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Abstract: This article focuses on the following issues: (1) how a narrator describes 
life under political repression in a retrospective first-person story; (2) the extent 
to which such a story can be analysed from the perspective of trauma theory; 
(3) what the use of trauma theory in combination with the methods of folk nar-
rative and oral history research can offer for a more diverse interpretation of 
such a story. The story selected for observation was written in 2001, focusing on 
events in Soviet Estonia (1940–1941, 1944–1991). At the time of telling this story, 
the Soviet era was publicly interpreted as a period of interruption of Estonian 
cultural and political continuity. Social scientists observed the Soviet period 
from the perspective of cultural trauma. In this way, the narrator presented 
complex past events in a framework that points to the restoration of historical 
justice. Although this story represents a positive attitude towards historical and 
cultural developments in Estonia, the analysis of this story indicates that traces 
of trauma can be found at the levels of the story that reflect the formation of the 
narrator’s identity.
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INTRODUCTION

Writing this article goes back to the second half of the 2010s, when I was 
involved in a trauma research project that had just been launched.1 Because 
I had previously researched oral history for two decades, the question arose 
of how to reconcile these concepts and methods in the study of real-life narra-
tives. This article aims to introduce the results of this research and present new 
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methodological possibilities by incorporating insights from trauma theory into 
the study of oral history and first-person stories. Combining these theoretical 
concepts made it possible to better interpret the narrative about the past, and 
to understand how the narrators simultaneously present difficult (traumatic) 
experiences and success stories.

Initially, however, it was necessary to find an impetus to start this research. 
One incident with students gave me inspiration on how to deal with this issue. 
A multidisciplinary course, “Life Story in the Study of the 20th Century”, was 
taught at the University of Tartu. This course provided MA students with an 
opportunity to discuss how the events of the twentieth century are recalled in 
the stories told in the 1990s and 2000s, based on manuscripts of life stories 
(EKLA f 350).2 The discussion topics focused on the years of the Soviet regime 
in Estonia, including political repressions and the events of the Second World 
War on Estonian soil. These are the subjects that the researchers of life stories 
had studied mainly from the perspective of oral history research and memory 
studies (see, e.g., Kirss & Kõresaar & Lauristin 2004; Kõresaar 2011).

What caught my attention was an opinion expressed by the students that 
the narrators often too readily laid the blame for their personal failures and 
misfortunes at the door of the Stalinist regime. The issue came to the fore 
when discussing the story of one particular narrator (EKLA f 350:1:1120). 
The students were unconvinced that the narrator’s relationship problems and 
difficulties at work in the 1970s could be linked with the imprisonment of her 
father in the 1950s. My initial reaction was to question why they would not be 
linked. But then I started to wonder how I would know that my interpretation 
was the right one. In other words, which arguments could I use to defend my 
interpretation? And also, to ask what has shaped the students’ interpretation.

In order to find arguments for interpretation, I decided to analyse this story 
from the trauma perspective. The choice was based on the premise that since 
a traumatic experience can be seen as a process, it enables us to see the links 
between different events and situations (see, e.g., BenEzer 2014 [1999]: 29–30). 
In addition, researchers of trauma expression have noted that the return to 
the same topic in the story can be one of the indications of trauma (Sütterlin 
2020: 19–20). By closely observing this story, I try to find arguments supporting 
my interpretation and also answer the question of why the narrator justifies 
the events that took place in the 1970s with what had happened twenty years 
earlier, during the Stalinist era. To better understand the events and situations 
described in the observed life story, the oral history viewpoint was added to the 
analysis. Combining the techniques of trauma theory and oral history allowed 
me to arrive at a deeper and more diverse interpretation of the narrative, which 
I would not have achieved using just one of these approaches.
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NARRATIVE AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT TO THE ANALYSED 
TEXT

The life story analysed here is one of the almost 3,500 manuscripts from the 
collection Estonian Life Histories (EKLA 350). A significant proportion of the 
stories written in the late 1990s and early 2000s focus on the splitting of the 
narrator’s identity caused by the conflict between the individual and the Soviet 
state. Before the Soviet period, these narrators or their parents were ordinary 
citizens of the Republic of Estonia. However, the Soviet authorities regarded 
them as enemies who had to be isolated from society (imprisonment, forced re-
settlement) or whose activities had to be significantly restricted and controlled. 
At the same time, these stories cover topics that were not discussed in public 
during the Soviet era. The narrators’ and their relatives’ status was restored 
after the Republic of Estonia regained independence. As the stories were told 
after the restoration of this status, the stories are framed by the victory of the 
people’s sense of justice, although the topics to be told relate to very difficult 
experiences from the past decades (Kirss 2004: 123; cf. Dawson 2014). The 
general tonality in the stories reflects the concept of cultural continuity. 

The above also applies to the story which is examined in more detail here 
(EKLA 350:1:1120). The narrator and main character of this story is Urve,3 
who was born in a village in central Estonia in 1934. Her parents were farm-
ers whose ancestors had lived and worked in the same village since the early 
eighteenth century. Urve emphasises the generational continuity of life and field 
of activity, which had lasted for more than two centuries and ended abruptly 
with the establishment of Soviet power in Estonia in 1940. The period of in-
dividual farming ended in the late 1940s due to the socialist restructuring of 
agriculture. Urve’s family moved to the city because her father and mother did 
not want to work on a collective farm (kolkhoz). Her father was arrested in the 
early 1950s, and his family members now belonged to the group of people that 
were ostracised by the Soviet rule and who were called “enemies of the people” 
in the rhetoric of Soviet authorities. This status did not allow Urve to obtain 
her desired education. After Stalin’s death, the situation normalised, and she 
could continue her studies and become a teacher. During the Soviet era, she 
worked as a school principal and a teacher of Estonian language and literature. 
At the time of the narration, she was retired.

In this and other stories in the same text collection, the turning point of the 
narrator’s life is the establishment of Soviet power in the 1940s. Although the 
level of events in the stories primarily reflects Soviet repressions, the narrators’ 
view of the past focuses on preserving the nation, language and culture. Hence, 
it should be emphasised that the narrators do not use the concept of trauma. 



10                     www.folklore.ee/folklore

Tiiu Jaago

Instead, these stories express satisfaction at achieving national independence 
and cultural continuity. This very controversial issue has been discussed by 
Leena Kurvet-Käosaar. She has studied the Gulag experience based on Baltic 
women’s life stories from the point of view of trauma. In these stories, the 
narrators describe survival and avoid re-opening the wounds from the painful 
experiences of Stalinist repressions (Kurvet-Käosaar 2020: 312). Referring to 
the study of the Gulag experience in general, Kurvet-Käosaar talks about the 
need to consider specific cultural and historical factors when studying the ways 
of expressing trauma in this context (ibid.).

A similar contradiction – describing difficult past events on the one hand, 
but acknowledging the success made through national independence on the 
other – also characterises Urve’s story analysed here. This is one of the reasons 
why it is justified to combine oral history research techniques with the analysis 
techniques of trauma theory. The need to combine research methods from the 
aspect of memory research has also been explained by trauma researchers: the 
combination of research methods is seen as an opportunity to find out more about 
the connections between the past and the present without going to the extremes, 
be it success or trauma (Rigney 2018: 369–370; Bond & Craps 2020: 139–141).

TRAUMA, ORAL HISTORY, AND FOLK NARRATIVE RESEARCH

In defining trauma in life story analysis, the social and literary researchers’ 
views proved to be effective. According to them, both collective and individual 
trauma is defined based on an event or events that significantly change the 
narrator’s identity, wherein the change is perceived as negative (Jackson 2002: 
45; Debs 2012; Aarelaid-Tart 2016 [2010]: 43; Talebreza-May 2015; Balaev 2018: 
366). The assessment of the Soviet period in Estonian society in the 1990s has 
been described based on the concept of cultural trauma (Aarelaid-Tart 2006: 
53–56). Although cultural trauma is a social and discursive construction and 
does not necessarily describe an individual’s experiences, society must shape 
its picture of history, considering the traumatic experiences of the individual 
members of society. Jeffrey C. Alexander emphatically states: “Cultural trauma 
occurs when members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a hor-
rendous event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness, 
marking their memories forever and changing their future in fundamental and 
irrevocable ways” (Alexander 2017 [2012]: 6). Also, the pluralistic trauma theory, 
according to which trauma is subjective and defined in cultural terms, is worth 
bearing in mind (see, e.g., Balaev 2018: 366). Thus, it is an interpretive, rather 
than an unambiguously identifiable phenomenon. The experiential diversity 
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of trauma is manifested both in the way it occurs and how it is presented, and 
in the plurality of the opinions of the persons who define it.

Trauma is, above all, an analytical category in this observation, which allows 
me to interpret the assessments presented by the narrator. To define trauma, 
I use (1) narrative research techniques (positioning, self-presentation); (2) the 
sociological concept of cultural trauma, which, among other issues, indicates 
that the described events are perceived as negative; (3) and I closely study the 
interrelations between keeping silent, or not talking, and talking. The latter 
topic has significant relevance to why the narrator made these choices in the 
story written in 2001, and whether and how the narrator and the story’s listener 
or reader understand each other.

Two more approaches have been used here to make the trauma-centred 
interpretation more versatile: the folkloristic perspective to narrative research 
and the oral history research. 

From the folkloristic perspective, I interpret Urve’s life story (EKLA 
f 350:1:1120) as one of the presentations of her life narrative. In folklore re-
search, the term variant, or version, is used in this context. To find variants, 
the above-mentioned life story is compared to other presentations of the same 
narrator. Her book Minevikku minemine (Going to the Past; Buschmann 2014) 
is used here. In the book, she published the correspondence of her imprisoned 
father with the family members and added her memories and explanatory 
comments to the letters. The book reflects how the narrator’s family coped in 
the 1950s. While writing the article, and especially, trying to find an answer 
to the question that arose in communicating with students, I contacted Urve 
Buschmann. So this analysis includes my conversations and communication 
with her in March 2018 (MK: EKLA f 350:1:1120. Annex). 

Comparing the texts as the variants of the same life narrative enabled me 
to understand whether the link between the 1950s and 1970s, which raised 
the questions, was an isolated case or whether this connection also appeared 
in Urve’s other presentations. Since this connection was evident in more than 
one writing, it can be concluded that the connection in the story written in 2001 
was not coincidental. 

In addition to identifying recurring elements, the folkloristic (variability-
based) approach draws attention to how the text is affected by the situation in 
which a story is told (cf. Bronner 2006: 226; Metsvahi 2004: 138–147; Latvala 
2005: 39–47; Palmenfelt 2006: 111–112). This perspective is necessary to discuss 
why Urve structured her life story this way, and why she chose the specific 
events and subtopics to compile her life story. This approach also helped me 
understand why Urve expected empathy from the reader when telling her story. 
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An analogous view of the early decades of the Soviet era was generally common 
in Estonian society in the 1990s and early 2000s.

The use of oral history research techniques offered me opportunities to 
understand both the ways of recounting history and the historical-political 
context of the observed story.

TEXT ANALYSIS TOOLS

The text analysis techniques used in this study come from trauma theory and 
oral history research. The choice of these tools depended, on the one hand, on 
the need to notice signs of trauma in the text, and on the other hand, to find in 
the text details that are, at first glance, overshadowed by the storyline. Although 
most of the techniques involved are based on the analysis of an oral interview, 
this knowledge can also be adapted for analysing a written text; because oral-
ity and writing relate to the technique of presentation but do not change the 
narrator’s relationship with what he or she is talking about (see, e.g., Pöysä 
2006: 228–231; Jaago 2014a: 294–299).

According to researchers, one of the important markers of trauma is related 
to the narrator’s emotions. Gadi BenEzer, for instance, when distinguishing 
signs of trauma in an oral interview, notes, among other things, loss of con-
trol over emotions (this can include crying and extreme numbness), repeated 
return to the topic or silence, as well as changes in the body language or use 
of the voice (BenEzer 2014: 34–36). Alessandro Portelli, a researcher of oral 
history, also describes the ways to interpret oral speech, pointing out emotional 
information contained in the speech. Although Portelli does not offer unam-
biguous rules for associating the nuances of volume, intonation and rhythm 
with specific meanings, information is hidden in the changes in these features 
(Portelli 1991: 48). Social psychologist Harald Welzer (2000) points out the 
same aspect: emotions either support or hinder memorisation, and by way of 
this, emotions have an impact on how the event and the relevant experiences 
are presented in the narrative (Welzer 2000: 55–56). Analysing the life stories 
of Hungarians residing in Sweden, Katalin Henriksson notes that the shock of 
traumatic experience prevents narrators from describing the events without 
the story touching the narrators themselves. She believes this is one reason 
why it is so difficult to speak about traumatic experiences. At the same time, 
she as a researcher has seen that traumatic experiences need to be expressed 
(Henriksson 2015: 41–42). Thus, Henriksson highlights the peculiarities of 
expressing trauma and the reason for this: traumatic experience touches the 
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narrator differently from everyday experiences. This statement is in line with 
Welzer’s assertion discussed above. 

We cannot see emotions in written narratives in the same way as in an oral 
interview. Based on the research results of oral interviews, however, we can 
say that it is also important to monitor changes in the style of a written story, 
as these changes point to the narrator’s relationships with the events or situ-
ations described, as well as to changes in these relationships. The analysis of 
Urve’s life story is based on a definition of trauma that focuses on the change 
in the narrator’s identity, caused by the events related to the establishment of 
the Soviet regime. Urve’s identity is apparent, for example, from the way she 
introduces herself in the story and positions the characters in the story realm. 
In light of the above, trauma is analysed using the positioning theory (see, e.g., 
Block 2017). Urve positions herself in her story based on her role in the recounted 
events and situations and in society at large. She introduces herself, on the one 
hand, from the viewpoint of herself and her family members, and, on the other 
hand, from the position assigned to them by the regime. The multi-layered story 
setup enables her to present herself and her family as “enemies of the people”, 
which is the regime’s perspective and contrasts with her self-identification. The 
identities presented in the story conflict with one another. It has been argued 
that in the case of conflicting identities, an individual is trying to suppress one 
of the identities (Ataria 2017: 170). This is also clearly visible in Urve’s story.

The analysis also includes aspects of interpretation. In addition to the self-
presentation and positioning presented in the story and the emotional attitude 
expressed in it, other layers appear that create and affect interpretations; for 
instance, the intertextuality that has taken shape in the socio-historical and 
cultural contexts, as well as social and institutional opinions that have developed 
over time, but also change from time to time (cf. the extending positioning theory, 
Block 2017). In this context, it is essential to distinguish between the time of 
the events described in the story and the time when the story is told: they both 
influence how the past is presented. On the one hand, the described events in 
Urve’s story take place during the Soviet era between 1944–1991, which offers 
the context for the formation of the double identity of Urve. On the other hand, 
she told this story a decade after the collapse of the Soviet regime, in 2001, 
when the public and cultural/interpretive contexts had drastically changed. 

In summary, the following aspects are important in the analysis of Urve’s life 
story: the identity of the narrator, which opens up in how she positions herself 
in the story realm; her attitudes towards the narrated events and situations, 
which are expressed in the choice of the narration style; non-narrative factors 
that influence her choices in presenting her story (general social attitudes dur-
ing narration; motivation for narration, among others).
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ANALYSIS OF URVE’S STORY: TEXT AND INTERPRETATION

This analysis aims to find arguments justifying Urve’s choice to link the events 
and situations of the 1970s with those that happened in the 1950s. I focus on 
the reader’s perspective rather than the narrator’s, i.e., on the interpretation, 
rather than the narrator’s self-presentation. I used the concept of trauma as 
a means of analysis that offered one way of achieving the goal mentioned above. 

Urve’s story is titled “My life story”. It was submitted to the life story col-
lection competition titled “My life and the life of my family in the Estonian 
SSR and the Republic of Estonia” in 2001. The competition organisers asked 
narrators to recount how they had lived during the Soviet period to open up 
the everyday life of that time to readers who had no personal experience with 
it (Eesti Päevaleht 2000). This aspect is relevant to the discussion amongst the 
students. They were born in the 1990s, yet the story describing the life of that 
time remained incomprehensible to them. 

Urve’s story is twelve and a half typewritten pages long and divided into 
eleven sections or chapters. The first two chapters are titled “A short family 
history” and “History breaks in”. The first one is devoted to a short history of 
the development of farming society, while the second one deals with the events 
leading to the destruction of that society. This is also the first reference to 
the upheaval that the establishment of the Soviet regime in Estonia in 1940 
brought along. 

At the end of the chapter “History breaks in”, Urve stops the flow of personal 
memories. She has recounted the pre-war history of her family and the events 
of 1941, the first year of the war. She then changes her style, addressing the 
imaginary reader directly. She has doubts about the reception of her story by 
the reader. The narrator’s appeal to the imaginary reader has been described 
as one of the narrative strategies (Latvala 2002: 367) that also points to the 
communicative nature of the narrative (Abrams 2010: 109). From the aspect of 
the interpretation of narration, such a technique is helpful for understanding 
what kind of dialogue with the reader the narrator expects. Starting a dialogue 
with an imaginary reader by interrupting the narrative flow about the events 
also allows Urve to emphasise the impact of these events on her and her fam-
ily. She is in doubt: perhaps the organisers of the collecting competition were 
expecting a nostalgic reminiscence of the past, but her story is harsh. An opposi-
tion between expectations and reality makes the complication of the situations 
described in her story even more pronounced. She adds that perhaps she needed 
to write the story to “finally vent [her] hidden frustrations”, which had accumu-
lated over time and were “still brewing deep inside” (EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 3). 
She appears to be driven not so much by nostalgia but suppressed grievance. 
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The upheaval (which is also emphasised by changing the style of narration) is 
related to historical and family events and the narrator’s transition from one 
life period to another. It also appears that the emotional condition caused by 
these upheavals persisted.

She describes the upheaval in more detail in her book, lamenting that the 
“farm that had been in the hands of the same family for at least eight genera-
tions” (ibid.) has been destroyed and is gone now (Buschmann 2014: 7). Urve 
places her and her sisters’ childhood into a turning point, i.e., the moment 
continuity was interrupted: the continuity created by her ancestors over cen-
turies, in contrast to the action of the Soviet regime directed at interrupting 
that continuity.

The chapter of her life story titled “History breaks in”, describing the in-
terruption in her former lifestyle, is followed by a description of adapting to 
the Soviet pattern of living. People must adapt to the circumstances in both 
their family life and the life of the community – to the circumstances that they 
perceive as unfavourable. She comments on her experience with school: “You 
had to be aware of what to think and what to say”, referring to the discrep-
ancy between attitudes/opinions and what was said aloud, to avoid getting on 
bad terms with the authorities (EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 5). What is even more 
important from the perspective of research is Urve’s remark about a shift in 
her feelings: while in the past she had been afraid of ghosts and spooks, now 
there was an added fear of people. This fear of people was not abstract. It seems 
to have been more a sense of danger and a defence mechanism rooted in the 
collective experience aimed at avoiding imprisonment, forced resettlement or 
similar political action. When the extreme actions ended after Stalin’s death in 
1953, the fear receded into precaution. To what extent can this feeling of fear 
be associated with a traumatic experience? It no longer seems to influence the 
narrator’s consciousness and feelings at the time of narration. However, the 
existence of this feeling is one of the essential features of the described period 
(cf. Kalmre 2007: 74–77).

In the chapter with the expressive title “Like being in a toothpaste tube”, she 
expresses her experiences from the next period of her life, from the end of the 
war in 1944 to the establishment of kolkhozes and mass deportations in 1949.4 
Among other things, she describes how she and her school friends planned to 
express their opposition to the Soviet regime. Somebody in the community got 
wind of their plan and stopped them. She describes what happened next, “It was 
quietly made clear to us how close we had been to Siberia” (EKLA 359:1.1120, 
p. 6). This illustrates how the rhetoric related to imprisonment was formed 
in people’s minds and speech – here, Siberia is used as a synonym for prison. 
The phrase “Siberia is close” refers to the eagerness of the Soviet authorities 
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to arrest people, rather than to the geographical distance between Estonia and 
Siberia. The word quietly should also be noted. This word is characteristic of 
that time: it was reasonable not to speak out, not to talk about oneself or oth-
ers, about the past or one’s attitudes. 

The title of the next chapter, “From village to city. Enemies of the people”, 
refers to two turning points in Urve’s life. Firstly, the fact that her family was 
forced to move meant that they had to adapt to a completely different lifestyle. 
Moreover, leaving the family home and moving to the city was not voluntary. 
The loss of the family home is an experience that Urve does not narrate in more 
detail in her life story. She presents this period as a sequence of facts: the job 
her father found, where the family found lodgings, and other practical issues. 
Such a style of presentation is often used in life stories to describe critical situ-
ations (see, e.g., Kirss 2004: 125; Jaago 2018: 125–127). The topic of losing the 
family home, however, is discussed in considerable detail in the letters sent 
by her father from prison as well as in her comments in the book Minevikku 
minemine (Buschmann 2014: 244–245). The family members experienced the 
same events and situations, but the father’s and the daughter’s life trajecto-
ries were different. The father talked about how his dreams and aspirations 
had been shattered, asking who he was after that. The daughter, however, 
dreamed about studying and mused about what she would like to become and 
to what extent it was possible, considering the political restrictions. The com-
mon denominator of both situations was the political status of the father and 
daughter: the regime considered both of them enemies of the people, which had 
an impact on their life choices. 

In her life story, Urve explains her situation after her father was imprisoned 
for political reasons: she had enrolled in the teacher training college and realised 
that her life at school and at home were at odds with each other.

I was sixteen when my double life began: at school I had to recite the history 
that was taught, march in demonstrations, vote at Komsomol meetings 
that lasted whole weekends … At home, we worried about our future, but 
mostly about our father who was being taken from one prison to another...
(EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 6.)

She also describes her double life and involuntary double role in her book 
Minevikku minemine (Buschmann 2014: 56). At school, she assumed the role 
of an exemplary citizen. At home, however, she had to stay beside her mother, 
which meant both fighting deep depression and taking care of everyday chores. 
Although her parents’ political status was not her fault, she had to bear the con-
sequences. Her description reveals that the dividing line was not only between 
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the regime and the family but also between her and her family members, “I felt 
it was unfair that I had suddenly become an outcast – a ‘kulak’s kid’ in terms 
of that time.” She admits that such a feeling was a bitter secret that she did not 
share with her family (Buschmann 2014: 56). This aspect is not highlighted 
in her life story. 

In her life story, she describes the ambivalent feeling she had at school (the 
discrepancy between what people thought and what they said), “It was weird 
to talk in history class about the ‘bootlickers’ of the Nazis and the liquidation 
of kulaks as a class”. The phrases bootlicker of the Nazis and the liquidation of 
kulaks as a class belonged to the rhetoric of the Soviet regime. It was odd because 
she could have been one of those, as had already happened to a number of her 
classmates. She concludes the episode with a sigh: why did she have to be the 
one stigmatised? Why couldn’t she be “an upbeat and enthusiastic exemplary 
citizen”? (EKLA 350:1.:1120, p. 7.)

In her life story Urve does not dwell on what happened after she was expelled 
from school. She notes briefly that she worked in a factory and continued her 
education at night school. After Stalin’s death in 1953, she was able to continue 
her studies at the teacher training college. The letters exchanged between her 
father and family members, published in the book Minevikku minemine, how-
ever, reveal how difficult it was for the young woman to reconcile her choices, 
which were determined by political restrictions, and her expectations for self-
development, as well as to reconcile the latter with the needs of her family. 
Her father was imprisoned, and mother struggled to earn enough to feed and 
educate four children. These aspects become evident in the letters written at 
the time of events and are revived in the context of the family archives. This 
topic is not touched upon in the retrospective life story – a text that explains, 
rather than reconstructs, the events. 

Urve started her independent life in 1956, when her father returned from 
prison. To a certain extent, the style of the life story changes at that point: 
feelings are no longer related to fear, and the topic of political repressions is 
replaced by the depiction of everyday life in the Soviet Union. However, the 
topic of being an “enemy of the people” does come up when she describes her 
struggles related to work and family in the 1970s – but not so much in the 
1980s. While my students felt that references to the Stalinist era in connection 
with the 1970s were unjustified (as explained above at the beginning of this 
paper), the text analysis reveals that there were reasons for such references. 

The episodes that gave rise to the debate were work relations in the 1970s 
and family relations in the same period. We learn from the chapter of the life 
story titled “Life with a huge bunch of keys” that Urve, who was working as 
a teacher, “never, under any conditions, wanted to become a school principal” 
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(EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 9). This is followed by a description of the nature of the 
job of a school principal (major repairs to the school building are in progress, 
but building materials are hard to find) and the Communist Party’s control 
over the school principal. As a result of enormous stress and injustice, “at the 
age of 37, I was hospitalised for one and a half months with pre-heart attack 
symptoms” (EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 9). However, it is not in her character to be 
passive. She seeks to voice her opinions and experiences by writing articles 
for newspapers. This leads to a proposal from the Minister of Education that 
she should accept the post of editor-in-chief of the newspaper for teachers. 
She would have liked to accept the job but the local Central Committee of the 
Communist Party did not approve her candidacy for the post because her dos-
sier included information about her father’s imprisonment. Urve summarises 
the topic by stating, “The system defined me based on my dossier, not on who 
I was.” (EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 9.) 

Her family situation at the time is described as follows: Urve and her husband 
were given a flat, thanks to the husband’s job: “My husband accepted a job with 
the local Communist Party committee, and we were given a 32 square-meter (!) 
two-bedroom flat” (EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 8.). She also reveals that her husband’s 
career was developing more slowly than expected. 

My husband’s expectations were bigger than the reality – he is a decent, 
hardworking, and ambitious person and was hoping to progress up the 
career ladder but got stuck. At one time, he took it out on me, complaining 
that I had not helped him to be successful. Perhaps he was being polite, not 
wanting to say that his marriage to a daughter of an enemy of the people 
had prevented him from becoming the big cheese. (EKLA 350:1:1120, p. 8)

Her wording (marriage to a daughter of an enemy of the people) points to both 
internal and external tensions. As mentioned above, she was tormented by her 
double role in the early 1950s and by her dossier in the 1970s, which meant 
that her father’s imprisonment determined her life. Urve herself would have 
liked to be at the forefront, both at work and in public life, but this was impos-
sible for political reasons. The episode also sheds light on life during the Soviet 
time. The situation in the 1970s was a direct result of the events of the 1940s 
and 1950s. In the 1970s, the everyday lives of Estonians were shaped by the 
political framework and legal model imposed on Estonia in the early days of the 
Soviet regime – in the 1940s and 1950s. By the 1970s, Urve had achieved what 
was possible, considering her political baggage from the 1950s. This included 
the conditions of getting a home (a flat) and opportunities for self-realisation – 
both areas were controlled by the Soviet authorities through the Communist 



Folklore 93         19

Success Story or Traumatic Experience? 

Party and trade unions. Her opportunities as a daughter of an “enemy of the 
people” were more limited than the opportunities of those who had merit in the 
eyes of the Soviet regime. She refers to these restrictions when writing about 
problems at work and in her personal life in the 1970s. 

In the 1980s, she could utilise what she had achieved a decade earlier, and in 
describing the events of that decade, she no longer refers to the political context 
of her youth. She revisits the topic of repressions when talking about the 1990s. 
During this period, there was also a great public interest in the issue of repres-
sion. Naturally, the public discourse of the 1990s concerning Stalinist repressions 
differed by 180 degrees from what it was during the Soviet era. Among other 
things, the documents related to the victims of repression were published in the 
book Political arrests in Estonia 1940–1988. The first volume of the book con-
tains information about the imprisonment of Urve’s father (Õispuu 1996: 608). 

Trauma (which is defined by the researcher, not the narrator herself) in this 
story is manifested in the persistent split of identity in Urve. A split between 
the natural life course and the historical-political events that interrupted that 
course; a split between her feelings/desires and the retributions of the regime; 
a split between the official/public discourse and what was said at home / in pri-
vate settings; and, last but not least, an internal split caused by her double roles. 

This life story was written a decade after the collapse of the Soviet regime, 
and this allowed Urve to describe the difficulties experienced in the Soviet pe-
riod retrospectively. She no longer had to adapt to the circumstances that had 
led to the traumatic experience, and which also fed and preserved it. However, 
she could not let them go completely, although the interpretive context of her 
double role and the difficulties caused by it had changed. It seems that despite 
the change in the external framework of the story (the political situation and 
the attitude of the public), she could not really get rid of the experience of the 
past. Consequently, her life story is not based on the juxtaposition of isolated 
life events. Rather, the focus is on the narrator’s contradictory identity, the 
development of which she describes through events chosen to be included in 
the story.

In conclusion, it can be explained why I gave a negative answer to the stu-
dents’ question about whether the narrator’s linking the repressions of the 1950s 
with the events and situations of the 1970s is habitual rather than justified. 
The students’ decision was based on an analysis of the events of the story rather 
than the narrator’s attitudes and feelings. They also based their interpretation 
of Soviet life on their experience gained from post-Soviet era discussions. The 
analysis, however, revealed that the events of those decades were connected 
through traumatic experience. Although Urve had not used that concept at the 
interpretation level, trauma was revealed through the evolution of her identity.
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TO REMAIN SILENT OR TALK: THE QUESTION 
OF UNDERSTANDING 

While writing the article, I contacted Urve Buschmann to ask what she thought 
of the students’ opinions. She answered that the students had no personal ex-
perience with those years (the 1970s). A precondition for understanding a text 
was, in her opinion, that the reader was familiar with the time and situation 
described in the text (MK: EKLA f 350:1:p. 120. Annex). It turns out that the 
choice to either speak or remain silent is significantly related to two aspects: 
what factors form the narrator’s identity (as described above) and the extent to 
which the narrator expects understanding or dialogue from her audience. The 
last-mentioned statement is related to the communicative aspect of storytelling 
which may also lead to social forgetting (Vree 2013). 

Could the theme of silence appearing in Urve’s stories refer to trauma? Re-
maining silent has indeed been considered to be one expression of a traumatic 
experience (BenEzer 2014: 34; Baddeley & Singer 2010). It may indicate a shock 
caused by trauma (Eyerman 2012: 565; Henriksson 2015: 41–42; Brooker 2017: 
289). At the same time, trauma theorists have also discussed the associations 
between remaining silent and cultural norms: what is said or not said may stem 
from the cultural background at the time of narration (Balaev 2018: 360–367). 
It means that remaining silent (shutting up) can result from the narrator’s 
feelings (control of emotions or loss of control, self-protection, shame, etc.). The 
narrator’s choice to speak or not to speak can be influenced by cultural context 
(e.g., taboo, norms, courtesy).

Only indirect references to the reasons for remaining silent, such as shame, 
cultural norms, etc., can be found in Urve’s narratives. Instead, Urve emphasises 
being silent for political reasons, both in the social context and in the family. 
For instance, she mentions that she did not talk at home about her desire to be 
a prominent young woman in Soviet society. (She did not have the opportunity 
to be active in society because of her father’s imprisonment and the resulting 
social status.) It would have been inappropriate from the perspective of her 
home: it would have seemed as if she had betrayed her parents. 

What did remaining silent mean during the period of repression? Urve men-
tioned the fear of people. This fear, driven by the desire to survive, included 
information on how to know things that were not to be talked about. In the ob-
served historical and political circumstances, the way how community members 
interacted with each other (i.e., outside formal interrogations) also changed. 
For instance, a man born in Estonia in 1904 describes the post-war years – the 
early years of the Soviet regime – as follows: 
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It wasn’t the destruction of war that left the deepest imprint on the life 
of the city. The biggest changes occurred in people. People did not trust 
each other anymore. When people met, they did not talk about the pre-war 
and war-time lives of their families and relatives. Nobody knew who was 
who anymore. Only true friends were open-minded without fearing that 
what they said would reach the ears of informers. (EKLA f 350:1:1759)

While Urve mentioned a new fear in her life that emerged with the establish-
ment of the Soviet regime – the fear of people – the text fragment above speaks 
about exactly the same phenomenon. The period of social change is often de-
scribed through the changes in people, their relationships and roles (see Lotman 
2009 [1992]: 15; Jaago 2014b: 1084–1086).

If the situation was ambivalent, how did people acquire the skill of know-
ing when to talk and when not to talk? An example is provided by a man born 
in 1953: on the one hand, he mentions that by the time he started school, he 
already knew what to say and where to speak; on the other hand, he points 
out that such things were not explicitly taught and that he was not expected 
to be hypocritical. 

I am one of those who was told the truth about our history and the fate 
of the Estonian people from the time I was very young. It may seem 
surprising, but that’s how it was. And another thing that seems somewhat 
surprising to me when I think about it now, although I am confident 
that there is no mistake, is that when I started school at the age of seven, 
I knew very well what I could or could not speak about at school. Based 
on the prior knowledge obtained from home, it was self-evident that the 
truth learned at home was not disseminated, and certain matters were 
not to be discussed outside home. Therefore, I do not remember being 
specifically instructed before starting school. What is certain is that I was 
not taught to be hypocritical: say this at home and that at school (i.e., 
pretend to praise the communist regime). I took note of what was told at 
school during that controversial time, and if I had to give a recitation on 
a lesson in class I recited what I had been taught at school and kept my 
opinion to myself; in any other case I tried to avoid discussing the matter 
as much as possible. (EKLA f 350:1:2744)

When comparing this explanation with the double role described by Urve in 
her life story, it is apparent that by the 1960s people had adapted to double 
roles and double truths. Naturally, the situation considerably improved after 
Stalin’s death.
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How does the time of talking affect how the past is talked about? The is-
sue of repressions in the early Soviet years featured prominently in the public 
debate in the 1990s and 2000s. Therefore, it is understandable that Urve pays 
the most attention to this topic in her life story. Of the total twelve and a half 
pages, family history is covered on one page, and life in the early Soviet period of 
1940–1956 on five and a half pages. The next four pages contain a description of 
everyday life in Soviet times over three decades, only half of which is dedicated 
to personal life events (under the title “What about personal life?”). The life 
story ends with a two-page summary titled “No whining!”. In this section, she 
gives clues to what happened in the late 1980s and in the 1990s: she describes 
the ways of coping with an economically difficult situation; talks about the last 
days in her mother’s and father’s life and the well-being of her children. This 
segment also includes two joyful acknowledgements: firstly, that her parents 
took part in the rebuilding of the Republic of Estonia, and secondly, that she 
is so active in her retirement. 

Three-quarters of Urve’s life story is devoted to Stalinist repressions and 
the formation of the life course that accompanied them. It is characteristic of 
the stories told during this period generally. However, the situation developed 
gradually. For instance, a survey on Stalinist repressions carried out by the 
Heritage Society in the late 1980s showed that the answers were brief. Of 
course, this can result from the genre – after all, these are answers to ques-
tions. Nevertheless, the answers are laconic and display that respondents are 
confused about this topic (see Mälu). Literary scholar Tiina Kirss points to the 
fact that the recounting of Stalinist repressions may be inhibited by the passage 
of time, by the Soviet-era ban on public debate of this issue and, consequently, 
the lack of discursive strategy (Kirss 2004: 134–135). At the same time, the 
issue of repressions remained alive in family tradition: it was characterised by 
defiant resistance to the injustice experienced (ibid.: 123). Kirss argues that 
the memories preserved in the private sphere began to shape the tonality of 
the life stories sent to the archives in the 1990s and early 2000s (ibid.: 135). 

The time of storytelling favoured the emergence of the issue of Soviet re-
pressions. The public discussion of the topics shaped the situation where the 
narrators perceived the retreat of the suppressed sense of injustice, which had 
taken place for half a century, and the restoration of justice. It was thus logi-
cal that they also expected the reader to understand their point of view. At the 
same time, however, it can be seen that the preferred topics of conversation 
vary, probably related to the change in the expected (understanding) audience. 
The Soviet past has been exhaustively discussed in society today. Public inter-
est has shifted to new current issues. The students’ opinion mentioned above 
reflects namely changes in the framework of interpretation. 
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In conclusion, the persistence of the traumatic experience lies in the conflict-
ing identities of the narrator. When external factors influencing the narration 
change, it also changes the narrators’ strategies for silence or speaking. At the 
same time, these external factors also shape the narrator’s identity, including 
the multilevel nature of identity. However, the layers contained in the identity 
remain despite the change of time. Also, in Urve’s life story, it seems that the 
traumatic experience associated with the formation of her identity levels mani-
fests itself in the narrative, regardless of how she presents the level of events.

CONCLUSIONS

In this analysis, defining trauma is related to the researcher’s aim to analyse 
the link between different events and situations in a life story. We can see from 
Urve’s storyline how the loss of the family home and her father’s imprisonment 
after the establishment of the Soviet regime transforms from a description 
of past events into an interpretation of the past. Both the presentation and 
interpretation of historical events take place within the political context (inde-
pendent Republic of Estonia versus the Soviet regime in Estonia). The change 
of power and the period of war in the 1940s are depicted as negative changes 
at the levels of both events and emotions: death of family members, loss of 
family home, and the fear of people (as a new feeling). After these events, the 
narrator’s life continues on two levels. On the one hand, she is an active and 
exemplary citizen with excellent leadership qualities; on the other hand, she 
is one of the people called the “enemies of the people”, whose life is repeatedly 
shaped in an undesirable way for political reasons. Such a split identity pro-
vides an opportunity to analyse trauma in her story, which results in parallel 
chronologies (cf. Ataria 2017: 166 ff.). On the one hand, there is family history 
and its continuity; on the other hand, there is a series of events caused by the 
interruption (“History breaks in”), which fits in with the double identity (i.e., the 
topic of identity conflict). Although the environment that leads to a traumatic 
experience (splitting of identity) disappears, and the frame of narration changes, 
the trauma persists at the level of identity.

From the research/methodological point of view, the inclusion of techniques 
of trauma theory in the analysis proved fruitful. This point of view made it pos-
sible to notice more profoundly the aspects related to the narrator’s feelings, 
which were overshadowed by the superficial layers of the series of events. The 
splitting of identity and the related multifaceted conflicts both in the narrator 
and in her relationship with her parents and the authorities point to the narra-
tor’s traumatic experience. At the same time, the general tonality of the story 



24                     www.folklore.ee/folklore

Tiiu Jaago

is related to the search for and formulation of lasting values, which provides 
a positive background for understanding the whole story. Trauma-theoretical 
approach also provided an opportunity to understand the narrator’s arguments 
about why she linked events and situations that took place during the Stalin-
ist period and twenty years later. On the one hand, these events were related 
through the cause-and-effect principle, and on the other hand, through the split 
identity of the narrator. 

Using the techniques of folkloristic narrative research confirmed that the 
narrator does not change her view of the past, although the scope and style of 
the performance are determined by the narrative situation and genre. The oral 
history study provided opportunities to contextualise the historical background 
of the events mediated in Urve’s story. It was also necessary to use an oral 
history view to describe the effect of the narration time on the structure of the 
story under consideration. Through this approach, it is possible to understand 
what life was like in a situation of repression. This approach also provided 
opportunities to point to the conditions that prevailed at the time of narrating 
and made this narrative a success story rather than a trauma story.
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NOTES

1 This research project was titled “Traumatized Borders: Reviving Subversive Narra-
tives of Borders, and Other” (2016–2020), supported by the Academy of Finland. The 
author thanks the members of the project team, especially Kirsi Laurén, discussions 
with whom greatly contributed to the completion of this article.

2 Life story (Est. elulugu), in the context of this article, is a first-person story covering 
the narrator’s entire life course and pointing to the narrator’s choices through which 
he/she interprets his/her own life. From a literary point of view, these stories have 
been associated with the genres of memoir literature, for instance, memoirs, auto-
biographies, life writing, etc. (Kurvet-Käosaar 2010: 7–10; Hinrikus 2010; cf. Kadar 
2013). From the perspective of memory research in Estonian ethnology, the narrator’s 
experiences, which narrators have mediated with the familiar cultural narration tech-
niques, have been emphasised in connection with these stories (Kõresaar 2005: 14). 
From a folkloristic point of view (also represented in this article), these stories have 
been associated with the so-called thematic writing: they are stories told by volunteer 
correspondents of the archive, motivated by the researchers’ appeal. In most cases, 
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researchers also suggest a specific topic for writing in these appeals. Nevertheless, 
the thematic writings are freely structured by the narrators (Jaago 2014a: 290–299).

3 Urve Buschmann’s life story was published in the collection Eesti rahva elulood (Life 
Stories of the Estonian People), edited by Rutt Hinrikus, in 2003. In connection with 
the publication of her story, she also gave permission to publish her name. According 
to the practice of studying Estonian life stories, researchers often use the narrator’s 
first name in their writings (see, e.g., Kirss & Kõresaar & Lauristin 2004). In order 
to facilitate reading while avoiding too much personality, I have used this practice in 
this article as well.

4 In March 1949, mass deportations took place in Estonia (as well as in Latvia and Lithu-
ania). “20,702 people were deported from Estonia, about 70% of them being women, 
children and the elderly”. The operation was intended by the Soviet authorities to 
destroy the Estonian village and farming society and to support the establishment of 
collective farms (kolkhozes and sovkhozes) (Rahi-Tamm 2005: 29).
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