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The primary aim of Victoria Van Orden 
Martínez’s interdisciplinary dissertation titled 
Afterlives is to historicize the Jewish and non-
Jewish Polish survivors of Nazi persecution – 
who came to Sweden in 1945 – as agents and 
actors in the social and political processes of 
the Second World War, the Holocaust and the 
post-war period (Van Orden Martínez 2023, 
31). The author focuses on these survivors not 
merely as passive recipients of humanitarian 
aid but as active agents in documenting Nazi 
atrocities and as contributing to post-war 
humanitarian and justice efforts. By placing 
this well-defined yet diverse group of survi-
vors at the centre of the analysis, her work 
aims to challenge existing narratives that 
often marginalize their experiences and con-
tributions. Specifically, Van Orden Martínez 
seeks to explore the survivors’ roles in the 
Polish Research Institute in Lund (PIZ), 
their involvement in historical documenta-
tion and their engagement in broader social 

and political processes during the early post-
war period.

In Afterlives, the author centres ‘affective 
traces’, i.e. the emotional imprints and lived 
experiences of Holocaust survivors, conveyed 
through testimonies, artefacts and personal 
accounts. The term, inspired by the philoso-
pher Rosi Braidotti, is used to capture the 
survivors’ feelings, memories and agency – ele-
ments often minimized in historiographical 
narratives that focus primarily on historical 
facts (Van Orden Martínez 2023, 6). This is 
also reflected in the title of the dissertation, 
as the author defines survivors’ ‘afterlives’ as 
‘recognizing both their ongoing lives and how 
their experiences of Nazi persecution were an 
embedded and embodied part of their existence’ 
(Van Orden Martínez 2023, 53). In order to do 
so, she takes a multi-disciplinary approach, 
combining historical research with feminist 
and post-constructionist theories, to analyse 
the survivors’ experiences and contributions. 
Inspired by Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of 
the rhizome,1 this approach allows for a non-

1	 In the context of Deleuze and Guattari’s 
philosophy, the concept of the rhizome is 
used to describe a non-hierarchical, decen-
tralized network or structure that continu-
ously spreads out in all directions, creating 
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linear, inter-connected view of knowledge (Van 
Orden Martínez 2023, 40–2). The author uses a 
rhizomatic framework to explore the complex 
and fragmented narratives of survivors of Nazi 
persecution and trace interconnectivity of ‘net-
works of resistance and support’ (Van Orden 
Martínez 2023, 41). The rhizomatic approach 
emphasizes connections and relationships 
rather than hierarchical structures, enabling 
a more nuanced understanding of how survi-
vors’ experiences are intertwined with broader 
historical processes.2

Given the innovative perspective, Van 
Orden Martínez’s dissertation is a novel and 
interesting read, though some aspects of the 
methodology feel ambiguous – a point I will 
address in later paragraphs. Afterlives is struc-
tured into two main sections, each focusing 
on different aspects of the survivors’ experi-
ences and contributions. The first section 
explores their immediate post-war activities 
in documenting atrocities and transforming 
the PIZ into a historical commission. The 
second section explores the survivors’ know
ledge and ethical considerations in collecting 
testimonies and other documentation efforts. 
The findings highlight the significant role that 
Jewish and non-Jewish Polish survivors played 
in documenting Nazi atrocities and contribut-
ing to post-war justice efforts. The PIZ was 

interconnected relationships. In a rhizom-
atic structure, each part can connect to any 
other part, and there is no predefined order 
or priority among connections. This openness 
and flexibility make it a useful metaphor for 
thinking about ideas, knowledge and social 
relations that do not fit neatly into fixed cat-
egories or binary oppositions (such as sub-
ject–object or majority–minority).

2	 This methodology is innovative, but the ‘exer-
cise’ that the author includes to showcase her 
onto-epistemological approach is perhaps not 
entirely helpful for understanding the theo-
retical and methodological foundations of 
her work (Van Orden Martínez, 44–9).

transformed into a historical commission 
largely through the efforts of these survivors. 
They were instrumental in collecting evidence, 
testimonies and artefacts that documented 
their experiences and the atrocities they wit-
nessed. This transformation was driven by 
their agency and determination to ensure that 
their stories were told and remembered. The 
research is based on extensive archival work, 
including under-analysed materials from the 
PIZ archive; this reliance on primary sources, 
including survivor testimonies and artefacts, 
is a major strength.

The author also shows awareness in her 
discussions of terminology, especially when 
it comes to differences in historiographical 
uses of terms employed to describe individu-
als affected by the Nazi persecution, such as 
repatriate, survivor, refugee and survivor-ref-
ugee. These terms are thoroughly examined in 
the context of their historical and legal usage, 
highlighting the complexity and evolution of 
these labels over time (Van Orden Martínez 
2023, 9–11; 44–9). The author emphasizes the 
importance of recognizing the diverse experi-
ences and statuses of these individuals, ground-
ing the terminology within both historical 
discourse and contemporary analysis. Her 
inter-disciplinary approach combines history, 
gender studies and migration studies, and 
Afterlives is a significant contribution, offering 
a fresh perspective on survivor agency and the 
trans-national dimensions of post-war justice.

However, as a reader I take issue with cer-
tain aspects of the author’s methodological 
approach. Drawing on Maria Tamboukou’s 
concept of “archival sensibility” Van Orden 
Martínez treats archives as assemblages of 
documents, institutional practices and power 
relations, which is a well-founded approach 
given the theoretical foundations (Van Orden 
Martínez 2023, 40–1). The main problem with 
the methodology lies in the author’s failure 
to provide a sufficient explanation of how she 
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works with the sources in languages she does 
not speak.3 The author recognizes the chal-
lenges of analysing sources in multiple lan-
guages – English, Swedish, Polish, German 
and French – despite being fluent only in 
English, with some knowledge of Swedish 
and French (Van Orden Martínez 2023, 54). 
However, the dissertation only briefly touches 
upon this problem and lacks a detailed meth-
odology section explaining how she navigated 
these other languages (Van Orden Martínez 
2023, 54). To clarify her objectives of work-
ing with archival material, she quotes Mary 
Elizabeth Perry to underline that she aims at 
‘looking beneath surface meanings for sub-
texts and silences’ (Van Orden Martínez 2023, 
53). Working in-depth with testimonies and 
autobiographical writing, especially regarding 
traumatic events and their aftermath, requires 
intimate understanding of the language. Both 
individual and collective memory are to a large 
extent facilitated by cultural tools available 
within a socio-cultural context (Wertsch 2008, 

3	 In acknowledgements, the author thanks 
‘Tomasz and others who helped me with 
Polish source materials in various ways, 
especially Sylwia Szymańska-Smolkin and 
Roman Wroblewski, who made translations 
for me from Polish to English without any 
kind of remuneration’ (Van Orden Martínez, 
iii). Multiple quotations from Polish sources, 
such as excepts from the publication Polak 
in Chapter 4, are credited to Szymańska-
Smolkin. One source from PIZ (PIZ 44, 
6) on page 159 is also credited to Roman 
Wroblewski. However, the methodology 
section lacks a systematic overview of the 
translation process for the materials used. It 
is also unclear whether other sources used in 
this research were translated by these or other 
scholars.

139), and one of the most evident demonstra-
tions of the truly collective nature of memory 
is how it occurs through language, narrative 
and dialogue (Olick 1999, 343). Hence, the fact 
that the author works with sources in foreign 
languages, especially with a large archival col-
lection in Polish, without providing a more 
detailed account of how her research was facili-
tated can be seen as problematic. It also makes 
it difficult to imagine the potential replicability 
of her study, given her novel but quite nebulous 
methodology.

Even with certain methodological issues, 
Victoria Van Orden Martínez’s dissertation 
is a significant scholarly contribution, provid-
ing a deeper understanding of survivor expe-
riences and their impact on post-war history. 
The findings have broader implications for 
understanding the role of survivors in post-war 
societies and their contributions to historical 
documentation and processes of justice. It also 
encourages a re-evaluation of how survivor 
narratives are constructed and remembered. 
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