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Title: “Deepening the understanding of cultural distinctiveness and belonging through life-story telling”
Although born at a particular moment of history and into a particular culture, people also take responsibility for whatever culture has made them (Hastrup, 1992: 11)

It was as early as the first decades of the 20th century when functionalist followed by structural social analysis proposed a distinction between culture and nature along with other impressive but hardly applicable oppositions. In a general climate of scientific euphoria nature was clearly separated from culture. During the decades that went by the two world wars, the “dark side” of human behaviour, the concentration camps, the numerous civil wars, the increased poverty and exclusion brought to the forefront the inability of any social science to predict human behaviour, the utopia involved in crude dichotomies, the inadequacy of the established research methods and the need to re-approach social issues and social research.     

In this endeavour to re-think and re-approach conventional methods in social sciences life histories and biographies have acquired central importance. We have to note here that life histories were used by the Chicago school during the ‘30s but still their “validity” was under scrutiny so that a discussion of their scientificity is still up-dated. These methods remind us that there can be no clear cut categorisations between nature and culture or for that matter between public and private – or any kind of opposition - for there is a continuous shift and interchange among them. By the same token history should be perceived as local everyday stories of individuals who actively construct their realities. And reality – whether past or present informed by the past – proves highly contextual, contested and constantly altered. 

What follows is an exploration of some issues raised by a particular life history: an interview from a 95 year old woman who was an Orthodox Christian until the age of 18, “became” a Jew after that age and lived as “a Jew” ever after. The interview was taken at the Jewish old people’s home in Thessaloniki a few months ago and is part of a European research programme called CENTROPA which researches pre-War and post-War lives of European Jews, in this case of Salonican Jews. Several issues emerge from this particular life history such as the conditions of the birth of the Greek nation –state, issues of belonging and membership and therefore the construction of various subjectivities and collectivities and the constant interaction between those two – seemingly separate - domains.

The interplay between national, local and the personal

Mrs Abravanel was born in 1910 in Egypt, her father was born in Constantinople around 1880. Greece at that time was at war with Turkey and he volunteered to fight on the Greek side. Except for Greek he knew Arabic and French perfectly and while in Egypt he wrote in a Greek magazine called Cosmos. Her paternal grandfather was born in the island of Andros and her paternal grandmother was born in Nikolayef near Odessa. Her maternal grandfather was from Gallipoli in Thrace. He was an Ottoman subject and apart from Greek he spoke French and Turkish. He worked for a company named ‘Agents des Phares’ responsible for the lighting of the Lighthouse in the Aegean islands. He had three Turkish associates with whom he spoke in Greek. Mrs Abravanel family lived in Cairo, Athens, the island of Mytilene – because of a blockade during the First World War – and finally in 1928 settled in Thessaloniki. 

This life-history is a step by step explanation of the diasporic conditions that gradually led to the birth of the Greek nation-state, the consolidation of national consciousness and the conceptualisation of categories such as ‘national’ or ‘foreign’. Furthermore it challenges stereotypes such as ‘one nation- one language’ but most importantly reminds the researcher that there is nothing ‘innate’ or ‘natural’ about national belongings. National identity is a gradual construction and as Anderson (1991) has remarked nations function like ‘imagined communities’ par excellence which involve a systematic instilling of nationalist ideology. An ideology that presupposes the myths of ‘continuity’ and ‘homogeneity’. 

In 1928 soon after my interviewee’s family had settled in Thessaloniki she met a neighbour, a Spanish Salonican Jews and fell in love with him. As her narration goes on it becomes clear that tensions between Christians and Jews were an everyday reality in pre-War Thessaloniki. Her parents were quite open-minded and the family of her future husband accepted her but still there was some degree of reluctance and ambivalence as far as their different religious background. To quote her: 

“Maybe his sister was the only one who was surprised. I had not had any such reaction with the rest of his siblings. They welcomed me and spoke to me nicely, they defended me when we had disagreements with Leo -as every couple does- they were always on my side” and she goes on: “We loved each other and had a good time together. We did not think what would happen in the future. Only our landlady said ‘Good, one more will become Christian’… I cannot say that there were no differences between Christians and Jews before the War. There was the rumor that during Easter the Jews slaughtered a Christian boy to prepare the unleavened bread with his blood”

And yet Mrs Abravanel admits that there were a lot of matchmakings among the people of their company both Christians and Jews from various neighborhoods.

The discussion of this woman’s belonging reveals that there is nothing ‘natural’ regarding communities and what more they cannot be perceived as static and fixed. My interviewee was born as an Orthodox Christian, raised in a Christian family but fell in love with a Salonican Jew and became ‘one of them’ unofficially immediately after she had met him and officially after the Second World War when they got married. Mrs Abravanel argues that after her conversion to Judaism nothing had really changed and yet in her life-story there is a constant shift between being a Christian and being a Jew. This shift reveals there is nothing natural about membership and belonging but there is a constant interplay between the categories ‘us’ and ‘them’. Subjectivities and everyday identifications inform and most importantly transform collectivities.
  
Cooking and eating are everyday activities that enable individuals to construct, reconstruct and cross boundaries and barriers. The interviewed narrated to me that her husband’s aunt – Doudou – had shown her how to cook Jewish dishes in order to please her father in law but also her husband. I quote her: 

“As long as Doudou lived she used to cook, then I cooked and I also cooked them the Christian dishes. They did not say anything and ate them with pleasure. Except for the fish we also made enhaminados eggs which were put in water to boil with lots of onions and we added a little salt to taste. They had to boil in a low flame, or like we did in old times when we cooked them slowly in the oven. This I remember my niece Lilica use to tell how in Israel they used to bake them in the oven. We liked these eggs, and used to put them often in salads. My father in law, asked for those Jewish dishes. But he also ate others. He never complained, he was a very easygoing person. As far as sweets go, I had only learned the toupischti, and my recipe was published by Fytrakis publishing house, and I even got a price. Mari – my husband’s sister - had taught me this recipe when she stayed in my house. It was very tasty and very easy to make” 

My interviewee admitted that she used to prepare Jewish dishes because her husband liked them –because according to her you always ask the food you are used to-  but anyway she was a ‘good cook’ so he never ‘refused’ to eat Christian dishes. Her narration reveals a continuous process of exclusions, inclusions and interchange. A process of not being born as a Jew but becoming one through everyday cooking.


Keeping or not keeping kosher – meaning the Jewish dietary laws – was also a matter of discussion and a matter of constant preoccupation even among those who were born as Jews. Here the body – as Couhihan and VanEsterik, 1997 argue – could be seen as ‘a space’ , a category. Thus it is not exclusively confined to individuality; it is rather a collective affair, a ‘social body’, upon which communities mirror aspects of their collectiveness: fears, preoccupations and ideal behaviours. The issue of embodiment uncovers not only issues of boundary maintenance but also issues of transitionality and ambiguity. Mrs Abravanel talks about her husband’s Jewish identity and keeping kosher: 

“I remember we used to keep Kosher, mainly on certain days, not all year round. But I remember there was a kosher butcher in Aghia Triada Street, owned by two brothers. I remember them all day cutting and cleaning the meat. It was hard. Many Greeks used to buy meat from the Jew because they considered that meat cleaner. The meat they give us here every Sunday has no fat at all, it is wholesome pieces. The old people cannot chew it and there is trouble. Jews don’t eat pork or salami, but neither do Muslims. My husband ate salami. He was nevertheless a true Jew, you could not touch him, but go to the synagogue he would’t. All the family were true Jews, but only Isidor went to the synagogue regularly, the others didn’t”

Interestingly enough her husband while he was hiding in Athens during the War he tried to prepare some matsah – unleavened bread – for the Jewish Easter, a basic food item of kosher diet. As Counihan argues (1999) people construct, perpetuate but also challenge their cultural distinctiveness through the medium of food.


According to the storyteller there is a quasi ‘geographical’ division as far as belonging is concerned: before the Old People’s Home and inside the Old People’s Home. This transition from the realm of the family into living in a Jewish Institution is signaling also a passage from a private to a public institution. And yet the Old People’s home is far from an anonymous public institution for it represents the Community and functions in a sense as an extended family. Mrs Abravanel challenges via a number of different ways her national belonging and prioritizes community belonging and membership, which are not considered as ‘givens’ but rather as conscious choices and constructions. I quote: 

“My favorite Holy Day was Easter. It is not to be compared with the kind of Easter we celebrate in here. My husband and me we used to celebrate Easter at Loulou’s home. She was like my sister. Her husband Albertos was reading the Bible and everyone kept silent. Here I don’t really feel the celebrations. And yet I participate”. Her rejection of the life in the old People’s home is immediately restored and in what follows my interviewee calls this institution and the Jewish Community “homes” contrasting her communal belonging with her nationality: “Up until today I vote at the community’s elections. I am interested to know how the Community is doing because I live here. This is my home. Who supports me today? Greece perhaps? No, the Jewish Community. But of course I don’t agree with all the things happening here. I have my complains”
The deconstruction of membership and belonging leads to an anti-essentialist critique of identities. Rather we should argue that identities are never static or even given but always in a process of re-definition and transformation through inclusion and exclusions. Thus communities are far form fixed and completed but instead always altered and challenged from within exactly due to the dialectic between subjectivities and collectivities but also the dialogue between the Self and the Other. Only this way we come to an agreement that as Hall has argued identity is a process of articulation and identification is a construction “a process never completed – ‘in process’. It is not determined in the sense that it can always be ‘won’ or ‘lost’, sustained or abandoned” (1997: 2).

Conclusion

It is by now a common place among social scientists that “objective knowledge”, “scientific validity” and “indisputable accounts” can be no longer claimed since what we are living is a post-modern period of uncertainties and we are facing images that are far from static and unchangeable but involved in a never ending process of transformations and reconceptualisations. Thus traditional methods used in social sciences such as interviewing or observing can be seen as providing only some answers to the multi-layered social realities. We can no longer seek the truth just segments of several truths. As noted: “What appears as ‘real’ in history, the social sciences, the arts, even in common sense, is always analyzable as a restrictive and expressive set of social codes and conventions… the simplest cultural accounts are intentional creations, that interpreters constantly construct themselves through the others they study” (Clifford and Marcus, 1986:10).

The life-history discussed serves as an example of how and why life-histories in general can be used as valuable analytical tools. Thus it provides a detailed explanation and historical narration of the diasporic conditions that gradually gave place to what is now the “homogenous” Greek nation-state. It constitutes a magnificent example of how collectivities can be informed by personal views and subjectivities, how there is not just one reality but complex transformations of it, how identities are not static and prescribed but subject to transformations and negotiations. Above all the story of this old woman informs and challenges conventional notions of history reminding us that there are multiple, often debatable histories. A personal narration strongly indicating that there is nothing natural, or innate or even unchangeable about communities, belonging and cultural distinctiveness. All these aspects underline the validity of life-histories and biographies in the process of researching past and present social realities.       

