interviewee 

recounts them without further qualification or justification, such as in example 9. 
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Conclusions 

In general, this life story is a good illustration of the way in which a narrator 

constructs an identity that is acceptable from the viewpoint of the dominant 

morality in a contemporary context. As was demonstrated, the narrator 

constructed the identity of a peace-loving man who was not an ardent adherent 

of Hitler’s regime by making certain general claims, by positioning himself 

towards others in the story and by discussing some of his actions. In all these 

fragments, many examples are found of the high level of detail with which the 

stories are being told, which supports the factual character of the interviewee’s 

words. Furthermore, there are many explicit self-categorizations, which are often 

contrasted with categorizations of other SS Leibstandarte soldiers. By means of 

these categorizations, the interviewee aligns himself with some selected groups 

of antagonists (Jews, prisoners of war) while positioning himself outside of other 

groups (e.g. convinced followers of Hitler). When being asked about some of the 

choices he made, which are suspect from the perspective of contemporary 

morality, the interviewee clearly distances himself from the protagonist in his 

story, as such preventing as much identity damage as possible.  

 

On the other hand however, there are a few cases in which the interviewee self-

initiates stories that do not support the main identity that is being constructed. 
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These stories are characterized by a high degree of reportability, which is 

probably the reason why they are inserted in the first place. These stories contain 

only one categorization, namely that of the interviewee as a “young man”, and 

do not include evaluations that would render an interpretation that is compatible 

with the above mentioned identity construction possible. Instead, much attention 

is paid to the factuality of the story, which is fairly logical. As Labov (2001) 

argued, the more reportable an event, the less credible the story becomes. 

Therefore, emphasis is put on the realness of the story. This straightforward, 

factual way of telling these stories seems to be at the expense of the narrator’s 

reflexivity and distance towards the protagonist of the story. The simple 

categorization of the interviewee as a younger version of himself supports this 

idea: in these two stories, a different view of the protagonist is offered because it 

is less negotiated on the basis of moral acceptability, but it is narrated in order to 

comply with the demands of credibility. In a certain way, these stories on the one 

hand project us into another dimension of time, which is situated closer to the 

time of the narrated than is the case with the prevalent identity construction, 

which is clearly anchored within the time of narration, but on the other hand are 

also very much situated in the present and the performative character of 

narrating, since they are selected on the basis of a criterion directly linked to 

potential reactions of the audience, namely their reportability.  
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This case is a further illustration of the complex relations of narratives between 

the past and the present time, but also between the narrator, situated in the 

present, and that other, previous version of himself: “In narrating, interlocutors 

attempt to construct themselves from a particular point of view, both as 

protagonists acting and feeling in the past and as narrators acting and feeling in 

the present.” (Capps, 1999, p.85) In these data, the interviewee’s good (= morally 

acceptable) identity construction is disrupted by the narrator’s need to recount a 

good story, namely one with highly reportable events, a story that sticks in the 

listener’s mind and is being recounted to third parties. Its imperfect match with 

the protagonist’s main identity construction clearly did not weigh up to this 

criterion of reportability, since one of the basic tasks of the narrator is still to hold 

his listener’s attention. Therefore, this case clearly shows that, on the one hand, 

big stories are indeed situated at a distance from the present, thus entailing the 

possibility of reflexivity, which resulted in the construction of a morally 

acceptable identity that was present and prevailing throughout all the interview 

sessions. On the other hand however, big stories are designed for their audiences 

as well and they are also being performed at the moment of speaking. This 

performative character and its clear situation in the ongoing interaction of 

narrating make a criterion such as the reportability of a story become so 
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important that it even (mildly) contradicts the prevailing identity construction. 

Thus, the activity of narrating itself brings the “precious lived and told” of a big 

story back into “the messier business of living and telling” that is so typical of 

small stories (Georgakopoulou, 2006, p.129). 
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Tables 

 

Time span Major events 

30 April 1920 The interviewee was born in Sahlehnen, East Prussia. 

1920-1937 Childhood years in East Prussia. 

1937 Voluntary enlistment in the Arbeitdienst.x 

1938-1940 Voluntary enlistment in the Leibstandarte SS Adolf Hitler in 

Berlin. 

1941 Beginning of the Second World War – his battalion was moved 

to Russia. 

The interviewee joined the Second Sanitätskompaniexi of the SS 

Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler. 
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1942-1943 The interviewee’s battalion was relocated to France and Italy, 

then back to Russia. 

Spring 1944 The interviewee moved to Turnhout, Belgium, to start a new 

Sanitätskompanie. 

August 1944 The interviewee was relocated to Normandy, France. 

End of 1944-

1945 

The interviewee moved back to Germany, Belgium and 

eventually to Hungary. 

8 May 1945 Voluntary surrender of the SS Leibstandarte.  

1945-1946 Imprisonment in several different prisons in Germany and 

Belgium. 

4 December 1945: marriage to a Belgian woman he met in 

Turnhout in 1944. 

1946-1952 The interviewee and his wife moved several times, before 

settling in Turnhout, Belgium. 

1952-… The couple is still living in the northern part of Belgium. They 

have had three children and nine grandchildren. 

 

Table 1: chronological overview of the major events in the life of the interviewee 

(cf. Van De Mieroop et al., 2007) 
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Transcription conventions 

The transcriptions use conventional orthography and punctuation throughout, 

but they also include all the interviewee’s reformulations and hesitations. Words 

in italics are non-Dutch words; in such cases, the interviewee mostly uses 

German words, which are maintained in the translation. The number of words 

per line is based on the word length in the Dutch original and has no 

implications for the interpretation of the transcript. 

 

 

 

Footnotes 

                                                 
iFirstly, I would like to thank Kathy Leysen, for her enthusiasm in collecting, 

transcribing and discussing the data with me. Secondly, I am grateful to Michael 

Bamberg for his comments on an earlier version of this article. 

ii The SS was an organization which consisted of a political and a military wing. 

The SS Leibstandarte was part of the military wing and was initially founded to be 

Hitler’s elite guard unit, but it was also sent to the front later on. 

iii Of course, the original language of the interview was Dutch. An almost literal 

translation of the original is presented here. The original is omitted for reasons of 

length. 
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iv Since the interviewee sometimes uses German or semi-German words, the 

translation is not always complete in English. To stick as close as possible to the 

original, I chose not to translate some of the German words. So on the one hand, 

the translation sometimes contains rather odd sentences, but on the other hand I 

also tried to obtain a reasonable level of readability. 

v The actual date of the marriage could not be dug up, but it is certain that the 

marriage did not take place between 1940 and 1945. 

vi This sentence is a literal translation of the double negation in the Dutch original, 

which is, as in English, ungrammatical. 

vii  The words in italics are no translations, but original English, which the 

interviewee used in this fragment. 

viii This is a literal translation of the Dutch original, which could be reformulated 

as: ‘I let them feel that.’ 
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ix Whether this process of remembering stories is based on a conscious choice, is 

highly doubtable. However, since this is not being researched in this article, I do 

not aim to take a stand on this matter. 

x The Arbeitsdienst was one of Hitler’s initiatives to fight unemployment. It was 

not part of the army, but it was closely linked to the Nazi regime. 

xi The Sanitätskompanie was the medical component of the army. 


