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Archives are together with other memory and knowledge insti-
tutions, like libraries and museums, active constructors of cultural 
memories, cultural heritages and historical narratives, not passive 
custodians of our recorded and documented past. Persons working 
in di!erent kinds of memory institutions are constantly involved 
in processes of collecting, selecting, ordering and curating the 
materials from which history and cultural heritage is created. "ese 
processes are informed by prevailing traditions, discourses and 
practices on what should be omitted and what should be recorded, 
but also on how to collect, label, archive, curate and use archived 
materials.1 “ "e archivization produces as much as it records the 
event”, as Jacques Derrida writes.2 In this text I will use one spe-
ci#c collecting process of narratives from persons categorized as 
“Swedish Jews” at the archive of the Nordic Museum in Stockholm, 
Sweden, as a case study, to discuss the archive of the Nordic Muse-
um as production site of knowledge on Swedish cultural heritage 
and history. My research is situated within the framework of a 
cultural approach to oral history and archival science.3 "is text 
is also informed by feminist philosopher Judith Butler about how 
vulnerability and the relationship between vulnerability and agency 
can be understood.4 Butler’s ideas about descriptive discourses, 
vulnerability and agency in relation to the knowledge production 
will be applied to the archive of the Nordic museum to explore how 
the understandings of categories such as ‘Swedes’, ‘Jews’, ‘Swedish-
ness’, ‘Jewishness’ and ‘Swedish Jews” have shaped the processes 
of collecting and archiving. "e empirical material consists of all 
$% life stories collected from persons categorised as ‘Swedish-born 
Jews’ in the register of the collection. As often argued in the research 
#eld of oral history it is not only who is interviewed that matters for 
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which kind of narrative that will be created and later end up in pub-
lications and/or an archived collection, but also how persons are 
interviewed and by whom.5 I agree, and the point of departure for 
the analysis is therefor to investigate if and in which ways the actors 
in the knowledge production, the sta! from the museum as well 
as the interviewees and persons who contributed with their written 
life stories, con#rmed or challenged prevailing discourses about 
Jewishness in the &''%’s and how this is manifested in the in the 
archived materials that constitute the collection “Jewish memories” 
at the archive of the Nordic Museum in Stockholm, Sweden. 

Vulnerability, descriptive discourses and agency
"e de#nition of vulnerability varies in and between disciplines, 

research #elds and national legislations regarding research ethics. 
Indeed, vulnerability has been debated and contested not only in 
oral history and research ethics, but also in feminist philosophy.6 
Judith Butler writes in her essay “Rethinking Vulnerability and 
Resistance” that one dimension of our vulnerability – as human 
beings – is related to our exposure to name-calling and discursive 
categories:

All of us are called names, and this kind of name-calling demon-
strates an important dimension of the speech act. We do not only 
act through the speech act; speech acts also act upon us. "ere is 
a distinct performative e!ect of having been named as part of one 
nationality or a minority, or to #nd out that how you are regarded in 
any of these respects is summed up by a name or a category that you 
yourself did not choose. A category that existed before you could 
speak. We can, and do ask, Am I that Name? Am I that category?7 

In this sense, we are all vulnerable and a!ected by discourses that 
we never chose, according to Butler. Some scholars argue that once 
groups are marked as “vulnerable”, they are #xed in a position of 
powerlessness and lack of agency. Butler is not in favour of such 
de#nitions of vulnerability, since they continue to locate vulnerabil-
ity as the opposite of agency. Instead, she suggests that we should 
try to understand the way vulnerability enters agency. When we 
do, our understanding of both terms can change and the binary 
opposition between action and vulnerability can become undone. 
According to Butler, without being able to think about vulnerabili-
ty, we cannot think about resistance or agency.8 

Inspired by Butler’s understanding of vulnerability and how the 
relationship between vulnerability and agency can be analysed, 
I will in this text apply her ideas on vulnerability and agency in 
a research context and more importantly in relation to collecting 
and archiving narratives from one group that often is referred to as 
vulnerable in Swedish society, the Jewish minority.

When conducting research, we use concepts or categories such 
as “Jewish” – categories that are framed and #lled with meaning in 
exis ting discourses. In my research, for example, with and about the 
Jewish minority in Sweden, I thus inevitably recreate “discourses 
about Jews and Jewishness”, even though I strive to investigate and 
problematize precisely these discourses.9 However, I would argue 
that oral history provides the opportunity also to explore people’s 
self-understandings and thus open up for questions and analysis 
of both structural oppression and oppositions to discriminating 
discourses and assigned positions created, for example, by research. 
According to Penny Summer#eld, the challenge for the oral histori-
an is to understand the cultural components that go into accounts 
of a remembered and interpreted past; or to put it  di!erently, “the 
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oral historian needs to understand not only the narrative o!ered, 
but also the meanings invested in it and their discursive origins”.10 
"us, in order to understand the archived narratives in the collec-
tion Jewish Memories we need to understand discourses on Jewish-
ness in the &''%’s.

To hear with the collection
I have in previous publications discussed the initiation and 

archivization of the collection Jewish memories in relation to 
dominant discourses on Jewishness in the &''%’s and will therefore 
only very brie(y discuss these processes in this text.11 "e prelude 
to the collection was, according to my previous interpretation of the 
archived records, an idea by the author Pia-Kristina Garde to make 
an exhibition for the #ftieth anniversary of what she called “the 
White Buses”.12 Garde’s intention with the exhibition was to collect 
memories from the Second World War in Sweden (she proposed 
that questions should be handed out to visitors to the exhibition) 
from as many people as possible to create a memory archive about 
Sweden during the Second World War. However, when it was de-
cided at the Museum to create a collection, it became a collection 
solely focusing on Jewish memories.13

During &'')–&''*, the archive of the Nordic Museum collected 
autobiographical material (interviews and written life stories) for 
a Jewish memories collection, in total, about )%% life stories. "e 
impetus, to only focus on Jewish memories and not memories in 
general about and from the Second World War, as initially sug-
gested by Garde, was motivated by the importance to contravene 
the voices that claimed that the Holocaust never occurred and to 
counteract a perceived increase in xenophobia and antisemitism in 

society. "e idea was that “A documentation of Jewish memories 
would, therefore, be a very important contribution and tool in the 
#ght against hostility and racism.”14 
"us, one could argue that the “Jews” or the “survivors”, often 

categorized as “vulnerable”, were assigned a mission here, to save 
the vulnerable Swedish society from a perceived increasing antisem-
itism, racism and xenophobia. "e initiation of collection can also 
be placed in a wider international context. Archived correspondence 
with, as well as brochures and interview guides from, for example 
Shoah Visual History Foundation, Holocaust Memorial Museum in 
Washington, "e Montreal Holocaust Memorial Centre, Holocaust 
Oral History Project in San Francisco and Yad Vashem in Jerusalem, 
reveals that the sta! at the museum interacted with other memory in-
stitutions.15 "ese contacts and visits to di!erent memory institutions 
that had worked with documentation projects for decades (as for 
example the Montreal Holocaust Memorial Center and Yad Vashem) 
or more recently (as for example the Shoah Foundation) in(uenced 
most likely how the collection process in Sweden was designed.16 

Furthermore, in the &''%s, the end of the Cold War also meant 
that archives of vital importance for the study of the Holocaust 
were made available and that the concern with Holocaust research 
was (re-)actualized in an international context. However, in Swe-
den Holocaust studies did not yet exist as a research #eld in the 
beginning of the &''%’s. Few scholars had researched or published 
about Sweden and the Holocaust at that time. In his discussion 
of Swedish Holocaust historiography in the &''%’s, Paul A. Levine 
remarked that there was an extensive historical literature about 
Sweden during the Second World War, but that only one study, 
prior to his own, discussed Sweden’s response to the Holocaust – 
Steven Koblik’s !e Stones Cry out Sweden’s Response to the Persecution 
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of Jews "#$$–"#%&.17 Levine’s dissertation would become the second 
one. But as Levine underlines, although Koblik’s book was a pio-
neering study, it was conducted by a historian, without any training 
or expertise in Holocaust studies. "is is an important point made 
by Levine, since it suggests that Holocaust studies did not yet exist 
as a research #eld in Sweden. Furthermore, it is of importance to 
acknowledge that, what Levine de#nes, as the #rst two studies on 
Sweden and the Holocaust were published by historians born in 
the United States. However, as I have suggested elsewhere, one can 
argue that the research #eld of Holocaust studies had more than 
one beginning in Sweden.18 Paul A. Levine is mainly referring to 
studies in political history. However, testimonies was, for example, 
collected and Holocaust archives created even before the Second 
World War ended and these collecting, documenting and research-
ing activities continued in Sweden with the arrival of the survivors, 
who was the most ardent collectors of testimonies.19

Further, as concluded by Levine, a considerable amount of re-
search literature on Sweden and the Second World War existed in 
&''%s. In &''& journalist Maria-Pia Boëthius book, Heder och Sam-
vete. Sverige och Andra världskriget [Honor and Conscience. Sweden 
and the Second World War], was published. Boëthius questioned 
what she considered to be a conceited Swedish self-image in pre-
vious publications and initiated a debate about Sweden’s “neutral-
ity”, actions and non-actions during the Second World War.20 "e 
book resulted in a heated public debate and self-re(ections among 
 Swedish historians.21

"ere are however no archived records or documents in the Jew-
ish memories collection that explicitly relate to Paul A. Levine’s, 
Steven Koblik’s or Maria-Pia Boëthius books that con#rm that the 
public and academic debates about Sweden’s (im)moral (non-)

actions during the Second World War in(uenced the initiation of 
or the design of the Jewish memories collection at the archive of the 
Nordic Museum. Actually, previous public and academic debates 
and publications was mainly discussing Sweden as a state, while the 
memory collection initiated at the Nordic  Museum in &'') focused 
on individuals and their personal memories and experiences from 
and about the Holocaust. In fact, Ingrid Lomfors, whose disserta-
tion uses oral history interviews with persons who came to Sweden 
with the Kindertransport in the end of the &'+%s, was hired as the 
project leader for the collection. "e collection Jewish memories 
at the Nordic Museum is in this way rather connected to the devel-
opments in the international research #eld Holocaust studies and 
to similar collections in other countries, rather than to previous 
research on political history in the Swedish context.22

As I have discussed in previous publications, it was decided 
quite early in the process, that the documentation at the Nordic 
Museum should concern three categories of people, all of Jewish 
descent: Jews who were born in Sweden, Jews who (ed to Sweden 
before and during the war, and Jews who came to Sweden from 
concentration camps. An interview guide and/or questionnaire 
was constructed to be used either while interviewing all the three 
constructed Jewish groups in the project (refugees, survivors and 
Swedish Jews) or when people from these groups were asked to 
write their life story. "e guide was divided into eleven chronolog-
ical sections. In relation to “Jewishness”, the interviewee was asked 
to describe the Jewish background of his/her family. Was the fam-
ily, for example, orthodox? How were Jewish holidays and other 
traditions celebrated in and outside the home? Was the interviewee 
active in any  Jewish association? "e questionnaire also asked about 
Jewish life and everyday Jewish culture and traditions in Sweden. 
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"e respondent was also asked to talk about, for example, school, 
friends and hobbies. "e questions which followed show a chronol-
ogy related to the development of the Second World War and the 
Holocaust. Further, when the materials were archived all life stories 
was provided with a cover. On the cover there is information about 
the type of main source it entails (the terms used are oral or written 
life story), how extensive it is (number of pages), if there are any 
attachments (such as cards, letters, photos or other documents) as 
well as a review (for example re(ective, easy-to-read, concise, etc.). 
Also, personal data are noted: name, category (in all of these cases 
‘Swedish-born’), gender, date of birth and place of residence. "e 
cover also provide a short summary with a chronology that is divid-
ed into Pre-war years (place of birth, other places, family size, par-
ents occupation, employment, other activities, Jewish a,liation), 
War years (here the archivist responsible for compiling the material 
has written a short story of what happened to the person during the 
war years, followed by a chronological account of the Post-war years 
– social situation &')$, the fate of the family, employment, other 
activities, family formation, Jewish a,liation and other tasks). "e 
compilation of the material and the writing of the texts on the cover 
contributes to a homogenization of the material, but also creates 
a chronology of the individual life stories, that is rather following 
the course of the war than the individual’s life course. "us, the 
sta! of the museum’s archive have created a narrative, during the 
archivization process, that can be understood as a hybrid between 
a life story and a story of the Second World War and the Holo-
caust. "e design of the archiving system, how the individual life 
stories were compiled and #led separately, but also together in the 
collection and the categories and names used when a registry for 
the collection was created (Swedish born, refugee and survivor) is a 

concrete example of how the archivists are part of and co-authors of 
the stories contained in the archives.23 

My previous analysis shows that the sta! at the archive of the 
Nordic Museum, as well as the interviewers and interviewees, had 
the idea that the materials could be used in the struggle against 
antisemitism and xenophobia as well as in documenting testimo-
nies or narratives about the Holocaust or Jewish experiences of 
the Holocaust and/or the Second World War. Consequently, the 
deconstructions of the initiation and the archivisation process of 
the collection, concludes that the Jewish memories project is one 
available discourse on Jewishness in the &''%s that the interview-
ers and the ‘Swedish-born Jews’ had to engage with. "is was 
a discourse where Jewishness is something related to the Second 
World War and the Holocaust; Jewishness as something that is not 
Swedish; and #nally, ‘Swedish-Jewishness’ in relation to Jewishness 
represented by survivors and refugees.24 

In the following, this text will discuss how theses discourses and 
especially how the discourse about ‘Jewishness as something that is 
not Swedish’, is negotiated, contested or con#rmed in the archived 
narratives. "e analysis also explores how vulnerability enters agen-
cy, while acknowledging the capacity of a conscious individual to 
contest and criticize discourses.25

The alleged Jewish appearance–descriptive 
discourses in the collection
Many of the collected and archived life stories contain narra-

tives about childhood, experiences from school, marriage, high 
holidays, work life, meeting with refugees and survivors from the 
concentration camps during and after World War II, trips to Israel 
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etc.-–- themes initiated and elicited by the interview guide men-
tioned above. However, there are also narratives about other themes 
in the collected interviews, narratives that might be understood in 
relation to prevailing discourses and stereotypes about “Jews”. One 
such example of a recurrent theme is narratives about what I have 
come to call “the alleged Jewish look or appearance”. "ere are no 
questions about what the interviewees looked like as children in 
the interview guide. Nevertheless, several of the interviews contain 
narratives or conversations about appearances and “a supposed 
Jewish appearance.”
"e Swedish historian Lars M. Andersson argues that the way a 

society de#nes and constructs the body re(ects how its members 
de#ne themselves and the other, how and where the line between Us 
and "em is drawn. According to Andersson, anti-Semitism during 
the &'.%s and &'+%s was hegemonic in Swedish society, in the sense 
that anti-Semitic notions were largely perceived as self-evident. Fur-
ther, racial thinking about “Jews” and the use of anti-Semitic beliefs 
and stereotypes was an element in the creation of a modern Swedish 
cultural and national identity in diverse designs of Swedishness. 
During the &*%%s and early &'%%s, the Jewish body and the alleged 
Jewish physical appearance was constructed as di!erent from a 
supposed Swedish body and look.26 
"e life stories analysed here were told by several di!erent per-

sons in the &''%s. "ey were children or young during the &'.%s 
and &'+%s. "ere are no questions regarding “Jewish manners, looks 
or bodies” in the interview guide. Still the supposed Jewish appear-
ance is mentioned and used by both narrators and interviewers as a 
distinctive and explanatory factor for whether people were subject-
ed to antisemitism or not:

I have no speci#c Jewish traits, so I was never bullied. But it 
happened that someone shouted “Jewish pig” or something like 
that after my Jewish friends with strong Jewish appearances. As a 
young boy I was sometimes almost a little bit jealous of friends who 
looked like Jews should do. In my class, there was a small childish 
boy who gladly drew Jewish faces on the blackboard, i. e. faces with 
a large 6 as a nose.27

"is way of drawing Jewish faces was common in Swedish popu-
lar culture at the beginning of the twentieth century.28 Although the 
narrator expresses that it was childish to paint “Jewish faces” this 
way, he has internalized the antisemitic perception and stereotype 
of what Jews look like. His explanation for not being bullied or a 
victim of antisemitism is that he did not look like a Jew was sup-
posed to. His lack of personal experience from antisemitism, due to 
his ability to pass as a non-Jewish Swede becomes both an individ-
ual success story, and a narrative about structural antisemitism and 
antisemitic discourses in Swedish society.

In another interview, the interviewee cannot recall that he has ever 
been a victim of antisemitism (or “subject to antisemitic attacks) 
as he puts it, even though he went to school during the &'+%s and 
&')%s, when, according to him, there were plenty of “sympathizers 
with Germany” and “Nazi rascals” in Sweden. "e interviewer 
responds and seeks to problematize this statement by attributing 
a Jewish appearance to the interviewee: “Even though you looked 
quite Jewish, but fair.” "e interviewee answers:

No, I don’t think so, I was extremely redheaded, I looked like a 
Jew from Eastern Europe, but the Jewish caricature does not look 
that way. I didn’t have a weird nose and … no, I probably did not 
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resemble the general notion of what a Jew boy should look like. I 
was not dark, I was fair … and freckled and slightly chubby.29

Both the interviewee and the interviewer thus place antisemitism 
in Sweden in the past, in the &'+%s and &')%s and in speci#c groups. 
However, the interviewee questions the interviewer’s analysis and 
choice of words by pointing out that he did not resemble what 
he refers to as “the Jewish caricature” and speaks of a general (if 
not antisemitic notion) of what a Jewish boy should look like. "e 
interviewer does not reply to the interviewee’s comments about “the 
Jewish caricature”, but answers: “slightly chubby?” After that, the 
conversation takes a completely di!erent turn and the supposed 
Jewish appearance or antisemitism is not the subject of any discus-
sion or narration again during this interview. 

A comparable situation and conversation about a supposed Jew-
ish appearance and antisemitism can be found in another interview:

Interviewer: Did you have any friends when you were a child and 
went to school?

"e interviewee: Yes, I had no di,culty with friends. I don’t look 
like a Jew and I am not particular Jewish in my manners either. 
So, I had no di,culties, I had many good friends, I have had 
friends almost all my life, you see.

Interviewer: Do you mean Swedish friends? 
"e interviewee: Swedish friends, yes. "ere were not that many 

Jews in Stockholm then … and they were not very religious, they 
didn’t go to the synagogue and … they had Jewish parents, but 
they were not that interested [in Judaism].

Interviewer: When you say you did not have a Jewish appearance, that 
there were those who would have distanced themselves from you …?

"e interviewee: No, not then, you know, but perhaps today … 
"ere are currently xenophobes in Sweden, they don’t like immi-
grants … and it is possible that at that time [in the past] being a 
Jew could have been uncomfortable, but I can’t say that I’ve had 
any problems and I don’t think my siblings have had any either. 
We are like everyone else, you know. 

Interviewer: Were your friends Swedish children for the most part? 
Interviewee: Almost all, … there were classes [in school] with only 

one Jew and there were classes where there were no Jews at all.30

In this excerpt both the interviewee and the interviewer explain 
Jewishness as something that is non-Swedish. "e interviewee 
begins by telling that he neither looks Jewish nor is Jewish [in his 
manners] and therefore has had friends in his whole life. "e inter-
viewer does not react to his statement about the Jewish appearance 
or manners – she does not ask about Jewish looks or manners – but 
accepts that it is something that exists. Although the interview took 
place in the &''%s, when it probably was not as common as at the 
beginning of the century to express antisemitic stereotypes as to 
how a Jew should look and behave. However, by asking for a clari#-
cation, she indicates that, despite everything, it is not completely in 
its order to shut someone out because of an alleged Jewish look. On 
the other hand, the interviewee is constantly positioned against the 
Swedish by the interviewer. "e interviewer is for example asking if 
the interviewee had Swedish friends – even though the interviewee 
is Swedish too. He was born in Sweden, which he points out several 
times during the interview. By repetitively asking about the Swedish 
friends, the interviewer creates a distinction between Swedishness 
and Jewishness, and Jewishness is during the interview constructed 
as non-Swedish. It is thus mainly the interviewer who that creates 
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boundaries and questions the interviewee’s belonging and position 
in Swedish society in this narrative. "e interviewer repeatedly 
creates an opposition between Jewishness and Swedishness that 
the interviewee must relate to during the interview. "us, it is not a 
narrative about the interviewee’s experiences of antisemitism; rather 
it becomes a narrative about Swedishness and Jewishness, where the 
interviewer repeatedly says that Jewish is not Swedish, although the 
interviewee continually tries to convince her that he is Swedish and 
like everyone else. It is also in relation to Swedishness and Jewish-
ness that the interviewer asks if the interviewee had any friends in his 
childhood. She might just as well have posed an open question like: 
tell me about your friends in school. Instead she asks the inter viewee 
if he had any friends, and when he responds that he had many, she 
asks if they were Swedish. "ereby the interviewer constructs Jewish-
ness as something potentially negative and associated with being 
without friends. She also implies an incompatibility between Jewish 
and Swedish and Jews and Swedes. Later in the same interview, the 
interviewee once again uses his “non-Jewish” appearance to explain 
why he had not been the victim of anti- Semitism: 

Interviewer: “Was there any experience of antisemitism in Sweden? 
"e interviewee: I have been very little exposed to it, I must say. I 

don’t know if it’s because my appearances. I speak the language. 
I was born with Swedish; you know. It would have been a 
di!erent if I was an immigrant and didn’t speak the language 
[…]. I was like any other Swede, you know. Swedish is my native 
tongue; accordingly, I speak Swedish (uently.31

In this section the interviewer once again ascribes non-Swedish-
ness and estrangement to the interviewee. By posing the question 

“Was there any experience of antisemitism in Sweden?” she implies 
that the interviewee is from another country. And indeed, the narra-
tor, once again, feels as if his Swedishness is being questioned and 
apparently #nds it necessary to again clarify to the interviewer that 
he was born in Sweden and that Swedish is his mother tongue. "e 
interviewee was born and raised in Stockholm, a theme he returns 
to several times during the interview. Locality, his belonging, love 
for and identi#cation with Stockholm recurs several times during 
the interview: “I have lived my life in Stockholm, and I love Stock-
holm, it’s a wonderful, beautiful city, especially in the summer.” "e 
interviewee’s recurrent emphasis that he was born in Sweden, loves 
Stockholm and speaks Swedish (uently, indicates that he feels a need 
to clarify his Swedish character and belonging to the  interviewer.

In the oral life story outlined above there is no explicit statement 
of what a supposed Jewish appearance looks like; it is implicitly 
understood. In another interview, the interviewer’s understanding 
of a “Jewish look” is explicitly pronounced in the transcription of 
the interview: "e excerpt below is a re(ection by the interview-
er on what the interviewed woman looked like in relation to her 
narrative about when she and her mother were harassed at a bus 
stop by a well-known Swedish Nazi in Stockholm in the &'+%s. "e 
interviewer writes:

On the photographs in the [woman’s] room, you can see that when 
she was young, she had a more pronounced Jewish appearance than 
she has today. Her hair was black, her eyes very large and dark with 
marked eyebrows and she had a narrow, rather long nose. 32

In the same interview, the interviewer also poses the question: 
“Did you ever think that you were any di!erent from ‘ordinary 
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Swedes’”? "e interviewee responds: “No, I never thought that we 
were di!erent.” Stories about the supposed Jewish appearance, or 
that the respondent was supposedly di!erent from a non-disclosed 
Swedish normality, are thus something initiated by the interviewer.33 
Sometimes the interviewee argues with the interviewer, disagreeing 
as in the example above of the man who said that his looks did not 
correspond to a stereotypical idea of a Jewish physical appearance 
or as in this example with a simple sentence: “No, I never thought 
we were di!erent.” "ere are, however, also di!erent scenarios, 
where the interviewer tells or tries to convince the interviewee that 
she or he was di!erent, and where the interviewee #nally agrees:

Interviewer: When you were quite young did you feel Jewish or that 
you were di!erent? 

"e interviewee: (very #rmly), Yes, it was known absolutely, yes 
absolutely! And in school too.

Interviewer: Did it [the Jewishness] bring any discomfort?
"e interviewee: No, you know at that time one could hear on the 

street maybe someone something … Jew or something like that, 
but not in person.

Interviewer: You didn’t get teased?
"e interviewee: No, absolutely not. Never directly, no.
Interviewer: But you felt that you were outside and di!erent.
"e interviewee: Yes, a little di!erent, I did of course, I did actually.
Interviewer: Yes, because you were also dark.
"e interviewee: Yes, I was.34

"is excerpt from the interview shows an extreme case. Jewish-
ness is recurrently represented as di!erent from Swedishness, and 
the interviewer constructs Jewishness as something negative and as-

sociated with being left outside, being teased or marginalised. "e 
interviewer is actually telling the interviewee that she was di!erent 
and that she was dark.

A dark appearance contrasted to the fair and supposedly Swed-
ish look recurs in several narratives. In some cases, however, this 
experience is not interpreted as antisemitic or discriminatory. In 
a written life story, for example, a woman tells a funny anecdote 
about when she was a pupil in the French school in Stockholm: 

"en we were all relieved from attending the lessons in Christianity. 
When our friends had lessons in Christianity, we were placed on 
a bench outside the classroom. We would then sit still there for a 
full hour. As all six of us were more or less black-haired, we were 
called ‘the six ink spots’. "roughout my schooling, I’ve never been 
exposed to any form of persecution, neither in the French school 
nor later.35 

Although the story is told as a funny anecdote, it relates to and is 
framed by antisemitism, since the narrator concludes at the end of 
the story that she has never been persecuted.

In many life stories, the school is the arena where the interviewees 
#rst encounter antisemitism. In one oral life story, a man tells the 
story of how his sister found out the she was Jewish and had her 
#rst experience of antisemitism: 

She was 12 years old, my sister […] and the teacher asked one day: 
“Would [sister’s name] and [his sister’s friend’s name] come up to 
the lectern?” And they went there unsuspecting, presumably well- 
behaved girls in the Lyceum, up to the lectern, and so the teacher 
said: “‘Would you like to turn to the class?” And when they did 
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that, she took the stylus and then she said: “Girls, here we have two 
examples of the Jewish race. One can look like this and the other 
can look like this.” … And this I actually remember because my 
sister came home and was completely … she just screamed and  
cried and did not understand anything.36

"is narrative about the teacher who calls the two girls in front 
of the class in order to demonstrate “Jewish appearances” in the 
&'+%s is of course terrible and must have been a very unpleasant 
experience for the narrator’s younger sister. Still, in the collection 
created in the &''%s at the archive of the museum, narratives and 
statements about the Jewish appearance and the othering in rela-
tion to what was perceived as “Swedish” and “normal” is articulated 
both by interviewers and by interviewees. By denying or con#rming 
that someone looked like a “Jew” as a child, both parties relate to 
and thus consolidating a prevailing antisemitic discourse that very 
much resemble the antisemitic discourse that the narrators say that 
they experienced in the &'+%s.

Concluding remarks–vulnerability,  descriptive 
discourses and agency in the archive
Even though the collection Jewish memories was initiated and 

created to counter what was perceived as a vulnerable and threat-
ening situation, with growing antisemitism and xenophobia in 
Swedish society during the &''%s, the Swedish-born Jews are con-
structed as non-Swedish and aliens in the interview- and collection 
processes. "e stories of an alleged Jewish appearance and state-
ments about a “Jewish” look di!ering from a supposed “Swedish” 
physical appearance is constructed by the interviewers as well as the 

interviewees in the collection of the Jewish memoirs. By denying or 
con#rming that someone looked like a “Jew” as a child, both the in-
terviewer and the interviewee reinforce and relate to an antisemitic 
discourse. To be “dark” is a deviation from the normalized state of 
“white” or “fair”. A normative Swedishness is thereby consolidated 
in the material, as a whole, a homogeneous Swedishness that is 
never explicitly  stated, but constantly made visible – as Christian, 
blue-eyed and fair or blonde. "e alleged Jewish appearance is, in 
all cases, related to what the narrator looked like in childhood – a 
childhood lived in a society where antisemitism was an accepted 
discourse and an actual everyday reality. "e stories and the inter-
viewers’ statements regarding the alleged “Jewish appearances or 
manners” of the interviewees as well as the questions concerning 
their “other ness” were however, elicited in the &''%s, at a time when 
most of the interviewees explicitly claimed they had never been vic-
tims of antisemitism and at a time when the Museum through the 
collecting of these memories was trying to counteract xenophobia 
and antisemitism in society. According to the interviewees’ stories, 
few of them had been subjected to anti semitic attacks or insults – 
but the analysis of the collected life stories nevertheless a,rms that 
antisemitic stereotypes still had a very strong impact in the &''%s 
in Sweden. "e questions about how the interviewees perceived 
themselves in relation to “ordinary” Swedes, and whether they felt 
di!erent, construct the interviewees as non-Swedes, not only back 
in the &'+%s but also in the &''%s. Previous research has argued that 
racial thinking about “Jews” and the use of antisemitic beliefs and 
stereotypes was an element in the creation of a modern Swedish cul-
tural and national identity, in diverse designs of Swedishness at the 
beginning of the twentieth century. "e analy sis of the collection 
Jewish memories shows how this was still done within the archive 
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of the Nordic Museum during the interview- and archivization 
processes of the collection in the-&''%s. 

However, this study also shows that the power to de#ne and cate-
go rize does not only belong to the sta! (in this case the initiators 
and interviewers working with the collection) at the memory and 
knowledge intuitions alone. According to Butler, without being able 
to think about vulnerability, we cannot think about resistance or 
agency. As this study illustrates memory and knowledge institutions 
may (unintentionally) contribute to recreating or maintaining dis-
criminatory and marginalizing discourses, when creating, collecting 
and archiving materials for the archive for future research. But it also 
shows that social categories and stereotypes are not trans historical 
or self-evident, but constantly (re)constructed in historical situations 
and institutional contexts. Moreover, this study also demonstrates 
how individual narrators resist assigned positions and descriptive 
discourses in the archived narratives. By acknowledging these acts 
of resistance, the dimension of the human vulnerability is illumi-
nated, but also how vulnerability enters agency, in the know ledge 
production at the archive of the Nordic Museum in Sweden.
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