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Four Paradigm Transformations 
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By Alistair Thomson

 

Abstract

 

This paper reviews critical developments in the international
history of oral history and outlines four paradigmatic revolutions in
theory and practice: the postwar renaissance of memory as a source
for ‘people’s history’; the development, from the late 1970s, of ‘post-
positivist’ approaches to memory and subjectivity; a transformation
in perceptions about the role of the oral historian as interviewer and
analyst from the late 1980s; and the digital revolution of the late
1990s and early 2000s. Threaded through discussion of these para-
digm shifts are reflections upon four factors that have impacted oral
history and, in turn, been significantly influenced by oral historians:
the growing significance of political and legal practices in which per-
sonal testimony is a central resource; the increasing interdisciplinar-
ity of approaches to interviewing and the interpretation of memory;
the proliferation from the 1980s of studies concerned with the rela-
tionship between history and memory; and the evolving internationalism
of oral history.
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This essay derives from research conducted by myself and Rob Perks in our devel-
opment of a second edition of 

 

The Oral History Reader 

 

(London and New York:
Routledge, 2006).
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The theory and practice of oral history has changed pro-
foundly since its post-World War II origins, and these changes
have paralleled—and influenced—wider historiographical and
methodological shifts. Our work as oral historians today can be
explained and enhanced by awareness of the history of our field
and of the forces that have shaped its development.

This essay reviews critical developments in the history of
oral history and outlines four paradigm
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 transformations in the-
ory and practice: the postwar renaissance of memory as a
source for ‘people’s history’; the development, from the late
1970s, of ‘post-positivist’ approaches to memory and subjectiv-
ity; a transformation in perceptions about the role of the oral
historian as interviewer and analyst from the late 1980s; and the
digital revolution of the late 1990s and early 2000s. Threaded
through discussion of these paradigm shifts are reflections upon
four factors that have impacted oral history and, in turn, been
significantly influenced by oral historians: the growing signifi-
cance of political and legal practices in which personal testi-
mony is a central resource; the increasing interdisciplinarity of
approaches to interviewing and the interpretation of memory;
the proliferation from the 1980s of studies concerned with the
relationship between history and memory; and the evolving
internationalism of oral history. I do not attempt to survey the
distinctive national or regional histories of oral history, which
are readily available in other publications.
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 Although the
points of genesis and patterns of development for oral history
have varied from one country to another, particular social and
intellectual forces have shaped contemporary approaches to
oral history and have influenced oral historians around the
world.
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The physicist Thomas Kuhn popularized the idea of paradigm change in his book

 

The Structure of Scientific Re

 

v

 

olutions

 

 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962).
Kuhn was also a pioneering oral historian of American science: see Ronald E. Doel,
“Oral History of American Science: A Forty-Year Review,” 

 

History of Science 

 

41,
no. 134 (December 2003): 349–78.
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See Paul Thompson, “Historians and Oral History,” in 

 

The Voice of the Past: Oral
History

 

, 3rd ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 25–82; Donald A. Ritchie,

 

Doing Oral History: A Practical Guide

 

, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press,
2003), 19–46.
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Oral History and People’s History: The Renaissance 
of Memory as an Historical Source

 

The first paradigm transformation—and the genesis of con-
temporary oral history—was the post-World War II renaissance
in the use of memory as a source for historical research. Paul
Thompson, among others, charts the prehistory of the modern
oral history movement, explaining that historians from ancient
times relied upon eyewitness accounts of significant events,
until the nineteenth-century development of an academic his-
tory discipline led to the primacy of archival research and docu-
mentary sources, and a marginalization of oral evidence.
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 Gradual
acceptance of the usefulness and validity of oral evidence, and
the increasing availability of portable tape recorders, under-
pinned the development of oral history after the Second World
War. The timing and pattern of this emergence differed mark-
edly around the world. For example, the first organized oral his-
tory project was initiated by Allan Nevins at Columbia Univer-
sity in New York in 1948, and his interest in archival recordings
with white male elites was representative of early oral history
activity in the United States. In Britain in the 1950s and 1960s
oral history pioneers were more interested in recording the
experiences of so-called “ordinary” working people and had
initial links with folklore studies;
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 George Ewart Evans, for
example, famously determined to “ask the fellows who cut

 

4

 

 Thompson, 

 

The Voice of the Past

 

, 25–81.
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The relationship between folklore studies and oral history has varied in different
parts of the world.  In England, despite initial links, oral history and folklore studies
tended to travel different paths; Paul Thompson argues that English folklore studies
“never escaped from the stigma of amateurism” (Thompson, 

 

The Voice of the Past

 

,
71–2). A shared interest in aurality—fuelled by digital technologies, may be bringing
the two fields closer again (see Rob Perks and Jonnie Robinson, “‘The way we
speak’: web-based representations of changing communities in England,” 

 

Oral His-
tory

 

 33, no. 2 (2005): 79–90). The nationalist politics of Britain’s Celtic nations—
Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland—have forged closer relationships between
folklore studies and oral history, and in Scandinavia folklore studies has had a pro-
found impact upon the development of oral history. Studies of memory and ‘oral tra-
dition’ in non-Western societies and indigenous cultures have also made important
contributions to our understanding of the nature and meaning of oral history
accounts. See: Jan Vansina, 

 

Oral Tradition as History

 

 (Madison: University of Wis-
consin Press, 1985); Joseph Calder Miller, ed., 

 

The African Past Speaks: Essays on
Oral Tradition and History

 

 (Folkestone: Dawson, 1980); Ruth Finnegan, 

 

Oral Tradi-
tion and the Verbal Arts

 

 (London: Routledge, 1991); Isabel Hofmeyer, 

 

“We spend our
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hay.”

 

6

 

 The lived experience of working class, women’s or black
history was undocumented or ill-recorded and oral history was
an essential source for the “history from below” fostered by
politically-committed social historians in Britain and around
the world from the 1960s onwards.

Paul Thompson, a social historian at the University of
Essex, played a leading role in the creation of the British Oral
History Society in the early 1970s and the subsequent develop-
ment of an international oral history movement from the end of
that decade. His pioneering book, 

 

The Voice of the Past: Oral
History

 

, became a standard textbook—and a standard-bearer—
for oral historians around the world when it was first published
in 1978.
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 Thompson sought to defend oral history against critics
who claimed that memory was an unreliable historical source,
and determined to prove the legitimacy and value of the
approach. As a socialist, he was committed to a history which
drew upon the words and experiences of working-class people,
and argued that oral history was transforming both the content
of history—“by shifting the focus and opening new areas of
inquiry, by challenging some of the assumptions and accepted
judgments of historians, by bringing recognition to substantial
groups of people who had been ignored”—and  the processes
of writing history, breaking “through the boundaries between
the educational institution and the world, between the profes-
sional and the ordinary public.”
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 For many oral historians, recording
experiences which have been ignored in history and involving

 

years as a tale that is told”: Oral Historical Narrati

 

v

 

e in a South African Chiefdom

 

(London: James Currey, 1993); Elizabeth Tonkin, 

 

Narrating Our Pasts: The Social
Construction of Oral History

 

 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Julie
Cruikshank, 

 

The Social Life of Stories: Narrati

 

v

 

e and Knowledge in the Yukon Terri-
tory

 

 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1998); Bain Attwood and Fiona
Magowan, eds.,

 

 Telling Stories: Indigenous History and Memory in Australia and
New Zealand

 

 (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2001); Luise White, Stephan F.
Miescher and David William Cohen, eds., 

 

African Words, African Voices: Critical
Practices in Oral History

 

 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001); Toyin
Falola and Christian Jennings, eds., 

 

Sources and Methods in African History: Spoken,
Written, Unearthed

 

  (Rochester: University of Rochester Press, 2003).

 

6

 

George Ewart Evans, 

 

Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay

 

 (London: Faber, 1956).
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Subsequent editions published in 1988 and 2000 expanded the initial chapters
about the history and achievements of oral history, and explored new thinking
about memory, subjectivity and psychoanalysis.

 

8

 

Thompson, 

 

The Voice of the Past

 

, 8–12.
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people in exploring and making their own histories, continue to
be primary justifications for the use of oral history.
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 For exam-
ple, Susan Armitage and Sherna Gluck argue that oral history
retains an urgent political importance in many parts of the
world where women’s oppression is reinforced by the silencing
of women’s voices and histories.
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 And in many countries oral
history has developed powerful roots outside higher education,
in schools, community projects and reminiscence work.
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Post-Positivist Approaches to Memory and Subjectivity

 

The second paradigm shift in oral history was, in part, a
response to positivist critics—for the most part traditional doc-
umentary historians of a conservative political persuasion—
who feared the politics of people’s history and who targeted the
“unreliability” of memory as its weakness.
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 At the core of criti-
cisms of oral history in the early 1970s was the assertion that
memory was distorted by physical deterioration and nostalgia
in old age, by the personal bias of both interviewer and inter-
viewee, and by the influence of collective and retrospective ver-
sions of the past. For example, the Australian historian Patrick
O’Farrell wrote in 1979 that oral history was moving into “the
world of image, selective memory, later overlays and utter sub-
jectivity . . . And where will it lead us? Not into history, but into
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A recent example of how oral history continues to be used to recover hidden
histories—as noted in a series of reviews in the June 2001 issue of the 

 

American
Historical Re

 

v

 

iew

 

—is the use of oral history to recover African experiences of and
perspectives on the First World War: Joe Lunn, 

 

Memoirs of the Maelstrom: A Sene-
galese Oral History of the First World War

 

 (Portsmouth: Heinemann, 1999); Ashley
Jackson, 

 

Botswana 1939–1945: An African Country at War

 

 (New York: Clarendon
Press, 1999); Melvin E. Page, 

 

The Chiwaya War: Malawians and the First World War

 

(Boulder: Westview, 2000).
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Susan H. Armitage and Sherna B. Gluck, “Reflections on Women’s Oral History:
An Exchange,” 

 

Frontiers: Journal of Women’s Studies

 

 19, no. 3 (1998): 1–11.
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Joana Bornat, “Oral History as a Social Movement: Reminiscence and Older
People,” 

 

Oral History

 

 17, no. 2 (1989): 17.
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Among early critics were: William Cutler III, “Accuracy in Oral History Inter-
viewing,” 

 

Historical Methods Newsletter

 

, no. 3 (1970): 1–7; Barbara Tuchman, “Dis-
tinguishing the Significant from the Insignificant,” 

 

Radcliffe Quarterly

 

, no. 56
(1972): 9–10; Enoch Powell, “Old men forget,” 

 

The Times

 

, November 5, 1981. For a
critique from the Left of oral historians’ naïve use of memory see Eric Hobsbawm,
“On History From Below,” in 

 

On History

 

 (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1997), 266–286 (written in 1985 and first published in 1988).

 



 

54 ORAL HISTORY REVIEW

myth.”
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 Goaded by these critics, early oral historians devel-
oped their own handbook guidelines to assess the reliability of
oral memory (while shrewdly reminding the traditionalists that
documentary sources—many of which were created as records
of spoken events—were no less selective and biased). From
social psychology and anthropology they showed how to determine
the bias and fabulation of memory, the significance of retro-
spection and the effects of the interviewer upon remembering.
From sociology they adopted methods of representative sam-
pling, and from documentary history they brought rules for
checking the reliability and internal consistency of their
sources.  These guidelines provided useful signposts for reading
memories and for combining them with other historical sources
to find out what happened in the past.

 

14

 

In the late 1970s imaginative oral historians turned these crit-
icisms on their head and argued that the so-called unreliability of
memory was also its strength, and that the subjectivity of memory
provided clues not only about the meanings of historical experi-
ence, but also about the relationships between past and present,
between memory and personal identity, and between individual
and collective memory. For example, Luisa Passerini’s study of
Italian memories of interwar fascism highlighted the role of sub-
jectivity in history—the conscious and unconscious meanings of
experience as lived and remembered— and showed how the
influences of public culture and ideology upon individual mem-
ory might be revealed in the silences, discrepancies and idio-
syncrasies of personal testimony.
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 Also writing in the 1970s,
North American oral historian Michael Frisch argued against
the attitude that oral history provided “a pure sense of how it
‘really’ was,” and asserted that memory—“personal and his-
torical, individual and generational”—should be moved to
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Patrick O’Farrell, “Oral History: Facts and Fiction,” 

 

Oral History Association of
Australia Journal, 

 

no. 5 (1982–83): 3–9 (Previously published in 

 

Quadrant,

 

 

 

Novem-
ber 1979).
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See, for example, the first 1978 edition of Thompson’s 

 

The Voice of the Past

 

 for a
defense of oral history in these terms.
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Luisa Passerini, 

 

Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin
Working Class

 

 

 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Luisa Passerini,
“Work Ideology and Consensus under Italian Fascism,” 

 

History Workshop

 

, no. 8
(1979): 82–108.
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center stage “as the object, not merely the method, of oral his-
tory.” Used in this way, oral history could be “a powerful tool for
discovering, exploring, and evaluating the nature of the process of
historical memory—how people make sense of their past, how
they connect individual experience and its social context, how the
past becomes part of the present, and how people use it to inter-
pret their lives and the world around them.”
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 Memory thus
became the subject as well as the source of oral history, and oral
historians began to use an exhilarating array of approaches—lin-
guistic, narrative, cultural, psychoanalytic and ethnographic—in
their analysis and use of oral history interviews.

The work of Italian oral historian Alessandro Portelli
exemplifies the second paradigm shift in approaches to memory
and oral history. In “What Makes Oral History Different,” first
published in 1979, Portelli challenged the critics of “unreliable
memory” head-on by arguing that “the peculiarities of oral
history”—orality, narrative form, subjectivity, the ‘different
credibility’ of memory, and the relationship between inter-
viewer and interviewee—should be considered as strengths
rather than as weaknesses, a resource rather than a problem.
Portelli, perhaps the most influential writer about oral history
and memory, has since demonstrated these strengths in a series
of outstandingly imaginative oral history studies.
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Though conservative historians were the most vocal critics
of oral history in the 1970s, oral history was also challenged
from the Left. In the late 1970s and early 1980s some socialist
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Michael Frisch, 

 

A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and
Public History

 

 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), 188 (from his
article “Oral history and 

 

Hard Times:

 

 A Review Essay,” first published in 1972). See
also, Alistair Thomson, Michael Frisch and Paula Hamilton, “The Memory and His-
tory Debates: Some International Perspectives,” 

 

Oral History 

 

22, no. 2 (1994): 33–
43. Ron Grele was another notable North America critic of oral history’s theoret-
ical naivety in the 1970s who suggested new ways of working with memory. See
Ronald Grele, ed., 

 

En

 

v

 

elopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History

 

 (New York: Prae-
ger, 1991).
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Portelli’s seminal work includes: 

 

The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories:
Form and Meaning in Oral History

 

 (Albany: State University of New York Press,
1991); 

 

The Battle of Valle Giulia: Oral History and the Art of Dialogue

 

 (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1997); 

 

The Order Has been Carried Out: History, Mem-
ory, and Meaning of a Nazi Massacre in Rome

 

 (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003).
See also, the special section on “History, Memory and the Work of Alessandro Portelli”
in the 

 

Oral History Re

 

v

 

iew

 

 32, no. 1 (2005): 1–34. 
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historians were particularly critical of the notion that the method
of oral history was necessarily radical and democratic. Luisa Pas-
serini cautioned against the “facile democratization” and “com-
placent populism” of oral history projects which encouraged
members of oppressed groups to “speak for themselves” but
which did not see how memories might be influenced by domi-
nant histories and thus require critical interpretation.
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 At the
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham, the
Popular Memory Group developed a similar critique of British
oral history in their writings about “popular memory.” The
Group situated academic and other historical practices within
the much wider process of “the social production of memory,”
and argued that public struggles over the construction of the
past are profoundly significant both in contemporary politics
and for individual remembering. For example, oral history as
used within the community and women’s history movements
could be a significant resource for making more democratic and
transformative histories, and might in turn enable people to tell
stories that had been silenced because they did not match the
dominant cultural memory.
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 Yet the Popular Memory Group
concluded that this radical potential was often undermined by
superficial understandings of the connections in oral testimony
between individual and social memory and between past and
present, and by the unequal relationships between professional
historians and other participants in oral history projects.

These arguments overlap with two interconnected concerns
that continue to trouble some oral historians: that the increasing
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Passerini, “Work Ideology and Consensus under Italian Fascism,” 84. Michael Frisch
also criticized the populist ‘no history’ approach to oral history in “Oral History and

 

Hard Times

 

: A Review Essay.” Louise Tilly criticized oral historians’ atheoretical and
individualist tendencies, though from a more conventional academic standpoint, in
her article, “People’s History and Social Science History,” Social Science History 7, no.
4 (1983): 457–74, reprinted with responses from leading oral historians in the Interna-
tional Journal of Oral History 6, no. 2 (1985): 5–46. For a comparable and contempo-
rary Australian critique see John Murphy, ‘‘The Voice of Memory: History,
Autobiography and Oral Memory,” Historical Studies 22, no. 87 (1986): 157–75.
19Popular Memory Group, “Popular Memory: Theory, Politics, Method,” in Richard
Johnson et al., eds., Making Histories: Studies in History Writing and Politics (London:
Hutchinson, 1982), 206–20. A contemporary overview of oral history’s radical
potential is provided in the introduction to James R. Green, “Engaging in People’s
History: The Massachusetts History Workshop,” in Susan Porter Benson, Stephen
Brier and Roy Rosenzweig, eds., Presenting the Past: Essays on History and the
Public (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986), 337–59. 
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theoretical sophistication of academic oral history is incompre-
hensible to, or ignored by, oral historians outside the academy,
for example those working in schools, community projects and
the media, and that our interviewees may be bewildered by the
deconstruction of their memories.20 A reflective, critical
approach to memory and history undoubtedly makes for better
oral history—as Linda Shopes has argued recently in the con-
text of community history—yet at the same time oral historians
who are committed to a dialogue with their interviewees and a
wider public audience need to write and speak in terms that
make accessible sense.21 Oral historians are sometimes better at
this dialogue than other academic theorists: because unlike
much social science research we rarely anonymize interviewees
(who usually want their stories to be part of history and their
names on the record); because we hope that our interviewees
will understand what we write and say about their lives; and
because memory is an intriguing, universal topic that can be
written about in ways that will interest most people.

Oral History and Political Memory Work in a Biographical Era

The Popular Memory Group’s writing highlighted the politi-
cal possibilities and contradictions for oral history projects which
have a radical agenda.22 Yet in the early 1980s the political scope
and impact of oral history and memory work was still compara-
tively limited. Since then memory has come to be used for advo-
cacy and empowerment in an increasingly diverse range of
contexts: intergenerational oral history projects with elders23 and

20 See Armitage and Gluck, “Reflections on Women’s Oral History”; Perry K. Blatz,
“Craftsmanship and Flexibility in Oral History: A Pluralistic Approach to Method-
ology and Theory,” The Public Historian 12, no. 4 (1990): 7–22.
21 Linda Shopes, “Oral History and the Study of Communities: Problems, Paradoxes
and Possibilities,” Journal of American History 89, no. 2 (2002): 588–98.
22 For a critique of the Popular Memory Group, see Trevor Lummis, Listening to
History: The Authenticity of Oral Evidence (London: Hutchinson, 1987).
23 See Joanna Bornat, ed., Reminiscence Reviewed: Perspectives, Evaluations, Achieve-
ments (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1994); Barbara K. Haight and Jeffrey
D. Webster, eds.,  The Art and Science of Reminiscing: Theory, Research, Methods
and Applications (Washington, D.C.: Taylor & Francis, 1995); Jane Lawrence and
Jane Mace, Remembering in Groups: Ideas From Reminiscence and Literacy
Groups (London: Oral History Society, 1980); Mary Breen and David Sobel, Popular
Oral History and Literacy (Toronto: Storylinks, 1991).
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young people;24 health, social care and development work;25 com-
munity-based projects with marginalized groups such as the home-
less and refugees;26 and the use of testimony in legal and political
processes related to indigenous people’s rights and restitution,
post-conflict resolution and national truth and reconciliation.27

Indeed, though oral history has often played a significant role
within such projects, commentators such as Fuyuki Kurusawa

24 On oral history in schools see: Barry A. Lanman and Laura M. Wendling, eds., Pre-
paring the Next Generation of Oral Historians: An Anthology of Oral History Educa-
tion (Walnut Creek: Alta Mira Publishers, 2006); Donald A. Ritchie, “Teaching Oral
History,” in Doing Oral History, 188–221; Glenn Whitman, Dialogue with the Past:
Engaging Students and Meeting Standards Through Oral History (Walnut Creek:
Altamira Press, 2004); Dora Schwarzstein, Una Introducción al Uso de la Historia
Oral en el Aula (Buenos Aires: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2001); Allan Redfern,
Talking in Class: Oral History and the National Curriculum (Colchester: Oral History
Society, 1996); “Practice and Pedagogy: Oral History in the Classroom,” eds. Charles R.
Lee and Kathryn L. Nasstrom, special issue, Oral History Review 25, nos. 1–2 (1998);
“Oral History and the National Curriculum,” special issue, Oral History 20, no. 1 (1992);
“Oral History, Children and Schools,” special issue, Oral History Association of
Australia Journal, no. 8 (1986); Patrick Hagopian, “Voices from Vietnam: Veterans’
Oral Histories in the Classroom,” Journal of American History 87, no. 2 (2000): 593–601. 
25 See Joanna Bornat, Rob Perks, Paul Thompson and Jan Walmsley, eds., Oral His-
tory, Health and Welfare (London: Routledge, 2000); Ruth R. Martin, Oral History
in Social Work (Newbury Park: Sage, 1995); “Health and Welfare,” special issue,
Oral History 23, no. 1 (1995). On development work see Hugo Slim and Paul
Thomson, eds., Listening For a Change: Oral History and Development (London:
Panos, 1993); Olivia Bennett, “Review article: Oral Testimony as a Tool for Over-
seas Development,” Oral History 23, no. 1 (1995): 89–92; Mark Riley, “‘Ask the Fel-
lows Who Cut the Hay’: Farm Practices, Oral History and Nature Conservation,”
Oral History 32, no. 2 (2004): 45–53; Christine Landorf, “A Sense of Identity and A
Sense of Place: Oral History and Preserving the Past in the Mining Community of
Broken Hill,” Oral History 28, no. 1 (2000): 91–102.
26 Daniel Kerr, “‘We Know What the Problem Is’: Using Video and Radio Oral His-
tory to Develop Collaborative Analysis of Homelessness,” Oral History Review 30,
no. 1 (2003): 27–45.
27 On the use of personal testimony in quasi-legal contexts see: Marie-Bénédicte
Dembour and Emily Haslam, “Silenced hearings? Victim-witnesses at war crimes
tribunals,” European Journal of International Law 15, no. 1 (2004): 151–177;
Alessandro Portelli, “The Oral Shape of the Law: The ‘April 7 Case,’” in The Death
of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1991), 241–69. On truth commissions see: Deb-
orah Levenson, “The Past Can Be An Open Question: Oral History, Memory and
Violence in Guatemala,” Words and Silences: Journal of the International Oral His-
tory Association, n.s. 2, no. 2 (2004): 23–29; Kenneth Christie, The South Africa
Truth Commission (London: Macmillan Press, 2000); Gary Minkley and Ciraj Ras-
sool, “Orality, Memory and Social History in South Africa,” in Sarah Nuttall and
Carli Coetzee, eds., Negotiating the Past: The Making of Memory in South Africa
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 89–99; Antjie Krog, Country of My Skull:
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argue that memory and testimony have become critical constit-
uents of a more general “witnessing fever” in the late twentieth
and early twenty-first century, in which “bearing witness” is “a
mode of ethico-political practice.”28 Several factors have con-
tributed to the development of our biographical era. The cata-
strophic violence of the twentieth century generated a culture
of symbolic and material claims by individual and collective
victims of immense suffering. A post-Freudian acceptance that
talking about one’s life could have positive, therapeutic bene-
fits has encouraged remembering for recognition and reconcil-
iation. And the extraordinary growth and diversification of
communication media has contributed to the growth and
impact of commemorative practices, while also generating
dominant cultural memories that both articulate and silence
people’s life stories.

Two examples highlight the potent contribution that oral
history can make to this politics of memory in twenty-first century
nations. In Australia the contested memory of aborigines who
were removed from their families and placed in foster families
or state institutions—the so-called “Stolen Generation”—has
been at the heart of debates about race relations, restitution
and national identity. Rosanne Kennedy has noted how Stolen
Generation memory is produced and treated differently in
diverse contexts: oral history recordings compared with auto-
biographical writing; in law courts and national inquiries or
“memory commissions”; by historians and in self-help advocacy

Guilt, Sorrow, and the Limits of Forgiveness in the New South Africa (London:
Jonathan Cape, 1998). On oral history and land rights see Christine Choo and
Shawn Hollback, History and Native Title, Contemporary Theoretical, Historio-
graphical and Political Perspectives (Perth: University of Western Australia Press,
2004); John A. Neuenschwander, “Native American Oral Tradition/History as
Evidence in American Federal Courts,” Words and Silences: Journal of the Interna-
tional Oral History Association, n.s. 2, no. 2 (2004): 11–17; Ann Parsonson, “Stories
for Land: Oral Narratives in the Maori Land Court,” in Telling Stories, 21–40; Ann
McGrath, “‘Stories for Country’: Oral History and Aboriginal Land Claims,” Oral
History Association of Australia Journal, no. 9 (1987): 34–46; Julie Cruikshank,
“Oral Tradition and Oral History: Reviewing Some Issues,” Canadian Historical
Review 75, no. 3 (1994): 403–18.
28 Fuyuki Kurasawa, “A Message in a Bottle: Bearing Witness as a Mode of Ethico-
Political Practice,” http://research.yale.edu/ccs/research/working-papers/#kurasawa
(accessed November 6, 2006). 
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groups.29 Drawing upon theoretical approaches to Holocaust
and abuse survivor testimony, she argues against the assump-
tion that personal accounts by removed aborigines have been
unduly influenced by the collective memory of a Stolen Gener-
ation, and asserts that these accounts should be regarded as
sophisticated interpretative narratives that incorporate sharp
social and historical insights, and not simply as evidence for
interpretation (or rejection) by historical “experts.” Yet Kennedy
also notes that some aboriginal witnesses “may not have had the
cultural resources available to them that would enable them to
interpret their own experience,” and thus highlights the important
though problematic supporting role of oral historians and other
memory workers.

In a second example, from Northern Ireland, Patricia Lundy
and Mark McGovern explore their role as memory workers with
the Ardoyne Commemoration Project (ACP) in a Catholic
working-class Belfast enclave.30 Lundy and McGovern explain
that “in the last three decades truth-telling has come to be seen
as a key element of post-conflict transition in societies through-
out the world,” and they identify at least twenty-four national
“truth commissions,” of which the most famous was the Truth
and Reconciliation Commission in South Africa. Despite good
intentions and many positive outcomes, the political compro-
mises required by official truth-telling sometimes marginalize
memories that do not fit their conciliatory aims, and official com-
missions can reinforce the trauma of silence or misrecognition.
Ironically, Northern Ireland has not had a truth commission
because “not confronting the causes and competing explana-
tions” of the northern Irish conflict “was part of a deliberate
State strategy to obtain a realpolitik consensus” following the
Good Friday Agreement that more or less ended armed conflict
in 1998. In the absence of official truth-telling, Lundy and

29 Rosanne Kennedy, “Stolen Generations Testimony: Trauma, Historiography and
the Question of ‘Truth’,” Aboriginal History 25 (2001): 116–31. See also Bain
Attwood, “‘Learning About the Truth.’ The Stolen Generations Narrative,” in Tell-
ing Stories, 183–212; Anna Haebich, Broken Circles: Fragmenting Indigenous Fami-
lies 1800–2000 (Fremantle: Fremantle Arts Centre Press, 2000).
30 Patricia Lundy and Mark McGovern, “‘You Understand Again’: Testimony and
Post-Conflict Resolution in the North of Ireland,” Words and Silences: Journal of
the International Oral History Association, n.s. 2, no. 2 (2004): 30–35. 
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McGovern describe how they worked with a group of Ardoyne
residents to produce an oral history book commemorating local
people who died in “the Troubles.” They detail the significant
practical challenges of participatory oral history. For example,
interviewees “had complete control to add, take out or change
words in their own transcripts,” in discussion with ACP volun-
teers, and although participants could not change words in other
people’s accounts they were encouraged to read other transcripts
and raise questions or make suggestions for consideration in the
final production. Through this painstaking process of recording
and editing their stories, individuals were helped to deal with trau-
matic memories and “make peace with the past.”31 Furthermore,
Lundy and McGovern argue, a “victim-centered approach . . . to
community-based truth-telling” contributes to the wider project
of “achieving truth and justice” in Northern Ireland, and offers a
model “that can be transferred not only to other communities in
the north but to other parts of the world.”

The Subjectivity of Oral History Relationships—
Interdisciplinary Approaches

A third transformation in oral history involved a paradig-
matic shift in our approach to the “objectivity” of the oral histo-
rian as interviewer and analyst. One of the primary concerns of
critics of oral history in the 1970s was that historians were creat-
ing, and thus unduly influencing, their sources. By the end of that
decade oral historians like Portelli and Passerini in Europe, and
Frisch and Grele in North America, had begun to question the
possibility of objectivity and to celebrate the subjectivity of the
interview relationship. Throughout the 1980s positivist notions of
researcher objectivity were increasingly questioned by feminist
theorists, post-modern anthropologists and qualitative sociolo-
gists—and by oral history interviewers who were deeply reflective
about the relationships they formed with their narrators. Oral his-
torians were also influenced by developments in reminiscence
work that highlighted the benefits of remembering for older

31 See Graham Dawson, “Trauma, Place and the Politics of Memory: Bloody Sunday,
Derry, 1972–2004,” History Workshop Journal, issue 59 (2005): 151–178; Graham
Dawson, Making Peace with the Past? Cultural Memory, the Irish Troubles and the
Peace Process (Manchester: Manchester University Press, forthcoming 2007).
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people and reminded interviewers to consider the value of the
exchange for both parties.32 In an article published in the Oral
History Review in 1997, Valerie Yow argued that from the late
1980s a new oral history “paradigm. . .permits awareness and use
of the interactive process of interviewer and narrator, of inter-
viewer and content.”33 Oral historians were increasingly alert to
the ways that they were affected by their interviews and how the
interviewer, in turn, affected the interview relationship, the data
it generated and the interpretative process and product. Feminist
oral historians have made especially important contributions in
this regard, illuminating issues about oral history relationships and
the interconnections between language, power and meaning.34

Quoting Victor Turner, Yow called for “an objective relation to our
own subjectivity,” and proposed some extremely useful questions
to help oral historians develop a reflexive alertness that would
enhance interviews and their interpretation:

1. What am I feeling about this narrator?
2. What similarities and differences impinge on this inter-

personal situation?
3. How does my own ideology affect this process? What

group outside of the process am I identifying with?
4. Why am I doing the project in the first place?
5. In selecting topics and questions, what alternatives might

I have taken? Why didn’t I choose these?
6. What other possibilities are there? Why did I reject them?
7. What are the effects on me as I go about this research?

How are my reactions impinging on the research?35

Valerie Yow’s article also exemplifies the interdisciplinarity
that has been one of the most significant features of oral history
from the 1980s onwards. Though memory is now a respected
historical source, history is just one of many academic disciplines

32 Bornat, “Oral History as a Social Movement.”
33 Valerie Yow, “‘Do I Like Them Too Much?’ Effects of the Oral History Interview
on the Interviewer and Vice-Versa,” Oral History Review 24, no. 1 (1997): 55–79. 
34 The core texts for feminist oral history are Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne
Patai, eds., Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History (New York and
London: Routledge, 1991); and Susan H. Armitage, ed., Women’s Oral History: The
Frontiers Reader (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 2002). 
35 Yow, “‘Do I Like Them Too Much?,’” 79.
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and emergent intellectual fields that work with memories. Yow
writes about the “trickle over effect” from other disciplines such
as qualitative sociology,36 anthropology,37 biographical and lit-
erary studies,38 and life review psychology.39 To this list we
could add cultural studies,40 linguistics, communication and
narrative studies,41 folklore studies42 and interdisciplinary work
exploring the relationship between memory, narrative and

36 See Daniel Bertaux, ed., Biography and Society: The Life History Approach in the
Social Sciences (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1981); Ken Plummer, Documents of Life 2: An
Invitation to Critical Humanism (London: Sage, 2001); Prue Chamberlayne, Joann
Bornat and Tom Wengraf, eds., The Turn to Biographical Methods in Social Sciences
(London: Routledge, 2000); Brian Roberts, Biographical Research (Buckingham:
Open University Press, 2001).
37 See L.L. Langness and Geyla Frank, Lives: An Anthropological Approach to
Biography (Novato, CA: Chandler & Sharp, 1981); Lawrence Craig Watson and
Maria-Barbara Watson-Franke, Interpreting Life Histories: An Anthropological
Inquiry (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1985); Judith Okely and
Helen Callaway, eds., Anthropology and Autobiography (London and New York:
Routledge, 1992); Jacob J. Climo and Maria G. Cattell, eds., Social Memory and
History: Anthropological Perspectives (Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira, 2002).
38 See James Olney, ed., Studies in Autobiography (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1988); Julia Swindells, ed., The Uses of Autobiography (London: Taylor &
Francis, 1995); Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide
for Interpreting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001).
39 See William McKinley Runyan, Life Histories and Psychobiography: Explora-
tions in Theory and Method (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1982); Theodore R. Sarbin, ed., Narrative Psychology: The Storied Nature of Human
Conduct (New York: Praeger, 1986); Ruthellen Josselson and Amia Leiblich, eds.,
Narrative Study of Lives (Newbury Park: Sage, 1993).
40 Richard Johnson et al., eds., Making Histories: Studies in History-writing and Pol-
itics (London: Hutchinson, 1982); Carolyn Steedman, Past Tenses: Essays on Writ-
ing, Autobiography, History (London: Rivers Oram Press, 1992); Raphael Samuel,
Theatres of Memory: Past and Present in Contemporary Culture (London: Verso,
1994); Molly Andrews, Shelly Day Sclater, Corinne Squire and Amel Treacher,
eds., The Uses of Narrative: Explorations in Sociology, Psychology and Cultural
Studies (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2004; previously published by
Routledge, 2000, as Lines of Narrative: Psychosocial Perspectives).
41 See Eva M. McMahan, Elite Oral History Discourse: A Study of Cooperation and
Coherence (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1989); Ruthellen Josselson
and Amia Leiblich, eds., Making Meaning of Narrative, Narrative Study of Lives,
Vol. 6 (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1999); Mary Chamberlain and Paul Thompson, eds.,
Narrative and Genre: Contexts and Types of Communication (New Brunswick:
Transaction Publishers, 2004; previously published by Routledge, 1998); Amia Leib-
lich, Rivka Tuval-Mashiach and Tamar Zilber, eds., Narrative Research: Reading,
Analysis and Interpretation (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1998).
42 William Schneider, So They Understand: Cultural Issues in Oral History (Logan:
Utah State University Press, 2002).
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personal identity.43 While theoretical and methodological devel-
opments in each of these fields have enriched the practice of oral
history, oral historians have themselves made substantial contri-
butions to the theory, method and politics of qualitative research
through their interdisciplinary reflections on interview relation-
ships and about the interpretation and use of recorded memories.

To cite just one recent example, Daniel James’ book, Dona
María’s Story: Life History, Memory and Political Identity, pub-
lished in 2000, is an exemplary work of women’s oral history from
South America.44 The first half of the book comprises Dona
María’s own testimony, as recorded and edited by James, and viv-
idly recalls the life and times of a working-class woman activist in
a twentieth-century Argentinean industrial community. The inter-
pretative essays that follow consider Dona María’s experience
and testimony, and the history and memory of her community,
from cutting-edge interdisciplinary perspectives. For example,
“Listening in the cold” explores the challenges of recording, hear-
ing and comprehending testimony that is influenced by prevalent
narrative forms, by the political and psychological identity of the
narrator, and by an interview relationship that can enable or dis-
able recollection. “Stories, anecdotes and other performances”
draws upon narrative theory to analyze the nature and meaning of
personal testimony. “Tales told out on the borderlands” reads
Dona María’s story for gender and argues that clues about gender
tension and dissonance are found on the narrative “borderlands”
between personal memory and the cultural frames of communal
myth and public ideology. James argues that Dona María’s oral tes-
timony—shaped by a dynamic ongoing relationship between per-
sonal and public memory, and between narrator and interviewer—
is “more messy, more paradoxical, more contradiction-laden

43 George C. Rosenwald and Richard L. Ochberg, eds., Storied Lives: The Cultural
Politics of Self-Understanding (New York and London: Yale University Press, 1992);
Bruce M. Ross, Remembering the Autobiographical Past: Descriptions of Autobio-
graphical Memory (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992); Mark Philip Freeman,
Rewriting the Self: History, Memory, Narrative (London and New York: Routledge,
1993); Charlotte Linde, Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003); Robyn Fivush and Catherine A. Haden, eds., Autobio-
graphical Memory and the Construction of a Narrative Self: Developmental and Cul-
tural Perspectives (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2003).
44 Daniel James, Dona María’s Story: Life History, Memory and Political Identity
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2000).
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[than most written autobiographies], and perhaps because of this,
more faithful to the complexity of working-class lives and work-
ing-class memory.”45

The Ascent of Memory Studies

Daniel James also considers the importance of remembering—
as “embodied in cultural practices such as storytelling”—for
individuals and for their communities, and poses the problem
of modern memory for working-class communities faced with
deindustrialization and the destruction of sites for collective
memory. In this regard his work exemplifies the “ascent of
‘memory’ as an object of investigation by historians” in the last
two decades of the twentieth century. Omer Bartov offers a
compelling explanation for this trend, in which the memory
work of oral historians has played a significant role:

The stream of “memory studies” was clearly related to the perva-
sive cultural sense of an end of an era, both as a chronological fact
and as a reflection of rapid socioeconomic transformation. The
“rediscovery” of Maurice Halbwach’s theories on collective mem-
ory; the publication of Pierre Nora’s massive tomes on lieux de
mémoire; the growing scholarly interest in the links between his-
tory and memory, documentation and testimony; the popularity
of works of fiction and films on memory; debates among psychol-
ogists over “deep” and repressed memory; and, not least, the
public controversies on forms and implications of official com-
memoration. All seemed to indicate that “memory” had firmly
established itself as a central historical category.46

45 James, Dona María’s Story, 242.
46 Omer Bartov, in a review of three books about the European memory of the
Holocaust and World War II, in American Historical Review 106, no. 2 (2001): 660.
Bartov also notes signs that in the new millennium “this preoccupation with mem-
ory will gradually diminish,” particularly in relation to the scholarly focus on “the
Nazi occupation of Europe and the material reconstruction and identity reforma-
tion of the postwar period.” Books about history and modern memory include:
David Thelen, Memory and American History (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1990); Jacques Le Goff, History and Memory (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1992); Richard Terdiman, Present Past: Modernity and the Memory Crisis
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1993); Kate Darian-Smith and Paula Hamil-
ton, eds., Memory and History in Twentieth Century Australia (Melbourne: Oxford
University Press, 1994); Andreas Huyssen, Twilight Memories: Marking Time in a
Culture of Amnesia (London: Routledge, 1995); David Gross, Lost Time: On
Remembering and Forgetting in Late Modern Culture (Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 2000); Susannah Radstone and Katharine Hodgkin, eds.,
Regimes of Memory (London: Routledge, 2003). 
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The ascent of memory studies poses two significant challenges
for oral historians.  Firstly, we need to keep abreast of a daunt-
ing interdisciplinary literature in the field. Secondly, oral histo-
rians can ensure that memory studies does not retreat into an
arcane intellectual world of rarified debate, but rather is
informed by our relationship with the men and women who tell
us their memories and by our efforts to engage memory in
political debate for social change.

The Internationalism of Oral History

Our response to these challenges has been bolstered by the
increasing internationalism of oral history. In 1979 a number of
North American oral historians met up with their European
counterparts at an International Conference on Oral History
held in Essex, England. This meeting was to be the first of many
international exchanges, and was a catalyst for the publication
of an International Journal of Oral History (from 1980 until
1990) and a series of collaborative, international oral history
anthologies.47 In 1996 the international oral history conferences
were formalized within a newly constituted International Oral
History Association (IOHA), for which representatives from
each geographical region were elected to a Council responsible
for the biennial conference and a bilingual (Spanish and
English) newsletter and journal, Words and Silences/Palabras y
Silencios. The conferences and publications have sustained and
propelled a cross-fertilization of ideas and practices across the
different national contexts of oral history, and have shifted the
center of gravity in oral history away from Europe and North

47 Early examples included: Paul Thompson and Natasha Burchardt, eds., Our Com-
mon History: The Transformation of Europe (London: Pluto, 1982); Raphael Sam-
uel and Paul Thompson, eds., The Myths We Live By (London: Routledge, 1990).
There have been several successors or alternatives to the International Journal of
Oral History, which lapsed in the late 1980s: Life Stories/Recits de Vie, Colchester,
Biography and Society Research Committee, International Sociological Associa-
tion, 1985–1989; Ronald Grele, ed., Subjectivity and Multi-Culturalism in Oral His-
tory, The International Annual of Oral History (New York: Greenwood Press, 1992);
International Yearbook of Oral History and Life Stories (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1992–1996); Memory and Narrative, book series (London: Routledge, 1997–
2004; from 2004 published by Transaction); Words and Silences (journal of the
IOHA from 1997).
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America. The recent sequence of IOHA conferences in Turkey,
Brazil, South Africa and Australia (with the 2008 conference
scheduled for Mexico) has showcased the rich histories and
extraordinary growth of oral history in the “South.”

Indeed, Latin American oral historians are challenging the
European and North American oral history hegemony. In an
editorial introducing a 2003 issue of Words and Silences about
“Oral history and the experience of politics,” the Mexican oral
historian Gerardo Necoechea suggested that, whereas in west-
ern Europe and the United States oral history is often “directed
to problems of identity and cultural recognition within demo-
cratic regimes.  . . . Latin America continues to be a space for
utopia, for thinking about the far-away relatively just society
and fearing the fracture of the ever fragile present. Politics
there jumps at you,” and oral history is intertwined with poli-
tics.48 In the same issue Brazilian José Sebe Bom Meihy argued
that the international conference in Rio de Janeiro in 1998 was
a turning point, with Latin American oral history in particular
offering a more radical political context and purpose.49

The political circumstances of countries and regions emerg-
ing from—or struggling within—political turmoil undoubtedly
generate important, often transformative, memory work. And it
is certainly true that different national and regional contexts
make for different types of oral history, and that all oral histori-
ans gain from international dialogue and comparative insights.
But there are plenty of European and North American projects
where oral history is also “intertwined with politics.” For exam-
ple, Daniel Kerr has shown how oral history promoted “dia-
logue in the streets among the homeless” of the U.S. city of
Cleveland, Ohio, and how “a democratically organized project
built on the framework of what Michael Frisch terms ‘shared
authority’ can play a significant role in movement building.”50

Kerr’s project started with life history interviews but then
shifted away from a victim model and refocused on homeless peo-
ple’s own analysis of homelessness. He brought homeless people

48 Gerardo Necoechea, “Editorial,” Words and Silences, n.s. 2, no. 1 (2003): 2.
49 José Sebe Bom Meihy, “The Radicalization of Oral History,” Words and Silences,
n.s. 2, no. 1 (2003): 31–41.
50 Kerr, “’We Know What the Problem Is.’” See Frisch, A Shared Authority.
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into a structured dialogue by presenting their video interviews in
public, producing a radio program focusing each week on one per-
son’s account of homelessness, and convening workshops at a
drop-in center in which participants analyzed their experiences
and drew out common themes about the history and causes of
homelessness. Perhaps most importantly, the project built upon
and linked existing discussions among homeless people, “identi-
fied avenues of resistance,” and “emboldened people” to cam-
paign for social change. Kerr notes tensions in the oral historian’s
role between scholarship and advocacy and argues, perhaps con-
troversially, that research can be more objective if it is more
inclusive.

The Digital Revolution in Oral History

We are in the middle of a fourth, dizzying digital revolu-
tion in oral history, and its outcomes are impossible to predict.
E-mail and the Internet are certainly fostering oral history’s
international dialogue. But, more than that, new digital technolo-
gies are transforming the ways in which we record, preserve, cat-
alogue, interpret, share and present oral histories. Very soon we
will all be recording interviews on computers, and we can already
use web-cams to conduct virtual interviews with people on the
other side of the world. Audio-visual digital recordings will be
readily accessible in their entirety via the Internet, and sophisti-
cated digital indexing and cataloguing tools—perhaps assisted in
large projects by artificial intelligence—will enable anyone, any-
where to make extraordinary and unexpected creative connec-
tions within and across oral history collections, using sound and
image as well as text. Computer-assisted qualitative data analysis
software can already be used to support, extend and refine the
interpretation of large sets of oral history interviews, and will,
inevitably, become more sophisticated and powerful.

Michael Frisch argues that the digitization of sound and
image will challenge the current dominance of transcription
and return aurality to oral history, as digital technology makes
it easier to navigate audio (and video) material, and as we
extend our text-based literacy to new forms of literacy with
sound and image. Furthermore, non-text-reliant digital index
and search mechanisms will enable users to find and hear the
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extracts they are looking for in their own interviews—and across
countless interviews from other projects—and will enable imag-
inative, unforeseen interpretations.51 Frisch proposes the emer-
gence of a “post-documentary sensibility” which breaks down
the distinction between the oral history document source and
the oral history documentary product. He offers the prosaic but
instructive example of family video collections and asks
whether “instead of one, two, or even a file folder full of such
pre-cast movies, it wouldn’t be more interesting to imagine the
material so organized and accessible that . . . a path could be
instantly generated in response to any visiting relative, or a child’s
birthday, or a grandparent’s funeral, or the sale of a house in the
hometown, or whatever might be occasioning interest in the rele-
vant resources found in the video record.  Such a located selection
could easily be displayed, saved, and worked into a presentational
form, if it proved interesting. Or, it could be released to return to
the database, awaiting some later inquiry or use.” Frisch suggests
a comparable future for oral history recordings and productions,
and concludes that “new digital tools and the rich landscape of
practice they define may become powerful resources in restoring
one of the original appeals of oral history—to open new dimen-
sions of understanding and engagement through the broadly
inclusive sharing and interrogation of memory.”

The future that Frisch proposes may still be years away in
terms of being widely adopted. How receptive are libraries and
archives to moves away from the ‘document’? Who will have
the time and inclination to generate non-text-reliant digital
indexing of audio and video interviews? Who will have access
to the software? At what point will extensive collections of
indexed audio and video oral history recordings be readily
accessible and searchable via the Internet? Furthermore, our
interviewees may well think rather differently about telling a
story that will be instantly accessible and easily manipulated.

Throughout the past decade oral historians have been grap-
pling with the technical, ethical and epistemological implications

51 Michael Frisch, “Towards a Post-Documentary Sensibility: Theoretical and Politi-
cal Implications of New Information Technologies in Oral History,” (paper pre-
sented to the XIIIth International Oral History Conference, Rome, June 2004) and
in Perks and Thomson, eds., The Oral History Reader, 2nd ed. (2006), 102–14. 
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of the digital revolution.52 But are we dealing with a paradigm
transformation in the terms articulated by Thomas Kuhn, a pro-
found change in understanding that revolutionizes our practice
as oral historians? Is this technological revolution also a cogni-
tive revolution? It is hard to tell, in the midst of such rapid
change and when the technological changes in oral history are
just a small sideshow in the global digital revolution in informa-
tion and communication technologies. Personally, I find this
future especially difficult to predict precisely because the global
digital frontier is so foreign to someone who grew up in a pre-dig-
ital age and who feels comfortable and literate with text but pro-
foundly uncomfortable and illiterate with these new technologies
(to be honest, I was never very competent with old technologies).
My children and my younger students—who have only known a
digital age and instinctively understand the ways in which mobile
phones and web-cams create different ways of communicating
and web-logs offer new processes for making and sharing per-
sonal stories—may well have a better sense of where these tech-
nologies might take us.

But I do think that the medium is part of the message, and
that digital technologies are transforming so many aspects of
our work as oral historians—and indeed the ways in which peo-
ple remember and narrate their lives—that they will, over time,
also change the way we think about memory and personal nar-
rative, about telling and collecting life stories, and about shar-
ing memories and making histories. This digital revolution—the
fourth paradigm transformation of oral history—is still in pro-
cess, and life on the cusp of change before an ever-shifting hori-
zon can be uncomfortable. The future of oral history, and the
role of the oral historian, has never been so exciting, or so
uncertain.

52 Sherna Berger Gluck, Donald A. Ritchie and Bret Eynon, “Reflections on Oral
History in the New Millennium: Roundtable Comments,” Oral History Review 26,
no. 2 (1999): 1–27; Mary A. Larson, “Potential, Potential, Potential: The Marriage of
Oral History and the World Wide Web,” Journal of American History 88, no. 2 (2001):
596–603; Sherna B. Gluck, “Pitch, Pace, Performance—And Even Poetry: Returning to
Orality: The CSULB Virtual Oral/Aural History Archive Model” (paper presented
to the XIIIth International Oral History Conference, Rome, June 2004); Karen
Brewster, “Internet Access to Oral Recordings: Finding the Issues,” www.uaf. edu/
library/oralhistory/brewster1/research.html (accessed November 6, 2006).
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction to the
In,Depth Interview

Recently a development has been going on in the fields of education, an-
thropology, oral history, folklore, biographical literature, and .hu-
manistic sociology. This has been spurred in part by femmlst
historians, and anthropologists and in part by men and women wntmg
ary biography, humanistic sociology, and ethnography. This development lS
centered on a concern about the process ofmeaning making. Many of us who
use the in-depth interview are interested in how the respo.ndents. interpret
experience and how we, the questioners, interject ourselves mto thls pr?cess.
We try to be conscious of the effects of the research. on both
viewer and narrator. Sociologist Judith Stacey descnbed thls as the realiza-
tion that "ethnographic writing is not cultural reportage, but cultural con-
struction and always a construction of self as well as of the other.tll
We a:e also concerned about the ways power relationships based

knowledge, gender, race, class, status, age, and ethnicity impinge on m-
terview situation. We strive to be aware of when and how these COndltiOnS
affect the narrator and interviewer as they interact and how this influences
the testimony recorded. . .
In ethnographic research in general and in oral sp.eclfl-

cally, there has been a shift in attitude about the relauonshlp of mtervlewer
to narrator. Formerly, the relationship of researcher (who plays the role ofau-
thoritative scholar) to narrator (who is the passive yielder of data) wa.s one
of subject to object. In the new view, power may be both mter-
viewer and narrator are seen as having knowledge of the sltuatiOn as well as
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deficits in understanding. Although the interviewer brings to the interview-
ing situation a perspective based on research in a discipline, the narrator
brings intimate knowledge of his or her own culture and often a different per-
spective. The interviewer thus sees the work as a collaboration.Z This is an
underlying assumption in this book; the term used to describe this dynamic
is "shared authority."3
In striving to see the world as the narrator sees it, we realize that this

stance compels some degree of compassion for the narrator. We cannot-and
do not wish to-pretend to complete objectivity.
The guide is intended for all who use the recorded in-depth interview in

their research and are open to reflecting on ethics and interpersonal rela-
tionships as well as to gaining information about interviewing techniques.
Admittedly there is an emphasis on historical research because my own work
has been centered on historical issues. For example, I emphasize the life his-
tory approach rather than the present-centered interview. However, my
thinking has been enriched by research and debates in other disciplines, and
I draw examples from the experience of scholars in anthropology, sociology,
psychology, education, and folklore. I discuss specifically issues in in-depth
interviewing that concern scholars in other disciplines when they diverge
from those of historians.
This first chapter contains an explanation of terms used in referring to the

recorded in-depth interview. There is a brief discussion about differences be-
tween qualitative and quantitative research methods; and the in-depth in-
terview, or oral history, is presented in the context of the general field of
qualitative research. I suggest appropriate uses of the in-depth interview and
its limitations, as well as ways to deal with limitations.

Brief History of the Use of Oral History
Most writers begin books on oral history by reminding readers that the first
oral historian was Thucydides, who sought out people to interview and used
their information in writing the history of the Peloponnesian War. Use of
personal testimony in the investigation of society has never ceased. But in
the twentieth century, a new technology made the recording of testimony
easier. Early in the century, recording onto wax cylinders by using heavy,
cumbersome recording machines, folklorists recorded not only music but
short interviews with the people making music. However, widespread use of
the tape-recorded interview was possible only after World War II, when
portable recording machines became available. So, although the use of data
from individual memory is at least as old as the fifth century B.C., the me-
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chanical recording of the in-depth interview is not so old-not much more
than eighty years, in fact.
In 1948 Alan Nevins, at Columbia University, began to tape-record the

spoken memories of white male elites: this was the first organized oral history
project.4 At that time, heavy, cumbersome reel-to-reel recording machines
were being used. Soon lighter machines were invented and marketed, and by
the 1960s the easy-to-carry tape recorder using cassettes had become the
standard equipment. Also in the 1960s, an interest in recording the memo-
ries of people other than elites became paramount among academics.
Because of this interest and technical improvements in recorders, by 1965

there were eighty-nine oral history projects ongo.ing in this country, and the
number of projects has grown in each year since then.s At the same time, the
easy portability of cassette recorders enhanced the quantity and quality of in-
terviews by folklorists, ethnographers, sociologists, and psychologists whose
research was based on qualitative methodology. Although each discipline
uses the in-depth interview in somewhat different ways, the practical and
theoretical problems tend to cut across disciplinary boundaries. A simple
search on the Internet via Google will show you the great number of oral his-
tory programs in the United States. Journals devoted to oral history and di-
rectories of oral history projects in English-speaking countries as well as In-
ternet resources are listed at the end of the recommended reading section at
the end of the chapter.

Definition of Oral History
The question, What is oral history anyway? has stymied nearly all of us at one
point or another. Oral historians have probably devoted more energy to def-
initional issues and problems of application of this term than other disci-
plines. I'll venture a working definition: oral history is the recording of per-
sonal testimony delivered in oral form. Charles Morrissey, an oral historian,
searched for the origin of the term oral history and traced it to a New York cit-
izen of the nineteenth century.6 Nevins called what he was doing "oral his-
tory."7 But what is the oral history? Is it the taped memoir? Is it the type-
written transcript? Is it the research method that involves in-depth
interviewing? The term refers to all three. Lamentations have been heard
about the inadequacy, the imprecision, the misleading character of the term,
but is it possible to find a better one? In this book, I use several terms inter-
changeably with oral history. James Bennett mentioned a string of them in his
speech to the annual meeting of the Oral History Association in 1982,
among them, life history, self-report, personal narrative, life story, oral biography,
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memoir, testament.sThe terms used here-such as in-depth interview, recorded
memoir, life history, life narrative, taped memories, life review-imply that there
is someone else involved who frames the topics and inspires the narrator to
begin the act of remembering, jogs memory, and records and presents the nar-
rator's words.
Most of these terms have also been used in cognate disciplines. Although

theorists have proposed a set of more technically specific meanings for each
term, these meanings seem not to have caught on, and the terms remain in-
terchangeable. Oral history seems to be the one most frequently used to refer
to the recorded in-depth interview, although life history is also frequently
used.

Oral History: Still a New Kid on the Block

Social scientists, in general, are trained to view manufacturing the evidence
as the worst thing one can do. They will permit evidence to be "massaged"
and "manipulated," but not made up. The recorded in-depth interview is a
research method that is based on direct intervention by the observer and on
the evocation of evidence. In the sense that the evidence was not tangible in
these words exactly until the interviewer recorded it, and that the evidence
is the result of the interviewer's questioning, this is the making of evidence.
But return to the first historians, the Greeks: they were not troubled about

the issue of recording these answers and considering them evidence. They
cheerfully (I guess) used the accounts related for them to write their histo-
ries. Nevertheless, many historians trained in research methods rooted in the
Germanic "scientific school" of the nineteenth century cast a suspicious
glance at oral history. They rely mainly on written records and on a critical
examination of them. In the latter part of this chapter I will suggest ways of
subjecting the orally transmitted document to the same critical examination
with which written documents are evaluated.
Many sociologists and other social scientists today still hold the view that

quantitative research is the only way to be certain about evidence. They
have grave reservations about qualitative research because they view it as un-
controlled and lacking in the rigorous procedures followed by quantitative
researchers. They are uncomfortable with the subjectivity inherent in quali-
tative research and strive to get rid of it as much as possible. But the subjec-
tivity of the process did not bother the Greeks: they knew that their wit-
nesses and they themselves were human beings involved in the process of
living and observing what was going on around them and to them, even as
they recorded memories and observations. They realized that they could not
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extract themselves from the story. I argue that awareness of our biases and
preconceptions, the limitations of our experience and preferences, brings us
closer to an understanding of how we influence our research and interpreta-
tion, whether it is qualitative or quantitative.
Qualitative methodology has its own body of strict standards for procedure

and evaluation. Standards for the recorded in-depth interview as a research
method and a critical evaluation of procedures are the subjects discussed in
the chapters that follow.

Qualitative Research and
Quantitative Research: Comparisons

Sharan Merriam, in the book Case Study Research in Education: A Qualitative
Approach, explains that the quantitative researcher assesses a limited number
of variables by examining researcher-controlled answers, trying to find out
whether a preconceived hypothesis is operating, whether the prediction that
certain variables cause certain effects will hold true.9 By using a question-
naire requiring. short answers, a researcher can query a large number of sub-
jects. The subjects are selected in such a way that they are representative of
the population studied. Therefore, researchers can make generalizations with
a degree of confidence.
Qualitative research does not involve manipulation of a few variables.

Rather, Merriam argues, this kind of research is inductive, and a multiplicity
of variables and their relationships are considered not in isolation but as be-
ing interrelated in the life context. 10 The in-depth interview enables the re-
searcher to give the subject leeway to answer as he or she chooses, to attrib-
ute meanings to the experiences under discussion, and to interject topics. In
this way, new hypotheses may be generated.
The origins of the data used in these two ways of finding answers to ques-

tions about human society are at their foundations similar: observations of
human behavior. British oral historian Paul Thompson reminds readers that
the basic sources of information that statisticians use--eensus data, registra-
tions of birth, marriage, and death-are suspect. Marriage registers, for ex-
ample, contain false information about age because often couples did not
want the official to know they were still of the age that required parental
consent." Birthdates are falsified to present a nine-month interval between
marriage and birth of the first child. People give census takers false informa-
tion, sometimes because they do not understand what the census taker
means, sometimes because they do not trust the census taker. People answer
questionnaires in a slapdash way because they are in a hurry or because they
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do not value the research topic. British historian Trevor Lummis sums up this
idea: "So even 'hard' contemporary statistical data is only what somebody
told somebody and if they have good reason and the opportunity to conceal
the truth, then the 'facts' will be erroneous.nIZ All of us who study humans-
whether with quantitative or qualitative methods-know that we cannot
hold our conclusions with absolute certainty.
One advantage in using qualitative methodology is that, because the re-

searcher does not adhere to an unchangeable testing instrument, he or she
is open to observing the informants' choice of topics. In this way, the re-
searcher learns new things not in the original hypothesis-in fact, many
qualitative researchers do not form hypotheses at the beginning of the re-
search. An example of finding something outside the researcher's thinking
comes from sociologist Arlene Daniels, who studies organization of work, es-
pecially unwritten codes of behavior. In a project on military psychiatrists,
if she had used a questionnaire whose data she could then easily quantify,
she would not have asked a question about sexuality. Earlier information
would not have suggested that she do so unless the subject was sexual dys-
function, which the psychiatrist would treat clinically. Instead, in the in-
depth interviews she conducted, she found that narrators wanted to talk
about some secret sexual practices. Daniels realized that ways to handle
these were indicative of informal controls. When wives of high-ranking of-
ficers began affairs with lower-ranking officers, the local military psychiatrist
would send the offender to a hospital for evaluation and possible treatment.
Thus, the psychiatrist provided a short-term but effective solution to a
nonpsychiatric problem. By listening and allowing her narrators to teach
her, Daniels discovered an aspect of behavior in the military that was not
previously in her thinking. 13
This possibility of discovering something not even thought of before is an

advantage of the method. However, in-depth interviews are time-consuming,
and so the qualitative researcher cannot examine the number of cases that
the quantitative researcher can. Generalizations about a wider population
have to be held tentatively.
One aim in quantitative research is to reduce as much as possible the in-

fluence of the researcher's bias. However, because it is the researcher who
forms the research questions, the bias is present from the beginning. The re-
searcher interprets the mathematical results: the probability of bias is there
as well. Now, with the influence of postmodernism, many researchers are
likely to acknowledge that "providing figures is as much of an act of social
construction as any other kind of research.nl4 I used to believe that subjec-
tivity is more intrusive in qualitative research because the researcher is con-
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stantly interacting with the people being studied. Yet all research is biased in
its subjectivity, simply because the research begins, progresses, and ends with
the researcher, who, no matter how many controls she may put on it, will
nonetheless be creating a document reflecting her own assumptions. Sociol-
ogist Jack Douglas describes the way the qualitative researcher acknowledges
and uses his or her bias, but what he says could equally apply to the quanti-
tative researcher: "Rather than trying to eliminate the subjective effects, the
goal must be to try to understand how they are interdependent, how differ-
ent forms of subjective interaction with the people we are studying affect our
conclusions about them, and so on.n l5 In later chapters of this book, ways to
reflect on our own assumptions and biases are discussed.
The qualitative researcher learns about a way of life by studying the peo-

ple who live it and asking them what they think about their experiences. The
many examples they offer in their testimony are carefully studied. The term
used to describe the close examination of examples that yields the hypothe-
sis is grounded theory, an approach originated by sociologists Anselm Strauss
and Barney Glaser. 16 Thick description, a term coined by ethnographer Clif-
ford Geertz, is the goal-not a single view of the experience, but a large
enough number of testimonies that great variety in detail is obtained. 17
I do not intend to insinuate that quantitative research and qualitative re-

search are necessarily antithetical approaches. Quantification has its appro-
priate use, as does qualitative research. The kind of question asked leads to
the choice of research method. For example, oral historian Fern Ingersoll and
anthropologist Jasper Ingersoll worked together on a project in southern
Thailand, using field techniques from anthropology and oral history as well
as population data gathered by sociologists. By observing behaviors and con-
ducting in-depth interviews and focus group interviews, they sought an un-
derstanding of the way income was experienced in the daily life of the fami-
lies.18 If they had chosen to do so, they could have studied quantitative data
and arrived at two dimensions of the society they studied-actual level of in-
come as well as perceived level.
Qualitative methods and quantitative methods may also be profitably used

together when data from several in-depth interviews are coded and expressed
mathematically. In the example given above, the Ingersolls could have ana-
lyzed the total content of all the individual interviews in terms of answers to
particular questions, assigning each answer to a category and giving each cat-
egory a number. Statistical analysis could have then been feasible. Re-
searchers may also use an in-depth interviewing project to suggest hypothe-
ses that may be tested by using a questionnaire with a larger sample drawn
from the population being studied.



8 Chapter One

The In,Depth Interview as a Qualitative Research Method

The recorded in-depth interview, or oral history, is a specific research method
within the general designation of qualitative methodology and is close to the
basic principle of grounded theory. However, grounded theory refers to other
kinds of observations of behavior besides the interview. Another important
difference between oral history and grounded theory lies in the emphasis oral
historians place on the formation of questions that guide the research.
Proponents of grounded theory insist on approaching research without

preconceptions-that is, hypotheses. Social scientists such as Leonard
Schatzman and Anselm Strauss warn against having any preconceived no-
tions before beginning the research. 19 For others, there is acceptance of the
researcher's starting with articulated problems or questions that guide the in-
terview process. This method mayor may not result in the formulation of
specific hypotheses during the research or at its completion. Ethnographer
Renato Rosaldo describes this approach: "Ethnographers begin research with
a set of questions, revise them throughout the course of inquiry, and in the
end emerge with different questions than they started with. One's surprise at
the answer to a question, in other words, requires one to revise the question
until lessening surprises or diminishing returns indicate a stopping point.'t20
Some historians as well as other social scientists use hypotheses based on

previous knowledge--these are tested and discarded as the evidence suggests
other explanations. Other historians do not test hypotheses but have in mind
some questions that they pursue with the aim of finding answers so they can
construct a narrative that makes sense. British historian and philosopher
R. G. Collingwood stresses that the historian does not collect data without
questions to guide the search: "It is only when he has a problem in his mind
that he can begin to search for data bearing on it."21
It is important to acknowledge that there are at least assumptions-if not

hypotheses or questions-that direct the researcher's attention to some as-
pects of behavior or testimony and not to others. If assumptions are not ac-
knowledged, how can they be examined? The qualitative researcher must be
conscious of assumptions and interests that inform the work and be aware of
how and why these change during the research process.

Differences in Ways That Disciplines
Approach the In,Depth Interview

Researchers from different disciplines use the in-depth interview differently,
although interviewing techniques may be the same. According to your disci-
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pline, you will no doubt combine it with other methods. For historians, this
will mean a thorough search for other primary sources. For many anthropol-
ogists, it will be close observation of behaviors over a long period of living in
the field. For sociologists, it will probably be fieldwork as well as analysis of
aggregate data such as census reports or survey research results. But these
methods may be used by all three: the strict boundaries between disciplines
are artificial. Often a more helpful question is simply, Given my research
question, what do I need to do to find the answer?
The kind of general research question you ask, however, is often the result

of the discourse you have studied in a particular discipline, and I do not wish
to obscure differences. Ethnography-that is, participant-observation re-
search whether practiced by anthropologists, folklorists, or sociologists-and
history ask somewhat different questions ofnarrators. For example, historians
cannot stop with asking questions about how things are but also must con-
cern themselves with the general question, How did things get to be the way
they are? This catapults them into an examination of sources of information
about the past. Among disciplines, there is often a difference in the way the
document (tape or transcript) is handled regarding the narrator's identity.
There are differences in approaches to interpretation of the document. How-
ever, in practice the lines between disciplines are often blurred as scholars in
one discipline use concepts or strategies from another. 22 In all of these disci-
plines, researchers who are using the recorded in-depth interview are seeking
to understand the ways that the narrator attributes meanings to experience.

Uses of the Recorded In,Depth Interview

Whatever the particular approach or discipline, the recorded in-depth inter-
view can offer answers to questions that no other methodology can provide.
Consider here its appropriate uses.
The interview method permits questioning of the witness. In his book Lis-

tening to History, Trevor Lummis explains, "One precise advantage of oral ev-
idence is that it is interactive and one is not left alone, as with documentary
evidence, to divine its significance; the 'source' can reflect upon the content
and offer interpretation as well as facts."23
This is especially important when we need to know underlying reasons for

a decision. The official records state the decision blandly and in the most gen-
eral terms. We might read that "the motion was made, seconded, and voted,"
but we have no way of knowing what the participants intended when they
voted a certain way because the real motivation rarely appears in official writ-
ten records. An ostensible reason may be given for public consumption. The
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in-depth interview is indispensable for probing behind the public-oriented
statement. Once, when reading the minutes of a hospital board, I saw that a
brilliant physician and creative administrator had handed in his resignation
and that it had been accepted. As soon as I could interview the head of the
hospital's board at the time, I asked him what happened those thirty years ago.
He gave me a blow-by-blow description, explaining the underlying antitheti-
cal views ofhospital administration held by the physician and the board mem-
bers and the ways these views played out, as antagonism escalated. None of
this was in the hospital board's minutes.24
The reasons why ordinary people made decisions that in the aggregate in-

fluenced history but are nowhere written down can also be ascertained. For
example, why did parents in farm families continue to limit family size from
the nineteenth into the twentieth centuries? Were there material reasons?
Were there psychological reasons? Social reasons? Sociologists and other so-
cial scientists seek answers to these questions in the present; historians, for
the past. Asking questions that involve this kind of personal, complex deci-
sion can best be done in the in-depth interview.
The life review reveals other kinds of information that do not get into

the public record. People would rather not admit some things to the census
taker-such as who is living with whom. Nearly everyone underestimates
the value of renovations to property when filling out forms for the county
tax office. And underlying the official accounts of "accidental death" are
stories of despair on both the personal and societal level. If the interviewer
presents no danger and is an empathic listener, these kinds of information
may be articulated.
In the twentieth century and the present, much business is transacted

orally. It is not a matter of supplementing the written record or explaining it
because there are no written records for some decisions. For example, impor-
tant decisions are arrived at over the telephone: there may not be written
records. People rarely save electronic mail messages. (The technology of fax-
ing documents may be changing this situation.) Business deals of importance
for thousands of workers are discussed over lunch. A final decision on policy
is settled while two people are riding up in the elevator. Out on the course,
while carefully choosing the right golf club, an executive fires his subordinate
who has come along anticipating a relaxing round. There is no record of the
firing: indeed, the only written record is the positive portrayal in the recom-
mendation the executive writes for him.
Certainly an obvious (but not intrinsic) use of oral history projects is that

they often involve recording life histories among all socioeconomic levels of
the population. In the past, only the well-to-do documented their lives. They
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not only had a sense of their own importance and were literate, but they also
had the leisure and staff support to write. Because they were the ones who
held power, their accounts of their lives were usually consonant with ac-
counts in official documents. This was the situation British oral historian Bill
Williams encountered when he began research among Jewish immigrants in
Manchester, England. There were plenty of written records, but these had a
particular slant: "Insofar as the immigrants survive in the written record they
do so chiefly in accounts composed by an older-established Anglo-Jewish
elite, with a vested interest in rapid assimilation, or of the majority society,
where they appear most frequently either as the 'foreign refuse' of anti-
alienism or as the pale reflection ofmiddle-class liberalism. Written accounts
by immigrants of their own experience are rare, and in the case of Manches-
ter Jewry, all but non-existent."25
Paul Thompson comments on the paucity of written evidence for the his-

tory of working men and women: "The more personal, local, and unofficial a
document, the less likely it was to survive." He lists the official documents
that were deliberately saved to shape a view of the past wanted by those in
power: legal documents, correspondence of landowners, account books from
private firms. He concludes, "But of the innumerable postcards, letters, di-
aries, and ephemera of working-class men and women, or the papers of small
businesses like comer shops or hill farmers, for example, very little has been
preserved anywhere."26 Oral history research thus becomes crucial to obtain-
ing a picture of the total society because the viewpoints of the nonelite who
do not leave memoirs or have biographers are presented.
On the other hand, sometimes in researching contemporary history, we

are overwhelmed by the abundance of written documents. Much depends on
the topic. Government requirements, such as documentation for the Equal
Employment Opportunity Commission in the United States, result in a flood
of paper. Oral history testimony can help us understand what was significant
to the people who made the documents or lived through the times when the
documents had power. Such testimony can reveal which documents are im-
portant enough to net from the waves of paper.
Oral history testimony is the kind of information that makes other public

documents understandable. For example, we may know the average wage of
unskilled male workers from looking at government data. What we cannot
know unless we ask is how the man supplemented the wage with other work,
how the woman found seasonal and part-time jobs and grew food in a
kitchen garden and processed it and made over old clothes for the children,
and how the children took baby-sitting jobs and ran errands for money and
did unpaid work for their parentsP
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Oral history reveals daily life at home and at work-the very stuff that
rarely gets into any kind of public record. Thompson says that these are the
areas where we can begin to see how social change is operating.28 North Car-
olina mill workers, talking about courtship practices during and just after
World War I, described not being allowed to be alone with a sweetheart. A
chaperone was always in the parlor with them--one couple sat side by side
and held hands under the sofa pillow. Then a few people were able to buy
cars. At first, the chaperone went along, riding in the backseat. Then an-
other couple went along-safety in numbers. Then two sweethearts started
going out in the car alone.29 Courting practices changed forever. Concrete
details in these oral histories make understandable the textbook generaliza-
tions about the advent of the automobile changing social life.
The in-depth interview can reveal the informal, unwritten rules of relat-

ing to others that characterize any group. I reflect now on my interviewing
project among artists in a women's cooperative gallery. The formal rule was
that if an artist could not pay her dues after a stated length of time, she would
be expelled from membership. In practice, the women were reluctant to ex-
pel anyone. They always found some strategy to keep the artist with them if
she wanted to stay.30 Another rule was that membership was open to both
men and women, and indeed men regularly exhibited at the gallery. But
when asked if they would vote for a man to become a regular member, the
women hedged and finally indicated that that would be a hard decision to
make.3l (A few years after my research project was completed, they did vote
men into membership.)
The ramifications of personal relationships that do not get told in official

documents are revealed. Again I am reminded of the art gallery and of a
heated discussion that went on for months over the difference between art
and craft. Hard positions were taken: individuals seemed unmovable. As
time went by, they softened their positions. Friendships mattered too much
for anyone to maintain a rigid stance; in the end, personal relationships were
more important even than the definitions of their work. And only in the in-
depth interviews did the interweaving of personal relationships, work, and
definitions of work become clear.32
It is through oral history that the dimensions of life within a community

are illuminated. Studying the role of the two churches in the mill village of
more than sixty years ago showed me how this can come about. The pro-
grams in which members offered songs and poetry emphasized family and mu-
tual help: often my narrators sang their song for me or recited a few lines of
poetry. Their testimony gave such accounts as that of taking into the house
two maiden aunts when they were old and could not work. In the mill, peo-
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pIe also helped one another. If a spinner was trying to tie a broken thread and
another thread broke, a fellow worker would leave her machines and come
over to help.33 The philosophy of what it meant to be "a good person" was
linked to a commitment to help one another and was experienced in several
ways and dimensions in this mill village. There was nothing about this in the
mill records or in superintendents' observations of workers. Lummis sums up
this important use of recorded testimony: "There is no doubt that the
strength of having the account of the various dimensions of life together in
one lived experience gives all the data a particular strength lacking in virtu-
ally any other source of evidence; and certainly lacking in any other wide-
spread documentary form."3'!
Individual testimony incorporates different aspects of experience at any

moment, and these moments can be arranged chronologically to reveal de-
velopment. Paul Thompson points out the use of oral history to help us un-
derstand change over time, to achieve not a static view of human experience
but a dynamic view. Thompson writes, "Oral history is a connecting value
which moves in all sorts of different directions. It connects the old and the
young, the academic world and the world outside, but more specifically it al-
lows us to make connections in the interpretation of history; for example, be-
tween different places, or different spheres, or different phases of life."35
Personal testimony enables the researcher to understand the meaning of

artifacts in the lives of people. British historian Raphael Samuel, discussing
artifacts such as a measuring book and a price list, explains: "Sources like this
may only come to life when there are people to explain, to comment and to
elaborate on them, when there are other kinds of information to set against
them, and a context of custom and practice in which they can be set."36 In
the mill village just before World War I, a family saved enough money to buy
an organ for the two daughters. If I had seen "organ" in a list of household
goods, I would have regarded this artifact as a tangible symbol of "the arts"
among working-class people. For the narrator it was the symbol of the inti-
mate bond between her sister and her as they shared the organ in their adult
lives after they married and lived in separate houses.37 The organ had a sig-
nificance for them in a way I did not at first imagine.
The in-depth interview also reveals the images and the symbols people use

to express feelings about their experiences and give them meaning. In his
book Listening to Old Voices, Patrick Mullen describes a man (born in 1900)
who had come from a background of poverty to landownership and from a
wayward life to that of a lay preacher. This narrator took Mullen to the top
of the highest mountain on his land, the landscape symbolizing his rise from
poverty to prosperity, from sin to spiritual elevation.38
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The in-depth interview can reveal a psychological reality that is the basis
for ideals the individual holds and for the things he or she does. There is no
better way to glean information on how the subject sees and interprets her
experience than to ask in the context of the life review. For past times, his-
torians searched for a diary or personal journal, only to be disappointed by
finding a daily account of weather and a brief synopsis of events. The ones
that offered the writer's interpretations of the events on a psychological level
were rare.
Such a situation arose during research John Bodnar conducted among Pol-

ish immigrants to the United States. He says that as a social scientist he
might have seen immigration only in the context of economic and social
forces. Using one of the oral histories to illustrate his point, Bodnar shows
how the narrator expressed his experience in terms of the struggle to move
from dependency on others to independence. In his personal psychology, in-
dependence was necessary to this narrator's sense of being a worthwhile per-
son: the achievement of independence, rather than money, was the most im-
portant thing to him.39
Oral history research may also reveal the actions of individuals who have

no one to witness for history their heroism or provide for future generations
the evidence of their tragedy. Alessandro Portelli's book on a World War II
tragedy, The Order Has Been Carried Out: History, Memory, and Meaning of a
Nazi Massacre in Rome, presents the evidence of German troops' retaliation
for the deaths of 33 Germans by killing 335 Italians they were holding as po-
litical prisoners. Portelli gives the names of the Nazis' victims, at least fifteen
to twenty in each chapter, so that by the end every individual has been
named. The narrators' description of the victims makes us see them as indi-
viduals who once had a life.40 The words of the oral histories become a me-
morial perhaps more potent than stone.

The Use of Narrative as a Research Strategy

From childhood, I realized that I learned from others' stories and that I liked to
tell my own. For a long time I thought this was just a characteristic of my
working-class culture in the American South because, growing up, I heard sto-
ries everywhere, at all times. Grown up, I learned that people tell stories in every
culture although form and purpose vary. I am reminded that the theorist Roland
Barthes argued that narrative is always present in human groups.41 More and
more, scholars recognize that storytelling is a compelling endeavor that is uni-
versal: "The narrative gift is as distinctively human as our upright posture and
our opposable thumb and forefinger," psychologist Jerome Bruner says.
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Certainly narrative is an important component of oral history, along with
description, explanation, and reflection. We ask our narrators questions, and
they often answer in the form of stories. Of course, this has been going on for
centuries, but respect for narratives as research data has waxed and waned. It
waxed in the 1920s up through World War II. It waned in the years after the
war up to the late 1960s.42 Even in 1975 when psychologist William Runyan
began to study life histories, he said, "A number of people reacted to these
efforts at understanding life histories with responses ranging from indiffer-
ence to contempt."43 Only in the last thirty years has narrative as a research
method become respected again by academicians. Psychologists Amia
Lieblich, Rivka Tuval-Mashiach, and Tamar Zilber, in their book Narrative
Research: Reading, Analysis, and Interpretation, describe what they see hap-
pening: "In the fields of psychology, gender studies, education, anthropology,
sociology, linguistics, law, and history, narrative studies are flourishing as a
means of understanding the personal identity, lifestyle, culture and historical
world of the narrator."44
Why has this change of attitude come about? Qualitative researchers

question positivistic approaches, that is, quantification of data with objec-
tivity and certainty about results as the goal. They seek other means of learn-
ing about humans, including narratives.45 Also, a current influence that af-
fects acceptance of narrative research is the postmodernist view that
observations of human actions are shifting, never conclusive, always the
product of the culture in which they are embedded. Literary critic Robert
Fulford explains why narrative is for postmodernists a deceptive practice:
"The world is not a place of beginnings and endings and middles, a place of
coherence-and when narrative arranges the world in that way in order to
tell a story and reach out to an audience, narrative lies."46 Actually, when we
use stories to make sense of experience, and when we designate a beginning,
middle, and end to an experience, that is true for us-there is no lie. In Sto-
ried Lives, the editors introduce their overall subject, narrative, by declaring
that "coherence derives from the tacit assumptions of plausibility that shape
the way each story maker weaves the fragmentary episodes of experience into
history."47 On the other hand, the postmodernist assumption that truth is not
necessarily to be found in authoritative texts leads us to respect the individ-
ual account and to give serious consideration to how the individual sees her
life story.
We can reflect on how we react to a life narrative and interpret it. This

kind of endeavor is arresting. Linguistics scholar Harold Rosen recalls the
power of telling stories about oneself and of listening to stories: "I know of
someone who wrote about her childhood, setting out to recount the games
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and inventive pastimes which seemed to her both inexhaustible and full of
meaning. At the end of it she said thoughtfully, 'It's about a lonely child-
hood.' Thus in the art of articulating autobiography we do not simply unmask
ourselves for others, we too await to know the face under the mask."48
But even before the narrative form of research became acceptable, many

oral historians and humanist psychologists and sociologists sought in the in-
dividual life story a specificity and a richness of experience that general ac-
counts did not offer. Anthropologist Ruth Behar says that life histories give
us the information that general studies, supposed to be typical accounts, ob-
scure: "Rather than looking at social and cultural systems solely as they im-
pinge on a life, shape it, and tum it into an object, a life history should al-
low one to see how an actor makes culturally meaningful history, how
history is produced in action and in the actor's retrospective reflections on
that action."49
Even if scholars in the past regarded work based on narrative as simple,

many believe now that narratives are not simple and they are not innocent
either because there is always an agenda. Bruner asks, "Why do we naturally
portray ourselves through story, so naturally indeed that selfhood itself seems
like a product of our own story making?"50 He argues that narrative expresses
our deepest reasonings about ourselves and our experience. Rosen suggests
that we pay attention to personal accounts "because (1) the power of narra-
tive in general corresponds to a way of thinking and imagining, (2) it speaks
with the voice of 'commonsense,' (3) it invites us to consider not only the
results of understanding but to live through the processes of reaching it, (4)
it never tears asunder ideas and feelings; it moves us by permitting us to en-
ter the living space of another: it is perceived as testimony, (5) it specifically
provides for the complicit engagement of the listener."51
Narrative as a research tool is used by practitioners in many disciplines.

Medical anthropologist Cheryl Mattingly, in her research concerning the
use of narratives by occupational therapists, found that when they encour-
aged the patient to tell her or his life story, the patient could make sense of
what was happening and fit the experience into a model, so that the story
became part of a healing ritual.52 Psychologist Carole Cain wanted to know
how alcoholics change their self-identity so that they can begin to see them-
selves as nondrinkers, and so she studied storytelling among members of Al-
coholics Anonymous.53 Sociologist Ruth Finnegan studied life stories of peo-
ple living in a British city to learn the multiplicity of experiences that could
not be subsumed within the kind of general story such as academics tell. She
wanted to gain an understanding of how "stories in practice interact in ur-
ban contexts" and express "our visions of urban life."54 Historian Virginia
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Yans-McLaughlin interviewed Italian and Jewish immigrants in New York
City to find the stories that illustrate how culture (both ethnic and family)
influences individuals' interpretations of experience.55 Historian Lu Ann
Jones interviewed farm women and men in the South in the twentieth cen-
tury to understand "broad economic and social changes in personal terms,"
the "interplay between structural changes and family and community life."56
Former English professor, now Catholic Worker, Rosalie Riegle sought sto-
ries from people who had known Dorothy Day, the founder of the Catholic
Worker Movement, to understand Day's impact on the people she worked
with and to assess her legacy.57 Of course, I have scratched only the surface
with these few examples-a lode of gold awaits us.
We, as oral historians, treat the narrative we record as a highly complex

document. Sociologist Catherine Riessman advises that narratives are "es-
sential meaning-making structures," and therefore researchers must not
break them up but "respect respondents' ways of constructing meaning and
analyze how it is accomplished."58 You will find more information on analy-
sis and interpretation of narratives later in this book.

Limitations of the Recorded Life Review

Narrative is a strength of oral history, but consider also the limitations of the
life review and how to use these limitations. Trevor Lummis, in Listening to
History, rightly says that oral history testimony can give us a detailed account
of wages paid in a factory to a specific level of worker but may be "silent on
the question of profits." We can learn in the interview what families spent
their money on, but not how profits were invested internationally. Lummis
expresses this limitation concisely: "Given that so many dimensions of eco-
nomic life occur at the level of institutional, national and international fi-
nance and of technology it is not surprising that those aspects are not
recorded in most oral accounts."59
The use of life reviews may result in a picture that is narrow, idiosyn-

cratic, or ethnocentric. Studs Terkel's book Hard Times: An Oral History of
the Great Depression presents more than 150 testimonies of what it was like
to live during the Depression years of 1929 and the 1930s.60 The informants
talked about how they survived during the Depression, rather than about
the failure of capitalism to provide the necessities of life for most of the peo-
ple. As historian Michael Frisch points out, the narrators saw this as a per-
sonal experience.61
And yet there is the other side to this coin of limitations. In discussing the

personal views presented in Hard Times, Frisch reminds the reader that taken
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together, the life histories reveal an important assumption in American cul-
ture: an individual can survive through hard work and ingenuity, no matter
how bad the situation. He points out the advantage of learning individuals'
reflections on their personal experience of history: "Anyone who has won-
dered why the depression crises did not produce more focused critiques of
American capitalism and culture, more sustained efforts to see fundamental
structural change, will find more evidence in the interior of these testimonies
than in any other source I know.'>62
The in-depth interview is not necessarily idiosyncratic. In his article

"What Is Social in Oral History?" Samuel Schrager points out that often
there are references to the larger community and to national and interna-
tional events, that the testimony is given in relationship to others. He gives
this excerpt from an interview with immigrant Anna Marie Oslund: "I was
born in eighteen ninety-one. And in eighteen ninety-two, the end of that
summer-it was a late summer-my father went to America to find a better
life for all of us. It was hard all over and he thought he'd try, he'd come."63
The narrator indicates she will offer two points of view, her own and her

father's. She also refers to conditions being "hard all over" and articulates the
reality of the wider society. She relates the story as she has been told it. And
this is a family story, one that embodies a view of the past that sustains and
guides the family in the present. It is assumed that it is in general terms like
that of other families immigrating from the same place at roughly the same
time. Schrager sums up the use to which this personal narrative can be put:
"A migration story can be a very personal account and at the same time an
incarnation of the peopling of an era, the exigencies of pioneering, and the
aspirations of all who risk relocating to find a better life."64 So the individual
testimony may indeed contain references to the larger group and articulate a
shared reality.
And it is possible by using the approach of grounded theory-the exam-

ination of a large sample of recorded life histories, the multiplicity of inci-
dents that makes "thick description" possible-to make generalizations
about a society. Paul Thompson and Thea Vigne did exactly this in their
study of British society at the turn of the twentieth century: their project re-
sulted in the recorded life histories of more than 900 narrators who repre-
sented contemporary occupational categories.65 They used these interviews
inductively to arrive at an understanding of several important aspects of Ed-
wardian society.
A second limitation---one related to the ability to generalize from the

testimonies-lies in the selectivity of narrators: it is the articulate who come
forward to be participants. In interviewing clerical workers for a project in

Introduction to the In-Depth Interview 19

Rhode Island, my fellow researchers and I found that our narrators were
feisty, articulate, witty, sociable women. They had volunteered to talk.66
Would we have gotten a different picture if those who were not enthusiastic
had been represented in the collection of taped life reviews? We went on the
assumption that the articulate spoke for the others, but I wish I had been
more assiduous in seeking out the nonvolunteers and more persuasive when
I found them. Probably, most interviewing projects are selective in that the
shy or inarticulate individual---or the person valuing privacy-does not
come forward.
Furthermore, as a historian interviewing the generation of mill workers

who began work as children in a new North Carolina cotton mill at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century, I only heard about those who had died. My
sample was biased in the direction of the healthiest simply because they were
the ones who survived. If this had been a study of safety conditions (they
were nonexistent) in the mill, this selectivity of narrators would have seri-
ously limited interviewing evidence and biased the conclusion.
A third limitation is the fact that the in-depth life review presents retro-

spective evidence. But before I discuss this problem, consider the questions
always asked of a written document no matter how much time has elapsed:
What motive does the witness have for writing this? For whom is this docu-
ment intended? How close was this witness to the event itself? How informed
is this witness about the event observed? What prior assumptions did the
witness bring to the observation? What kinds of details have been omitted?
These are questions to be asked of any primary source, including an oral

history. Traditionally trained historians see the oral history document as espe-
cially faulty because, in addition to the above questions, there is the question
of how much the narrator slanted the story to make it interesting or at least
acceptable to the interviewer. This is a valid question to ask. But slanting the
story to make it acceptable to the receiver occurs even with the diary writer:
even here the individual who writes only for him- or herself tries to protect
the ego. People who write their accounts without an interviewer often make
themselves heroes of the stories, justifying their actions to themselves, as they
reflect on their experiences. Motivation for describing oneself in the best light
is always there, no matter what the form of expression. The minute taker at a
board meeting writes with a future reader in mind. The journalist's account for
the morning paper is slanted to appeal to imagined readers. And letter writers
always have in mind their correspondents' interests.
On the other hand, like other interviewers, I have found that people tend

with the passage of time to be more, rather than less, candid. When a career
is in progress, there is much to lose by an untoward admission. Near the end

I
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of a life, there is a need to look at things as honestly as possible to make sense
of experiences over a lifetime: this need to understand what happened
strongly competes with the need to make oneself look good.
As for deliberate omissions, this is as likely to happen with official docu-

ments such as government press releases or personal documents, letters, for
example, as with oral histories. Perhaps the omissions are less likely with oral
histories if the interviewer keeps probing.
And now to the issue of retrospective evidence. This is especially prob-

lematic for historians, who are the most concerned about the past and who
evaluate the reliability of evidence according to the amount of time that
elapses between the event and its written description. A journal entry on the
day the event occurred is considered more reliable than the event remem-
bered twenty years later and recounted in a memoir. Actually, research indi-
cates that people forget more about a specific event in the first hour after it
happens than during any other time and that much forgetting continues to
go on nine hours afterward; in other words, more is forgotten the first day
than in the succeeding weeks, months, and years.67 Nevertheless, although
much has been forgotten a couple of hours later when the diarist writes, some
more has been forgotten after twenty years. All of us who have used the in-
depth interview in research realize that ability to recall depends on the indi-
vidual's health, on the topic under consideration, on the way the question is
asked, on the degree of pain (or pleasure) required to dredge the topic up, and
on the willingness of the narrator to participate in the interview in a helpful
way. We notice that memories of childhood, adolescence, and early adult-
hood may be more easily recalled than those from middle and late years.
Memory researchers have found that if the event or situation was significant
to the individual, it will likely be remembered in some detail, especially if its
associated feelings were intense. However, the narrator's interpretation may
reflect current circumstances and needs. That old cliche about memory play-
ing tricks has some truth to it. The next chapter is focused on an exploration
of studies on memory relevant to oral history research.
Given the situation that human memory is selective and sometimes faulty

in what is remembered, two aspects of the critical approach to the oral his-
tory are involved here: consistency in the testimony (or reliability) and ac-
curacy in relating factual information (or validity). Consistency within the
testimony can be easily checked, and questions about inconsistency pursued.
Accuracy (the degree of conformity with other accounts) can be checked by
consulting other sources and comparing accounts.68
After subjecting the oral history to such scrutiny, we may see that it does

indeed offer information about an event that is consistent within the docu-
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ment and with other accounts. In other words, social scientists recognize that
some "facts" have a shared reality with multiple means of verifying their fac-
ticity, no matter their interpretative frame.69 And everyone views some facts
as more reliable than others, and so a degree of acceptance is occurring, de-
pendent on the means of verifying.
By accumulating sources of information and comparing them, we can ar-

rive at an approximate understanding of what happened or is happening and
hold this information with some certainty. But there is never absolute cer-
tainty about any event, about any fact, no matter what sources are used. No
single source or combination of them can ever give a picture of the total
complexity of the reality. We cannot reconstruct a past event, no matter how
recent, in its entirety.
Another consideration is that the interpretation of the evidence depends

on the interpreter. If we place kinds of evidence on a continuum, starting
with the least mediation and ending with the most, such artifacts as vases,
ditches in the land, tombs, and so on have had the least "mediation." A per-
sonal account has the most. A vase is what the researcher makes of it: a hu-
man being's past experience is what he or she makes of it before the re-
searcher begins to interpret it.
We can, however, base a tentative conclusion on what the critical review

of the evidence indicates. R. G. Collingwood describes this process: "For his-
torical thinking means nothing else than interpreting all the available evi-
dence with the maximum degree of critical skill."70 This implies there is al-
ways the possibility that new evidence may appear, that new skills may be
developed. Although Collingwood was referring to historical research, inter-
preting the available evidence with critical skill is applicable to any research
that social scientists carry out.
And yet, is it not the meaning attributed to the facts that makes them sig-

nificant or not? After all, history-or society--does not exist outside human
consciousness. History is what the people who lived it make of it and what
the others who observe the participants or listen to them or study their
records make of it. And present society is what we make of it. Sociologist
W. 1. Thomas discusses "definition of the situation," arguing, "If men define
situations as real, they are real in their consequences."71

Special Strengths of Oral History
So, what if the narrator is dead wrong about a number, a date, or an event?
The factual information may be incorrect, but look more closely at the docu-
ment to discover what significance the discrepancy may reveal. Oral historian

I
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Alessandro Portelli reminds us that "untrue" statements are psychologically
"true" and that errors in fact may be more revealing than factually accurate
accounts. He insists that the "importance of oral testimony may often lie not
in its adherence to facts but rather in its divergence from them, where imagi-
nation, symbolism, desire break in."n
To illustrate this, Portelli shows how narrators might get dates incorrect

but hold steadfastly to an account of a historical event that fits their view of
history. For example, over half of the workers interviewed in the industrial
town of Terni, in telling the story of their postwar strikes, place the killing of
a worker by the police in 1953 rather than, as it really happened, in 1949;
they also shift it from one context to another (from a peace demonstration
to the urban guerrilla struggle that followed mass layoffs at the local steel-
works). This testimony is useful even though incorrect about the actual
chronology and context. These factual matters, as well as dates, are easy to
check. But discrepancy forces us to rearrange our interpretation of events in
order to recognize the collective processes of symbolization and mythmaking
in the Terni working class-which sees those years as one uninterrupted
struggle expressed by a unifying symbol (the dead comrade), rather than as a
succession of separate events.73
Portelli asked the question, Why is there disLrepancy between dates

recorded elsewhere and dates given in the oral histories? The researcher can
use this discrepancy to learn something important by asking about the nar-
rator's self-serving account: How does he construct this view? Where do his
concepts come from? Why does he build this persona and not another? What
are the consequences for this individual?
Closely related to this symbolization is the use of oral history to di cover

habitual thinking (often below the level of conscious thinking), which
comes from the evolving culture in which individuals live. Although the
term culture has differing shades of meaning according to its interpreter, most
students of human society would accept the definition given by Charles
Stephenson that culture is "a reality of shared values, common patterns of
thought, behavior, and association."74 Ethnographer Clifford Geertz says:
"Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of sig-
nificance he himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs."75
French historian Jacques Le Goff explains the concept this way: "Auto-

matic gestures, spontaneous words, which seem to lack any origins and to be
the fruits of improvisation and reflex, in fact possess deep roots in the long
reverberation of systems of thought."76 The example he gives is from me-
dieval history but is definitely applicable to the work of the scholar engaged
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in the search for an understanding of contemporary society. Pope Gregory
the Great, in his Dialogues (written between 590 and 600). recounts the story
of a monk who, on his deathbed, confessed to have kept for himself three
gold coins. Keeping material possessions to oneself was against the rules of
the order. Pope Gregory refused to let the man have the last rites, insisted on
neglect of the dying man, and after the culprit's death, punished him still
again by having his body thrown on the garbage heap. His stated reason was
that he wanted to show other monks they must adhere to the order's rules,
but this was definitely a negation of Christian ideology, which would have
been to forgive. Le Goff concludes, "The barbarian custom of physical pun-
ishment (brought by the Goths or a throwback to some psychic depths?)
proves stronger than the monastic rule."77
In the recounting of events, the deeper layers of our thinking may be re-

vealed, indicating the centuries-long development of the culture in which
we have our being. For thiS, oral history testimony is a research method par
excellence. We cannot drag Pope Gregory from his tomb, prop him up, and
ask, "What were you saying to yourself when you threw that monk in the
garbage?" But we surely can ask a living witness.

Summary

Oral history is inevitably subjective: its subjectivity is at once inescapable
and crucial to an understanding of the meanings we give our past and pres-
ent. To reveal the meanings of lived experience is the great task of qualita-
tive research and specifically oral history interviews. The in-depth interview
offers the benefit of seeing in its full complexity the world of another. And
in collating in-depth interviews and using the insights to be gained from
them as well as different kinds of information from other kinds of records, we
can come to some understanding of the process by which we got to be the
way we are.

Recommended Reading

HEADS UP: Each chapter has a list of recommended readings, but be aware
that these lists are incomplete. It would be impossible to list all of the good
works on oral history, this rich field, without turning this book into a long
bibliography. You will find in each recommended article or book leads to still
other sources. The few lines accompanying each entry can give you a hint
about the work but never do it justice.
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Discussions on Research Methods
Denzin, Nonnan K. Interpretive Ethnography: Ethnographic Practices for the 21st Cen-
tury. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997. See especially chapter 9, "The Sixth Mo-
ment," pp. 250-89, in which Denzin discusses postmodernism's influence on views
of the researcher-researched relationship.
--. The Research Act: A Theoretical Introduction to Sociological Methods. Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1989. This book presents a discussion of qualitative
methods that is focused on participant observation; there is infonnation useful not
only to the interviewer in the field of sociology but in other fields as well. You
might also want to consult Nonnan K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Landscape
ofQualitative Research (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003) and Nonnan K. Denzin
and Yvonna S. Lincoln, Turning Points in Qualitative Research (Walnut Creek, CA:
AltaMira, 2003).

Douglas, Jack D.Investigative Social Research. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1976. This is a
general guide to fieldwork research; it presents a comparison of quantitative and
qualitative methods in the introduction. Although it is not focused exclusively on
the in-depth interview, it offers discussion on such concerns as self-deception and
biases.

Glaser, Barney, and Anselm Strauss. The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies
for Qualitative Research. Chicago: Aldine Publishing, 1967. This is the original
source for discussions about grounded theory. An early statement can be found
in their article "The Discovery of Substantive Theory: A Basic Strategy Under-
lying Qualitative Research," American Behavioral Scientist 8, no. 6 (February
1965): 5-12.

Jensen, Richard. "Oral History, Quantification and the New Social History." Oral
History Review 9 (1981): 13-25. The author states that the use of a questionnaire
offers the advantage of providing systematic answers to identical questions, but it
gives up the richness of narrative detail offered by the in-depth interview.

Merriam, Sharan B. Case Study Research in Education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass,
1998. A lucid treatise, slanted toward scholars in education but containing infor-
mation on using the in-depth interview applicable to other disciplines.

Price, Richard. Ethnographic History, Caribbean Pasts. Working Papers no. 9, Depart-
ment of Spanish and Portuguese, University ofMaryland, College Park, 1990. In-
sightful brief essay-and witty.

Sharpless, Rebecca. "The Numbers Game: Oral History Compared with Quantitative
Methodology." Intemational}oumal of Oral History 7, no. 2 (June 1986): 93-108.
The author suggests ways in which oral history and a testing instrument for quan-
tification can be used together, and she compares intrusion of the interviewer in
both methods.

General Works on Oral History
Allen, Barbara, and W. Lynwood Montell. From Memory to History: Using Oral
Sources in Local Historical Research. Nashville, TN: American Association for State
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and Local History, 1981. See this book for discussions of the combined use of his-
tory and folklore and for the evaluation of an oral history.

Dunaway, David K., and Willa K. Baum, eds. Oral History: An Interdisciplinary An-
thology. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira, 1996. This collection of articles from jour-
nals covers many aspects of oral history research; each article provides a quick
overview of specific topics and an accompanying bibliography.

Friedlander, Peter. Introduction to The Emergence of a UAW Local, 1936-1939: A
Study in Class and Culture. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1973. The
author discusses the ways that narrators construct the narrative and, therefore, a
view of history. The essay offers a convincing example of the benefits of repeated
in-depth interviews with the same narrator.

Grele, Ronald, ed. Envelopes of Sound: Six Practitioners Discuss the Method, Theory and
Practice ofOral History and Oral Testimony. 2nd ed. Chicago: Precedent Publishing,
1992. These articles contain numerous insights, such as why stories are revealing,
how attitude affects memory, and how oral history affects the interviewer.

Henige, David. Oral Historiography. London: Longman, 1982. This is an especially
helpful guide for researchers going into field research in non-Western cultures.

Lummis, Trevor. Listening to History: The Authenticity of Oral Evidence. London:
Hutchinson, 1987. See especially the chapters on assessing interviews and on
memory and theory.

Perks, Robert, and Alistair Thompson, eds. The Oral History Reader. London: Rout-
ledge, 1998. Collection of outstanding articles under these headings: "Critical De-
velopments," "Interviewing," "Advocacy and Empowerment," "Interpreting Mem-
ories," and "Making Histories."

Portelli, Alessandro. The Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning
in Oral History. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991. This is a col-
lection of journal articles (several of which I have mentioned singly) that have
helped to define the purposes of oral history.

Thompson, Paul. The Voice of the Past: Oral History. 2nd ed. New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2000. This is an insightful account of the uses oforal history by a vet-
eran interviewer.

Oral History and Folklore
Davis, Susan G. "Review Essay: Storytelling Rights." Oral History Review 16, no. 2
(Fall 1988): 109-15. This article briefly discusses how oral history and folklore are
different but can be used together.

Dorson, Richard. "The Oral Historian and the Folklorist." In Selections of the Fifth and
Sixth National Colloquia on Oral History. New York: Oral History Association,
1972. This is a treatment of folklore's distinguishing characteristics and its differ-
ences from oral history. See also his book American Folklore and the Historian
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971).

Ives, Edward D. The Tape-Recorded Interview: A Manual for Fieldworkers in Folklore and
Oral History. 2nd ed. Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1995. A classic
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study, now updated, with useful information delivered with a sense of humor. Ives
talks about other subjects as well as oral history, such as recording music, using
photographs, and carrying out interviews with groups.

Montell, William Lynwood. The Saga of Cae Ridge: A Study in Oral History.
Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1970. See the preface for a discussion of
the ways that historians can use folklore. Montell argues that a folk tradition is it-
self a historical fact.

Schneider, William. So They Understand: Cultural Issues in Oral History. Logan: Utah
State University Press, 2002. Schneider, an anthropologist and folklorist, divides
his book into three main parts: "How Stories Work," "Types of Stories," and "Is-
sues Raised by Stories." Chapter 4, "Sorting Out Oral Tradition and Oral History,"
pp. 53-66, gives a folklorist's point of view. He raises important questions about
the way oral history is used in chapter 8, "Life Histories: The Constructed Genre,"
pp. 109-21.

Works on the Interviewer-Narrator Relationship and
Subjectivity in Research
Anderson, Kathryn, Susan Armitage, Dana Jack, and Judith Wittner. "Beginning
Where We Are: Feminist Methodology in Oral History." Oral History Review 15
(Spring 1987): 103-27. This is a discussion by a psychologist, sociologist, and two
historians about the influence of "particular and limited interests, perspectives,
and experience of white males" on research.

Cottle, Thomas. "The Life Study: On Mutual Recognition and the Subjective In-
quiry." Urban Life and Culture 2, no. 3 (October 1973): 344-60. The author reflects
on the "new selves" of researchers emerging because of the research.

Daniels, Arlene. "Self-Deception and Self-Discovery in Field Work." Qualitative So-
ciology 6, no. 3 (1983): 195-214. This is a candid, searching account of the author's
behavior as an interviewer.

Gluck, Sherna Berger, and Daphne PataL Women's Words: The Feminist Practice of
Oral History. New York: Routledge, 1991. This collection of articles discusses lis-
tening, using words, relating to narrators, looking critically at one's work, and in-
terviewing Third World women.

Kleinman, Sherry\. "Field-Workers' Feelings: What We Feel, Who We Are, How We
Analyze." In Experiencing Fieldwork: An Inside View of Qualitative Research, ed.
William B. Shaffir and Robert A. Stebbins. Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1991. This
is a sociologist's exploration of how the field researcher's feelings affect a study and
how failure to recognize feelings affects a study.

Lebeaux, Richard. "Thoreau's Lives, Lebeaux's Lives." In Introspection in Biography:
The Biographer's Quest for Self-Awareness, ed. Samuel H. Baron and Carl Pietsch.
Hillsdale, NJ: Analytic Press, 1985. The entire collection is interesting in the
questions it raises about the effects on the researcher of studying an individual life.

Patai, Daphne. Brazilian Women Speak. Rutgers, NJ: State University Press, 1988. In
her discussion of methodology, the author explores her feelings about research
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among women in Brazil, pointing out how her intervention affected both re-
searcher and the researched.

Yow, Valerie R. "Do I Like Them Too Much? Effects of the Oral History Interview on
the Interviewer and Vice-Versa." Oral History Review 24, no. 1 (Summer 1997):
55-79. This article traces changes in the social sciences regarding the recognition
and use of subjectivity in research.

Studies on the Philosophy of History and on Ethnography
Clifford, James. "Introduction: Partial Truths." In Writing Culture: The Poetics and
Politics of Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George Marcus, 1-26. Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1986. This is a perceptive and influential essay on the
"webs" of culture.

Collingwood, R. G. Autobiography. London: Oxford University Press, 1939. This un-
common autobiography presents the intellectual journey taken by an important
theorist of historical research.
--. Essays in the Philosophy of History. Ed. William Debbins. Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1965. See especially "The Limits of Historical Knowledge" and "The
Philosophy of History."

Geertz, Clifford. "Thick Description: Toward an Interpretative Theory of Culture."
In The Interpretation of Culture, 3-30. New York: Basic Books, 1973. This is an
early, provocative discussion of the use of "thick description" in researching a
culture.

Hay, Cynthia. "What Is Sociological History?" In Interpreting the Past, Understanding
the Present, ed. Stephen Kendrick and Pat Straw, 20-37. New York: St. Martin's,
1990. Hay presents a brief essay on the relationship of history to the social sciences
of sociology and anthropology.

Le Goff, Jacques, and Pierre Nora. Constructing the Past: Essays in Historical Method-
ology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985. See especially the chapter
"Mentalities: A History of Ambiguities" by Le Goff.

Rosaldo, Renato. Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis. Boston: Beacon
Press, 1989. In this provocative study of ethnographic research, the author dis-
cusses his own fieldwork to illustrate the importance of acknowledging and using
one's own feelings and assumptions in the process of researching and analyzing.

Studies on the Use of Narrative in Research
Finnegan, Ruth. Tales of the City: A Study of Narrative and Urban Life. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1998. See especially the first chapter for an illumi-
nating definition of story. In subsequent chapters, the author presents oral histo-
ries and analyzes them. She shows the way narrative heightens "our understanding
not only of urban theory but of our own lives and culture" (p. 3).

Fulford, Robert. The Triumph ofNarrative: Storytelling in the Age ofMass Culture. New
York: Broadway Books, 2000. Fulford, described as a "cultural journalist," sets out
to critique master narratives like Toynbee's, works that feature the "unreliable
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narrator," model literary narratives like those of Sir Walter Scott, and news pro-
grams and films as takeoffs of the narratives ofWestern culture.

Josselson, Ruthellen, and Amia Lieblich. "Fettering the Mind in the Name of Sci-
ence." American Psychologist 51, no. 6 (1996): 651-52. Authors argue that psychol-
ogy is between paradigms as logical, positivistic research gives way to narrative-
based psychology.
--, eds. The Narrative Study ofUves. Vo!. 5. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997. The
variety of articles attests to the range of uses of narrative in research.

Mattingly, Chery!. Healing Dramas and Clinical Plots: The Narrative Structure of Expe-
rience. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998. This is a beautifully written
account of Mattingly's ethnographic research among occupational therapists in a
large Boston hospital, but the discussion of narrative gives it universal application.
Mattingly's theme is this: "The need to narrate the strange experience of illness is
part of the very human need to be understood by others, to be in communication
even if from the margins" (p. 1).

Montalbano-Phelps, Lori L. Taking Narrative Risk: The Empowennent of Abuse Sur-
vivors. Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2004. With these narratives of
abuse survivors, the author assesses the relationship between narration and the
empowerment of the narrator.

Peacock, James, and Dorothy Holland. "The Narrative Self: Life Stories in Process."
Ethos 21 (1993}: 367-83. This review article treats various approaches to using life
histories, stressing the importance of narratives as conveying the dynamic, rather
than static, view of a life. The authors critique ways to interpret the life history, ar-
guing that each discipline's approach is limited and that a more creative, interdis-
ciplinary approach is needed.

Watson, Lawrence, and Maria-Barbara Watson-Franke. Interpreting Life Histories: An
Anthropological Inquiry. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1985. An
informative, thought-provoking book, now a classic. Read chapter 1 for a histori-
cal survey of the use of life history research by anthropologists.

Journals Devoted to Oral History
Historia antropologia y fuentes orales. Universitat de Barcelona. Ed. Mercedes Vilanova
1. Ribas. Access information about this journal on the web at www.hayfo.com/
credits.htm!.

Oral History Association of Australia Journal. Published by the State Library of New
South Wales, Sydney. One issue per year.

Oral History Forum. (Previously the Canadian Oral History ForumlJoumal.) Published
with assistance from Brescia University College of London, Ontario. One issue per
year.

Oral History: Journal of the Oral History Society. University ofEssex. Two issues per year.
Oral History Review. Published by the Oral History Association. Dickinson College,
Carlisle, PA. Two issues per year.

And major journals that have sections devoted to oral history:
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Journal ofAmerican History. Four issues annually; see September issue for oral history
section.

Radical History Review. Published three times a year by the Taniment Library, New
York University, and printed by the Duke University Press. Oral history section in
each issue.

Bibliographies of Publications in Oral History and
Oral History Collections
Cook, Pat, ed. Oral History Guide: Bibliographic Usting of the Memoirs in the Micropub,
lished Collections. Sanford, NC: New York Times Oral History Program and Micro-
film Corporation ofAmerica, 1983. See the review by Ronald J. Grele, "On Using
Oral History Collections: An Introduction," Journal ofAmerican History 74 (Sep-
tember 1987): 570-78.

Havlice, Patricia Pate, ed. Oral History: A Reference Guide and Annotated Bibliography.
Jefferson, NC: McFarland Publishing Company, 1985. This volume includes
books, articles, and dissertations on oral history published from 1950 to late 1983.
Annotations give brief summaries of content; entries are arranged alphabetically
by author.

Meckler, Alan M., and Ruth McMullins, eds. Oral History Collections. New York: R.
R. Bowker Company, 1975. Find by name and subject. Detailed information in
each entry.

National Catalog of Manuscript Collections. United States government publication,
last published in 1993. Citations give you the number that will enable you to lo-
cate each description. For example, looking at "oral history" in the index, you see
91-365, which sends you to volume 1991, entry number 365, "Eleanor Roosevelt
oral history transcriptions."

Oral History Index: An International Directory ofOral History Interviews. Westport, CT:
Meckler Publishing Company, 1990. The first section lists in alphabetical order the
narrator's name and supplies a code for locating the tapes. The second section lists
the codes and directs you to the oral history's location. This can only be a partial
listing because many of the oral history archives queried did not reply. (This com-
pany has been sold, and a succeeding volume is unlikely to appear in this form.)

Perks, Robert. Oral History: An Annotated Bibliography. London: British Library Na-
tional Sound Archives, 1990. Author does well with a task made difficult by the
immense amount of sources. He focuses on Great Britain and includes both pub-
lished works and references to archives containing interviews.

Smith, Allan, ed. Directory of Oral History Collections. Phoenix: Oryx Press, 1988.
More a directory of institutions that hold oral history collections than a directory
of individual collections, according to the review by William Moss in the Oral His-
tory Review, Fall 1988, pp. 173-74.

Please note: None of these can be inclusive because many collections are not reported
to these editors. However, continue to search, seeking, for example, regional direc-
tories like Oral History Collections in the Southwest Region: A Directory and Subject
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Guide, edited by Cathryn A. Gallacher (Los Angeles: Southwest Oral History As-
sociation, 1986).

Internet Resources

Indexes and Directories
Oral History Directory. Internet resource offered by Alexander Street Press at
www.alexanderstreet2.com/oralhist/. Free resource that gives details of approxi-
mately 570 oral history collections in English.

Oral History Online. Internet resource offered by Alexander Street Press at
www.alexanderstreet.com/products/orhLhtm. The press claims to index all impor-
tant oral history collections in English available on the web or in archives. Fee re-
quired to access.

Oral History List Service. www.h-net.org/-oralhist. Free, nontechnical, user friendly.
See especially for discussions of current issues and bibliography. See discussion log
for past discussions.

Research Libraries Information Network (RUN). See RLG Union Catalog, Record-
ings. This is an international, not-for-profit organization that serves libraries,
archives, and museums. It shows location of collections of oral histories. There is
a hefty fee for membership-it is not intended for individuals-so use this source
in one of these institutions.
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CHAPTER TWO

Oral History and Memory

For oral historians, memory is a vital concern. As in-depth interviewers, we
provide an opportunity for the narrator to remember, to convey details, to
provide explanation, and to reflect, because we listen. Of course, not all
memories are positive; negative memories are also recalled and puzzled over,
grieved over. Researcher Daniel Schacter remarks, "It has been observed that
the act of remembering sad episodes can bring people to tears within mo-
ments, and remembering happy incidents can induce an almost immediate
sense of elation. Why does memory have such power in our lives?,'1

Remembering, an Important Act for the Narrator

It is clear now that we construct narratives from our memories. Even children
as young as preschool age make stories of their experiences.2We use such sto-
ries not only to make sense of our experiences, but also to justify decisions,
to profit from past experience in making current decisions about present and
future, and to reassure ourselves that we have come through life's challenges
and have learned something.
Psychologist David Rubin found that people begin reminiscing in their

forties, but that from age fifty on this is an important and continuing en-
deavor. His research indicates that from middle age on, most people have
more memories from childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood than
from the most recent years of their lives. Why do these memories come back
to us? He theorizes that they are especially important because they define us.)
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The Two-Sentence Format as an 
Interviewing Technique in Oral 
History Fieldwork 

CHARLES T. MORRISSEY 

At Lake Arrowheacl in 1966 1 cast bread upon the waters. 
T o  posture as  a messiah was an easy task during that First 

National Colloquium on Oral History. A t  that meeting we were all 
neophytes, even the most experienced and evangelical among us. 
Before September of 1966 the published literature about oral 
history was paltry, and equally modest was the number of scholarly 
and professional panels held at  historical and archival meetings 
about doing oral history. The  Arrowhead gospel according to 

CHARLES T. h,IORRISSEY is a self-employed oral history consultant who lives in 
Montpelier. l 'ern~ont.  but has directed interview projects from the Ford Foundation 
in New York to the Institute lor Human Development a t  the University of California, 
Berkeley. He served a s  president o l  the  Oral History Association in 1971-1972. 
Currently he hends the Boylor College of Medicine Oral History Project in Houston, 
Texas. 



Alorris~ey was a didactic litany of dos arid don'ts about interviewing 
techniques. preached at the  request  of UCLA's J a m e s  V. Mink a s  
part of the  scheduled proceedings, and drawn from what I had 
learned since 1962 frorn conducting tape-recorded interviews for 
the Harry S. T~.unian Library a ~ i d  the John  F. Kennedy Library Oral 
Ilistor? Prc~jects. Twenty years ago the inju~ictions seemed fresh; in 
I I l P f i  these str ictures are  stale. 'I'otlay tlie hread is mostly 
coggy. 

hlostly soggy-hut not corny~letely. 
As preparation for composing this essay in commemoration of 

tlie twentieth anniversary of the Arrowhead Colloquium, I read 
nnen the t ranscr i l~ed talk I made at that mountain-top hideaway in 
the San Hernartlino hlountains of southern California.' My 
.cerrnoliizilig in 1966 empliasized pointers that. have since become 
fn~ililinr nrnong oral liistory int elviewers--phrase questions in open- 
ended language, avclid jargon? pursue in detail, ask for examples, 
defer cen.citive q u e s t i u n ~  irntil rapport  is solid. let the  interviewee 
set the pace of the interview and speak whatever explanations are 
foremost in the volunteered version of what occurred. These  and 
irriilar tenets are  humdrum dogma in 1986. But. to my surprise I 
di~covered-rediscovered,  actually-that a t  Lake Arrowhead I had 
a!lvocated the virtues of tlie two-sentence format. Frankly, I had 
forgatten that a t  tlrrowllead I had even mentioned the  two-sentence 
fnrrnat fnr structuring questions; all I can conclude is tha t  prophetic 
Iireatl altva\.s drifts stloreward. 

In the past ttventp years the  virtues of the two-sentence format 
have Iiroven tliernselves rel)eateclly in my oral history interviewing. 
S o w  I find myself thinking allnost automatically in a two-sentence 
cerltience when formulating clr~estio~is (luring fieldwork Other oral 
Iiistnrians may fiiitl this technique is equally helpful in their 
int ~rvieivirig. 

Alost useful a l ~ o u t  the  two-sentence format is the way it 
cqntinually affirms e ~ s e n t i a l  elements in the relat.ior.ship between 
i~iter\.ie\ver and interviewee as  co-creators of an  oral history 

. 

' ( ' h e r l o =  '1.. \lnrri==e?.. "On Oral Hislnry Interviewing." in Elifr. nntl .7prcinlized 
/ * I ! I  . ~ t , - ~ r i , r . - .  p d .  I , ~ : v i +  11. I l ~ x t ~ r  (Evntiston. Ill.: Nrrrthwestern I!niversity Press. 
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RlOHIIISSEY/The T w w S e n t e n c e  F o r m a t  4 5 

document-the questions a n d  answers tha t  consti tute the  product 
of this joint endeavor. Crucial for  the success of any oral history 
interview a re  two basic qualities, rappor t  a n d  collaboration, and  the  
two-sentence format  vitalizes each of these  fundamentals. I n  fact, 
specimens of the  two-sentence format a r e  amply present  in 
s tandard guides to ' oral history interviewing. Willa K Baum 
provides this example: "I unders tand your grandfather canie around 
the  Horn to California. Wha t  did he  tell you abou t  t h e  trip?" And 
Cullom Davis and  his two associates, Kathryn Back a n d  Kay 
MacLean, offer others, among them: "Here is a program for the  
1939 World's Fair. HOW did you ge t  it?"' B u t  none of t h e  authors  of 
the  most  popular how-to-do-it manuals for oral hist,ory even 
mention the two-sentence f o r m a t p e r  s e  a s  a deliberate design for 
phrasing questions, a n d  none explicate the  uses  of this two-part 
s t ructure  for formulating a n d  verbalizing questions. 

An adversary relationship might be  fruitful in o ther  types  of 
interview situations-Mike Wallace on te1evision's"Sixty Minutes" 
or  a trial lawyer interrogating a witness in a courtroom t r i a l  trying to  
destroy the  credibility of the  witness. B u t  collegiality is effective in 
a n  oral history relationship if for no  other  reason than the  fact  tha t  
the  witness in this exchange is not  compelled to grant a n  interview. 
Participation is usually voluntary, and  a discomforted respondent  
can withdraw hislher cooperation if s o  inclined. In modern 
American culture, nobody is obliged to  answer a historian's 
questions. Reliance on  the  two-sentence format, accordingly, 
provides the  interviewer with a recurring opportunity to  explain, in 
the first sentence, why a particular question deserves an informative 
answer from the  interviewee. Here  is a n  example: 

While 1oe knoru the outcome of those talks about merging the two 
business firms, roe don't know how this agreement was reached 
Because you participated in those talks, can you explain how themerger 
ogreemerlt rclas discussed? 

- - -  

'\Villa I<. Bnum, Om1 History/or the Locnl Historical Society. 2 d  ed. (Nashville. T e n n :  
American Association for Stale  stid Local History, 1977), 32. 
'Cullom Davis. Icathrsn Rack and Kay MacLean, Orol History: From Tope to Type 
(Chicago: Ame~icsri Library Association, 1955). 21. 
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Notice how the'first  sentence is, in effect, a mutual acknow- 
ledgment of existing historical data about the prevailing topic a t  
hand, the merger of two business firms. Notice how the second 
sentence, which in the two-sentence format almost always ends with 
a question mark, pursues the topic by posing a "how" question on 
top of an answered "what" question-i.e., we know what happened 
but not how it happened. The  next question might be phrased this 
way: 

Knollling as  ltfe d o  toilat happened a r ~ d  iiotv it happerled, tile need to 
consider u!/ly tile merger tzappened Would you recount the reasons w h y  
yon supported the merger? 

Notice how the wording in the second sentence often repeats 
closely the wordage in the first sentence. This is done deliberately in 
an effort to leave no doubt in the interviewee's mind about the 
question being posed. Similarly, the second sentence always asks 
one question and only one question, practicing the credo that 
respondents can deal most responsively-and unavoidably-with 
one question at  a time. If several questions are embodied in a single 
sentence, the typical interviewee is likely to choose one particular 
question to answer, ignoring the others. Worse, the typical 
interviewee will often choose among alternatives in such a way as  to 
discard the difficult or sensitive question and isolate the one easiest 
or most ego building to answer, All of this echoes the cogent advice 
of England's Paul Thompson: " (qn  principle, the clearer you are 
about what is worth asking and how best to ask it, the more you can 
draw from any kind of inforn~ant ."~ 

The  two-sentence format provides an interviewer with an 
opportunity to  involve the interviewee in the co-creation of the 
document-the tape andlor the transcript-resulting from their 
interaction: 

In oral h i s t o g  infervielvs, a f f e r  asking a person tohy a decision was 
made, lire often ask next urhy a different result didn't occur. During the 
merger discussions, did you at  anytime expect a different result to 
occur? 

'Paul Thompson. The i'oice of the Post Oral Histoy (New York Oxford University 
Press, 1978), 172. 

In this interview we hove determined 11rho decided tclhaf ho~c*, anti tc-hy 
but cue haven'tyet considered when the decision was  made. Because the 
timing is lcoorth knollling abou f  1ilol11d you explain tcihen the decision 
1i9as made? 

The two-sentence format also allows the interviewer to  explain 
how scholars with different academic interests can benefit from the 
document being co-created: 

Popular folklore in Vermont claims that T o m  \Vatson located a n  IBhI 
plant in this state so he would have a ready excuse to sk i  nearby at 
Sto~c!e. A folklorist using this intervie~u in  the future would 11!ant m e  to 
ask you about this view o f  Watson's decision 

Similarly: 

A researcher from the School o f  Business Administration would like to 
hear you discuss this decisiort to locute yourplant  in  Vermont as  a case 
study of the process of  plant location W h y  did you decide where to 
locate your plant? 

Unifying all these examples is a persistent pattern designed to 
achieve what two British authorities on oral history call a "right 
relationship" between interviewers and interviewees, a pattern in 
which oral historians gain the trust of their respondents while 
maintaining "their position as  detached critics."' This duality 
recurs frequently in the literature of oral history interviewing 
James Hoopes urges interviewers to "try to  develop some emotional 
rapport but to maintain a neutral stance towards the interviewee's 
ideas"; Ronald J. Grele recommends that memory-collectors 
"provide a sympathic ear while maintaining critical distance.06 
Optimally, on the front lines of oral history interrogation these 

'Anthony Seldon and Joanna Pappwotth, By IVord of Aloutk' "Elite" Oral History 
(Idondon; New York hlethuen, 1983). 29. 
'jJarnes Hoopes, Oral History: An Inlroditctiorl for Students (Chapel Hill: University o f  
North Carolina Press, 1979), 96; Ronald J. Grelr. "Private Memories and Puhlic 
Presentations: The Art o f  Oral. History." in Envelopes of Sound The Art of Orol 
Histop, ed. Ronald J.  Crele, 2d ed. (Chicago: Precedent Publishing. 1985), 261. 
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You menti~ned a mon~ent ago hotc political cllarges made against you 
in your successful campaign for election in 1970 were bothersome again 
in your rc-plection campaign in 1976. With respect to the 1976 
campaigr~, how did you deal with those political charges? 

Or, in order  t o  deflect  any accusatory tone o r  mode a n d  reaffirm 
the  collaborative nature  of the  oral  history relationship, a sensitive 
question might be phrased in this style: 

A future historian iuould warit me  to ask you lioiu you dealt lclitlt that 
allegation when it was launched against you. Would you like this 
opportunity to inform the future historian about tlte problent as you 
dealt with it so the history of  this event will benefit from your uie~cr 
of it? 

This  tendency t o  abs t rac t  or  objectify the  phrasing of 
questions-"A future historian consulting this interview would 
want me t o  ask  you. .  ."-works effectively for m e  in asking sensitive 
questions, al though people with therapeutic and/or psychiatric 
training a s  interviewers of clients with emotional problems tell me 
they often were taught  the  opposite: emote  with the  patient  when 
painful memories are disclosed instead of assuming a dispassionate, 
clinical stance. I find policy makers  can deal  more  inforn~atively with 
policy mistakes-a political b lunder  on t h e  campaign trail, a 
philanthropic grant  tha t  h a d  unexpected adverse consequences, a 
business venture tha t  failed blatantly-if t he  questions are  defused. 
For  example: 

You mentioned a moment ago that you had no financial resources when 
you decided to run for the U S .  Senate in 1946. What advice can yo11 
offer a pcrsorl in similar circumstartces whosegoal is to run a statewide 
campaign but lacks the wtiereulithal to do so? 

Since  money is the  most  sensitive subject  in American culture, 
even more  sensitive than sex, a n d  the  funding of political campaigns 
is a shameful disgrace in our  society, t he  worst way a n  interviewer 
can pose  such a sensitive question would b e  a blunt a n d  testy 
formulation like this: 

IVhere did you get the money? 

T h e  answer  might be  a sha rp  rejoinder: 

That's none of your business. 

RIORRISSEYIThe Two-Sentence Format 5 1 

A public figure, especially in the  United Sta tes ,  might deflect 
such a probing question by countering t h a t  i t  unjustly invades the  
sphere  of private o r  personal life a n d  therefore can be  rejected a s  a n  
unacceptable intrusion. "For personal reasons" is often the  cryptic 
explanation voiced by public personages for resigning from public 
positions of public significance funded with public monies, and  the  
propriet ies of American culture allow them t o  re t rea t  securely 
behind this defense. J a n  Vansina h a s .  astutely noted how many 
cultures allow their  members  t o  crea te  two portrai ts  of them- 
selves-a public image that  masks  the  private face visible only to  
intimates ( a n d  even t h a t  is somet imes  shrouded). " T h e  distinction 
between the  mask a n d  t h e  face varies from culture to  culture 
according t o  current  notions of individuality," he  writes. "In some 
cultures, such a s  J a p a n  or  Centra l  Africa, the  distinction is weak  In 
others, such  a s  the United S ta t e s  today, the  gap becomes a c h a s n ~ " ~  
An oral history interviewer who senses  a need  t o  cross this chasm, 
apprehensive t h a t  questions asking for a n  explanation of a public 
action might be dismissed a s  trespassing on private turf, can use the  
t.wo-sentence format t o  justify this foray: 

T o  journalists at the time of your resignation you cited "personal 
reasons" as prompting your decision. For the future historian could you 
rloiu elucidate what precisely caused tlte action that historically had 
lortg- lastirtg impact? 

Whenever a n  interviewer knows o r  suspects  tha t  an interviewee 
chose discretion over disclosure in public portrayals of public 
actions, t he  two-sentence format allows a ready opportunity to  
probe candidly b u t  sympathetically the  internal  s t ructure  of the 
decision: 

It is understandable iulty you chose discretion over disclosure when that 
decision was announced but now that need no longerpersists. What did 
cause that decision? 

Other  ways of utilizing the two-sentence format  in order to  
but t ress  the  r appor t  and  collaboration in effective interviewing-for- 
history a re  readily apparent:  

'Jan Vansina, Ornl Trodition ns History (hladison: University of \\'isconsin Press  
lf)85), 8. 



lVllile the circulated mirlutes of that meeting record the motion made 
atid sccondeti and iloted, the formal minutes cio not convey the lcVfly 
discussion occurred Since you were present, holcl did people express 
themselves nbotlt the nlotion? 

L)ocumer~tation leadirlg up to that dccisiorl is very irlformati~~e, nnd a 
historiarl can reconstruct how the issue was emerging, but the records 
are totaIl4. blnnk when it comes to explaining hou, the issue litas resol~~ed 
nt the top. You were there; how was it resolved at the top? 

These questions entail the interviewee sharing the historian's 
search for unraveling the mysteries of the past, and they also allow 
the interviewer to affirm earnest preparations and serious pursuit as 
commit~nents to thorough interviewing: 

l71epublished literature on this topic cites exan~ples from souttlrrrl New 
England to illustrate hoto farm families dealt u ~ i t t ~  this problem, but no 
exan~ples fro111 northern Nelii England Because you can provide a 
Vermont perspective on ttlis problem, wo[lld you . . . ? 

An interviewer can also bolster the interviewee's confidence as a 
historical source, especially in instances where the interviewee's 
socioeconomic status might induce self-doubt about "importallce" 
a s  a figure in the processes of history and worthiness as a 
memoirist: 

l'our nlemories of ttrat encounter are tlistoricolly onluable because you 
nre (he only person [cltto sa[Ll events from the startdpoint you describe, 
and corlsequerltly you tremer~dously enrich our knoluledge of  that 
complex occurrence. Can you help us by describing what you sou!? 

l'ou are the first Itloman, to the best of my  knololedge after studying this 
issue in detail, who has ever expressed n fen~ale uie~opoint of what, until 
r~oti: has been recorded solely in the records o fmen  ti~ho tilere there at 
the time. Continuing liiith your memories. can you . . .? 

Sometimes the two-sentence format is handy simply to  reaffirm 
the interviewee's attentiveness and pursuit of detailed recollections: 

Tliat's interesting. Can you give an example of that? 

RIORI~ISSET/'TII~ Two-Sentence Forn~nt 5:1 

Neophytes in oral history beginning to master interviewing skills 
will be heartened by being assured that the two-sentence format 
serves dependably for surmounting what inexperienced inter- 
rogators confide is often their foremost fear: awkward sile~ices that 
balloon ominously and seem to persist forever. But having 
explained the rationale for the question and then having askecf it .  
the beginning oral historian can endure an ensuing silence 1)y 
knowing all has been done that needs to  be done, and silence is the 
timely function for further inviting the invited response. The  hunian 
impulse to blather needlessly is constrained when the inteniewer 
knows the format fulfills the question-asking function, and a 
question mark is best emphasized by soundlessly letting upper- 
teeth bite the lower lip. Silence is golden, as a popular aphorism 
proclaims; in oral history the two-sentence format transforms 
silence into a golden opportunity. 

Tha t  is the gospel according to  Morrissey-mostly, but not 
completely-with respect to the two-sentence format as  an 
interviewing technique in oral history fieldwork It  works for me: i t  
may work for you. Nonetheless, the appeal of this modality needs to 
be tempered by reminders from experienced oral historians that 
interviewing is best practiced by flexible and adaptallle inter- 
viewers, and strategies should vary with particular circumstances. 
As William Warner Moss has contended, "Just as no two 
interviewees are alike, so no two interviewers are alike, and success 
depends to  a great extent on the capability and interest of the 
people involved rather than on structured application of designed 
 question^."^ He is echoed by Willa I(. Baum, thel'Mother Spock" of 
the Oral History Association: "As in any art, interviewing can be 
done in Illany ways by many different sorts of people, and although 
the results may be different, they can all be good."'O 

But for this oral historian the satisfaction of casting bread upon 
the waters is an enduring legacy of the Lake Arrowhead Colloquium 
of 1966. Messianic zeal about perfecting oral history skills 
continues to provide its own reward, even if the  bread is soggy. 

vWilliarn \if. hloss. Ornl Histon hoprcrnl Alnnccnl ( N e w  Y o r k  Praeger  Put,.. 
1971). 45. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Richard Cándida Smith, “Analytic Strategies for Oral History Interviews,” Handbook for 
Interview Research (Sage Publications: 2002): 711-731. 
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interviews, even though academic re-
searchers colicluct interviews primarily to 
collect firsthand testimony that may assist 
them in describing historical events or the 
cxpericncc of social processes. In the un- 
u s ~ ~ n lcxchangc that occurs specifically for 
all oral history interview, collectively gen- 
erated popular understandings of the past 
enter scl~olarly discourse in a verbatim re- 
cord accessible for scholarly a n a l y ~ i s . ~  

In this chapter, I cxplore llow scholars 
have ~lsetl niirrative analysis t o  ~lndcrstand 
morc fully the historical foundations of the 
persolinl experience doc~~rnented in oral 
history interviews. I begin with Luisa 
Passerini's ( I  987b) now classic model of in- 
terviews as drawing upon preexisting oral 
cultural forins that translate historical pro- 
cesses into symbolically mediated experi- 
ences. Tn the second section, I discu:;s how 
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scholars have explored tensions and con- 
tradictions within narrative structures as 
the starting points for their analyses. In 
conclusion, I look at efforts to rethink the 
ways in which memory encodes historical 
processes into experience and the conse- 
quent possibilities for oral history inter- 
views to augment historical understanding. 

In common with other types of evi-
dence, interviews contain a mix of true and 
false, reliable and unreliable, verifiable and 
unverifiable information. Details of ac-
counts can often be incorrect. Interviews 
may contradict each other, and, occasion- 
ally, interviewees provide inconsistent ac- 
counts in different interview situations. Re- 
searchers need to approach oral sources 
with cautious skepticism. A good starting 
point for evaluating the veracity of oral tes- 
timony can be found in Paul Thompson's 
(1988:240-41) extrapolation to interviews 
of three basic principles fundamental to all 
historical research: (a) Assess each inter- 
view for internal consistency; (b) cross- 
check information found in interviews with 
as many other published, oral, and archival 
sources as possible; and (c) read the inter- 
view with as wide a historical and theoreti- 
cal understanding of relevant subjects as 
possible.3 

Narrative analysis allows for a historical 
interpretation of interview-based source 
material that is not dependent upon the ul- 
timate veracity of the accounts provided. 
Even if only tacitly expressed, explanatory 
assumptions affect every aspect of an inter- 
view, from the organization of the story line 
or the plot to the presentation of personali- 
ties and events, to patterns of factual errors, 
omissions, and contradictions. The stories 
that interviewees share provide insight into 
the narrative and symbolic frameworks 
they use to explain why things turned out as 
they did. The first step in using interviews 
to reconstruct links among personal experi- 
ence, collective memory, and broad histori- 
cal processes is to address the role of story- 
telling in popular consciousness. 

+ Popular Memory and Oral 
Narratives: The Translation 
of History into Experience 

In approaching interviews, whether un-
earthed in the course of archival research or 
taped specifically for one's own project, 
making them speak intelligibly can initially 
prove a frustrating challenge. Confronting 
the transcripts of the 67 interviews that 
constituted the core set of sources for the 
study reported in her book Fascism in Pop-
ular Memory, Luisa Passerini (1987b: 
10-16) at first felt that there was an impass- 
able gulf separating popular expression 
from scientific historical understanding. 
The interviews were full of anecdotes, irrel- 
evancies, inaccuracies, contradictions, si- 
lences, and self-censorship, as well as our- 
and-out lies. The interviews contained 
plenty of colorful material, but the scar- 
tered recollections offered few immedi- 
ately clear insights into the period or the ef- 
fects of the fascist dictatorship on the lives 
of working-class Italians. 

Passerini addressed her problem of mak- 
ing her interviews speak historically by do- 
ing some reading in anthropology and folk- 
lore. The perspectives she acquired helped 
her to think about how people use language 
to synthesize their experience into memo- 
rable images that make for interesting, of- 
ten dramatic conversation. She looked for 
recurrent motifs in her interviews, many of 
which had documentable roots in Italian 
peasant folktales and folk songs. Everyday 
storytelling conventions might in them- 
selves be historical evidence of past social 
relations. 

Although the interviews were ostensibly 
firsthand testimony, personal experience 
dissolved into deeply rooted oral cultural 
forms that provided a ready set of stereo- 
types for structuring memories and filling 
them with meaning (see Narayan and 
George, Chapter 39, this volume). The in- 
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terviews, Passerini concluded, provided ev- 
idence of how communities had talked 
about the past and arrived at collective con- 
clusions as to what had happened to them 
all. With these insights, Passerini advanced 
a sophisticated reconstruction of recurrent 
patterns within her subjects' representa- 
tions. Different interviewees used the same 
narrative structures to recount the stories 
of their, lives, an understanding that 
syntagmatic analysis could decode. The 
same metaphors occurred across inter-
views, used to  emphasize conclusions 
about the meanings of past events. The per- 
sonalities narrators ascribed to themselves 
and to others involved stereotyped charac- 
ter traits. Through analysis of these and 
other paradigmatic elements, Passerini 
(1987b:l-4, 8-11, 51-52) focused on nar- 
rative forms present in all interviews and 
used to express judgments and relation- 
ships (see also Passerini 1988; Portelli 
1991:l-26). 

Passerini no longer viewed interviews as 
products of narrators' immediate, personal 
memories. They provided no privileged ac- 
cess to actual historical experiences. With- 
out external supporting evidence, one 
could never be certain that even deeply 
emotional accounts were factual firsthand 
reports of events the interviewee had un- 
dergone. Narrators often borrowed avail- 
able mythic forms to articulate emotional 
truths they had formed about their pasts. 
For all intents and purposes, the past disap- 
peared into a narrative structure of plot 
turns and symbolic motifs that embedded 
speakers in a particular discursive commu- 
nity. 

THE RECORD OF A 
CULTURAL FORM 

The cornerstone of Passerini's (1987b) 
textual analysis is her definition of the oral 
&tory interview as the record of a cultural 
form. "When someone is asked for his 

life-story," she writes, "his memory draws 
on pre-existing storylines and ways of tell- 
ing stories" (p. 8). Thus memory, as the 
term is used in the title of her book, is not a 
psychological category but the "transmis- 
sion and elaboration of stories handed 
down and kept alive through small-scale 
social networks-stories which can be 
adapted every so often in a variety of social 
interactions, including the interview" 
(p. 19).Three critical elements follow from 
this definition: 

1. Interviews are windows into collective 
thought processes; incidents and charac- 
ters, even if presented in an individualized 
performative style, are conventionalized 
and shaped by a long history of responses 
to previous tellings. 

2.  Interviews draw upon a repertoire of 
oral-narrative sources that affect inter- 
viewees' selection of form and imagery; 
these sources include conversational sto- 
rytelling, jokes, church sermons, political 
speeches, and testimonies given at Bible 
study groups and political party training 
schools. 

3 .   Silences and other ruptures point to as- 
pects of experience not fully mediated by 
group interpretation of past events. 

The ideas, images, and linguistic strate- 
gies found in oral narratives constitute 
what Passerini (1987b) calls the "symbolic 
order of everyday life" (p. 67). What she 
means by this concept might be illustrated 
by an anecdote a wolnan factory worker re- 
counted to Passerini about defending, in 
the years after World War 11, her right to 
wear red overalls: 

[The management] asked me, "And is it 
because you like red or is it because you 
are a Communist?" I replied: "Because 
I like red, because I'm a Communist, 
because I wear what colour I like, and 
because G. doesn't give me overalls and 
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I don't want to spend money on his ac- 
count. Why haven't I the right to wear 
what colour I like?" 

To which Passerini (1987b) comments, 
"The girl's reply summarises rather better 
than we could the multiplicity of meanings 
that a red outfit could assume in the daily 
struggle and balance of forces in the fac- 
tory" (p. 106). 

READING FOR 
SYMBOLIC ORDER 

Passerini argues that reading for the 
symbolic order of her interviews illumi- 
nates an otherwise invisible subjective ex- 
perience of the fascist period. Her aim is a 
broader interpretation of subjectivity as a 
historical rather than a natural phenome- 
non. She demonstrates the conventional- 
ized nature of narratives by comparing 
written and oral self-representations of 
workers. When picking up pen to write 
about their lives, working-class authors 
typically adopt the literary conventions of 
the classic novel. They focus their narra- 
tives on a process of education and growth, 
a movement that dramatizes the hero's in- 
creasing competence in handling life's chal- 
lenges. Passerini's narrators, on the other 
hand, showed no growth but tended to- 
ward stereotypical, timeless, "fixed" identi- 
ties that closely corresponded to  age, gen- 
der, and skill levels. Women, for example, 
particularly those born before 1900, often 
presented themselves as "born rebels." 
Men, however, described themselves as ca- 
pable workers with "instinctive" or "natu- 
ral" know-how, a convention that pre- 
served traditional patriarchal and artisanal 
virtues when such roles no longer had any 
direct relationship to actual working condi- 
tions. 

Such stereotypes are neither self-decep- 
tions nor reductive but ultimately valid rep- 
resentations of reality. Passerini (1987b) 
observes that many (although not all) 

women who characterized themselves as 
"born rebels" exhibited socially and politi- 
cally conservative attitudes in their testimo- 
nies. The "rebel" self-appellation, she con- 
cludes, was part of a complex reaction to  
the radical changes industrialization 
brought to women's social roles: 

The stereotypical notion of "having the 
devil in her" justifies and explains cer- 
tain innovative choices made in mo- 
ments of crisis-the decision to marry 
without her father's permission, the 
wish to work in the factory even after 
the birth of her son, the call for a differ- 
ent division of labor in the house. (I?28) 

The "rebel woman" image, deriving 
from Italian folklore traditions about 
women's supposed propensity for sweep- 
ing away conventions, is what Passerini 
calls a "survival." Urban working-class 
women reworked the tradition and 
changed its content to fit the emotionally 
ambiguous and unsettling circumstances of 
their lives. The power of the image derived 
precisely from its not being "true." The 
symbol helped women narrate to each 
other their confusions over female identity 
in a changing socikty. Modern Italy re-
mained oppressive of women but nonethe- 
less demanded that they abandon stable re- 
lationships promising, even if not always 
delivering, reciprocal responsibilities 
within family relationships. A self-pro-
claimed character trait mitigated compul- 
sory social transformations through an as- 
sumption of responsibility that, because it 
was inborn rather than acquired, evaded 
questions of choice and decision. The sym- 
bol allowed for the transmission of an 
awareness of oppression and a sense of oth- 
erness from the social order within which 
working-class women lived. It helped them 
develop an openness to change, which they 
nonetheless often resented, as they forged 
new lifeways for themselves. Self-represen- 
tation necessarily involves an individual's 
acquiescence to the role his or her character 
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I 
plays in supporting group interpretations antifascism evaded judicial proceedings if it 
of historical events and processes (Passerini took the form of regression to childhood 
1987b:27-28). language and humor. 

Stereotypical self-representations typi- In analyzing working-class humor, 
cally lend themselves more readily to hu- Passerini did not look for hidden political 
morous accounts than to tragic accounts of meanings. She understood humor as at 
the past. Retelling anecdotes about individ- once a symptom of the regimentation of life 
uals' lives is a form of entertainment in under fascism and a sign of resistance to it. 
which the community can identify and in- In the fascist period, popular culture was a 
terpret factors shaping life patterns. There substitute for politics. A sense of self dis-
is room for both tears and laughter, but hu- tinct from that of the oppressor could be 
mor is more likely to succeed in providing a expressed through jokes and laughter in-

1 

satisfactory resolution to the tensions crys- stead of through political action. When the i 
tallized in an anecdote. In a collective story- world situation changed and the Allied in-. 
telling situation, response shapes the way vasion precipitated the collapse of Musso-
an individual comes to tell an oft-repeated lini's government, laughter could suddenly 
story, causing him or her to drop those ele- turn into actual resistance, fueling an 1 

ments that elicit indifference or antagonism armed political warfare that previously 
and sharpen those that promote good com- would have been futile. The hidden side of 
pany. humor suddenly became visible. Laughter ! 

Passerini recorded several brutal ac- and self-ridicule had all along been weap-
counts of fascist terror, but her subjects ons of struggle, preserving identity against 
spoke of life under fascism much more fre- a hated regime intent on eradicating the 
quently with humor, laughter, and even jo- rights of individuals to have personal opin-
viality. The absurd posturing and venality ions, to reflect on their lives, or to make 
of the regime loomed larger in their collec- judgments of any kind about the state of the 
tive memory than its viciousness. Were the nation. Humor helped express working-
interviews evidence of a more benign image class self-identity, as wcll as a sense of pride 
of fascism than that presented by other in having endured and survived to have the 
sources? Hardly. Behind the laughter, last laugh. 
I'asserini uncovered a complex of social Passerini's observations on Italian wom-
and psychological forces that etched a en7sresistance of fascist demographic pol-
darker picture. icy illustrate her use of oral sources to re-

Passerini notes that the humor in her in- veal the intersection of historical processes 
terviews conducted in the 1970s, as well as and personal experience in the generation 
that found in police documents from the of new possibilities for self-understanding. 
1930s, most frequently took the form of The natalist policies of the fascist regime 
self-ridicule. One could interpret this re- subjected women to constant propaganda 
current feature as a marker of shame and praising large families as a sign of feminin-
guilt, as even an uneasy admission of com- ity. Mothers were offered significant mate-
plicity when daily life required some form rial inducements to bear additional chil-
of cooperation with the rulers of the na- dren. Passerini's (1987b:155) interviews 
tion. Passerini (1987b:125) observes, how- reveal that this propaganda had some con-
ever, that although any form of antifascist tinuing subjective effect: Even antifascist 
statement was dangerous, police authori- women praised themselves as being "fer-
ties were more likely to bc lcnient if a viola- tilen and dismissed their enemies as "bar-
tor of ~ u b l i corder appeared to be a drunk, ren."4 Nonetheless, birthrates continued to 
playing the fool and making statements in decline, and the number of illegal abor-
jest. Police records show that verbal tions, the most widespread form of birth 
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control, continued to rise among the work- 
ing classes. One-third of the women inter- 
viewed acknowledged having had abor-
tions in those years, and Passerini assumed 
that other women interviewed for the pro- 
ject must also have had abortions but did 
not want to discuss this aspect of their past. 

How had these women learned about 
birth control, given that they lived in a cul- 
ture in which the practice was universally 
condemned? Passerini could not find evi- 
dence of underground traditions passed 
from mother to daughter, nor did she find 
evidence of working-class women's having 
access to or knowledge of middle-class 
birth control methods. Knowledge about 
abortion apparently spread clandestinely 
through social networks contained within 
the community and the age group most 
concerned about pregnancy. The choice to 
have an abortion was difficult and involved 
a radical break with community traditions. 
All dominant ideological institutions-the 
Fascist and Communist Parties and the 
Catholic Church-equally condemned 
abortion. A woman arrested for ending a 
pregnancy faced heavy legal penalties, with 
little likelihood of sympathy or support 
from anyone. Even 40 years later, the sub- 
ject remained painful for the women who 
elected to share this part of their experi- 
ence, although they defended their choice 
as an effort to make their lives better than 
those of their mothers or grandmothers. 
Passerini (1987b) concludes that, to some 
degree, their understanding of past behav- 
ior was influenced by feminist ideas of the 
1970s retrospectively projected onto their 
actions in the 1930s. Still, she argues, "the 
fact that the meaning of actions is perceived 
with the wisdom of hindsight, when they 
had not been so clear and conscious for our 
subjects in the past, does not diminish the 
importance of their intuition in the pres- 
ent" (p. 18 1). 

This aspect of Passerini's analysis sug- 
gests a model for understanding the subjec- 
tive ground of ideological change. The 
women had recognized a need so strong 
that they ignored both universal ideological 

condemnation and heavy legal penalties. 
This new behavior, conflicting with preex- 
isting community values, made the women 
particularly receptive to new ideas, new 
values, and new ideologies that might jus- 
tify what self-interest had said was neces- 
sity. A tentative process of ideological shift 
had begun documented by a retrospective 
effort to justify past transgressions that sub- 
sequently could be more broadly recog- 
nized as heroic. 

LINKING PERSONAL 
AND HISTORTCAL TIME 

The conceptual tools Passerini chose are 
particularly suitable for reading contradic- 
tions in interview texts. Silences, self-cen- 
sorship, lies and exaggerations, an over- 
abundance of insignificant episodes told in 
minutest detail, the reworking of the past in 
terms that serve present-day interests-
these offer rich sources for historical in- 
sight because such narrative blemishes indi- 
cate areas of conflict: The individual and 
the group could not arrive at a satisfying 
way of narrating painful or contentious 
events. Symbolic turns within a text link 
personal and historical time. All oral his- 
tory interviews, Passerini (1987a) has writ- 
ten, involve 

decision-making about the relationship 
between the self and history, be it indi- 
vidual history or general.. . .The prob- 1 lem is [to determine] what forms the 

1 idea of historical time takes at different 
levels of abstraction and in various 

I philosophical or daily conceptions; and 
in what ways the idea of historical time 
is connected with historical narration 
and self-representation. (I? 412) 

Two different but subjectively undiffer- 
entiated conceptions of time alternate in in- 
terviews. These modes of temporal experi- 
ence are markedly more complex than the 
common observation that interviews in- 
volve a retrospective reworking of past ex- 
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perience into terms meaningful for the 
present. Interviews include a linear concep- 
tion of change, and interviewees feel obli- 
gated to  explain differences between the 
present and the past. Spiraling around ef- 
forts to understand change by narrating its 
causes and effects, however, is a condition 
of atemporality, in which a "fixed" identity 
locates the speaker in an eternal present. 
Passerini (1987a:420) argues that this com- 
bination reflects a desire to see change in 
the surrounding world but not in oneself, 
because recognition of personal temporal- 
ity involves acceptance of death. The idea 
of personal time is inseparable from an idea 
of a tragic fate. A fixed identity is a narra- 
tive strategy, an imaginative leap that al- 
lows a speaker to talk about historical 
change and still repress confrontation with 
mortality. 

Symbols fuse judgment of historical 
events with retreats into the imaginary. 
Analysis of the "symbolic order of everyday 
life" found in interviews allows historians 
to separate these two aspects of conscious- 
ness. Symbolization is the process that me- 
diates the ongoing, continuous dislocation 
of the self between the real and the imagi- 
nary. Symbols through such mediation con- 
stitute subjective experience as both en-
counter and evasion of history. Reflection 
on individual historical experience takes on 
the forms of literary expression: Through 
metaphor and other verbal juxtapositions, 
interviews create their experience as sym- 
bolic expressions. In a particularly elo-
quent account, a woman told Passerini how 
the fascists administered castor oil to politi- 
cal opponents to humiliate them in front of 
their neighbors. She linked a number of dis- 
tinct anecdotes about fascist terror by leap- 
ing from feces to menstrual blood to the 
blood of victims of politically motivated 
beatings. The connections between the epi- 
sodes emerged in the narrator's metonymic 
stringing together of images linked by the 
transformation of bodily discharges. Feces, 
menstrual blood, and blood from beatings 
became symbols for each other, and the en- 
semble illuminated for Passerini a past 

I I 

emotion that continued to live through a 
linguistic, aesthetic device. Tracing the 
shifts among these three symbols, she ar- 1 1gues that shame, vulnerability, and rage still 

I 'defined her interviewee's subjective experi- I 
ence of the fascist years. Metaphorical I' 

I.leaps are seldom arbitrary, even when 
clumsy, misguided, or fabulous. Narrative 1 ,

!figures refer the listener (and subsequently 1the analyst) to an aspect of the speaker's 
mental representations that most clearly 
express her understanding of historical re- 
ality. Displaced meaning allows speakers to 
redescribe-in other words, reinterpret- 
experiences in ways that are more emotion- 
ally satisfying to them than usages that are 
more literal would allow.' 

By focusing on oral narratives as cultural 
objects, Passerini shows that what one 
might dismiss as malapropism can be a key 
to reading oral texts. However, if meta-
phoric figures used by interviewees are 
never arbitrary, critical readings can easily 
be. Passerini locates the solution to this 
problem in the simple but fundamental ob- 
servation that the structures of oral narra- 
tives arise to  communicate ideas and feel- 
ings within a group. The narrative 
traditions of that group necessarily limit in- 
terpretations of figurative representations 
to what members of that group would 
likely find intelligible. Individuals push the 
boundary of sense at the risk of becoming 
incomprehensible. The guarantee that nar- 
rative structure must contribute to sense 
combines with the performative opportu- 
nities in every speech situation to generate 
a field of regularities and innovations vital 
to understanding the play of ideas within 
popular memory. Every interview contains 
within it a guide to the plotlines and sym- 
bolic structures of the interviewee's most 
important communities, as well as evidence 
of the social tensions narratives express and 
often displace. Passerini applied ethno-
graphic and folkloric study of Italian work- 
ing-class and peasant cultures along with 
psychological theory to decode the histori- 
cally specific meaning of symbol systems 
used to narrate the experience of fascism. 
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paradigmatic structure: choices governing representation of any given point 

Figure 34.1. The Two Axes of Narratives 

Underlying her method was a semiotic ap- 
proach to language acts such as storytelling. 
Many scholars working with life history 
and oral history sources have found that be- 
fore they can interpret the symbolic orders 
converting historical events into personal 
experience, they first need to analyze the 
narrative structures interviewees use to 
convey that experience. 

+ Syntagmatic and 
Paradigmatic Analysis: 
The Organization of Plot 
and Symbol 

Contemporary thought on narrative is 
structured by two contradictory ideas: Lan- 
guage is a set of rules that impose catego- 
ries of knowledge upon speakers, but all 
performative acts are unique expressions 
that push against boundaries established by 
genre, content, or form of expression. Re- 
searchers undertaking analysis of the lin- 
guistic aspects of interviews begin by 
identifying regular verbal and narrative 
patterns, knowing that performance will 
never be precisely regular. This distinction 
parallels the relation of speech to language 
in the semiotic theories of Ferdinand de 
Saussure, who held that languages are best 
understood not as they are actually spoken 
but as ideal forms comprising regular value 

distinctions combined in predictable sets. 
These recurrent codings render historical 
forces into narrative symbols and meaning- 
ful explanatory narratives (Culler 1986; 
Gadet 1989; Harris 1988; Holland 1992). 

Narratives have two axes. In Figure 
34.1, syntagmatic structure appears as a 
horizontal arrow that represents the 
emplotted, temporal dimension of narra- 
tion: how a story begins and what problem 
is posed, what complications mark change 
in-the development of the problem, what 
the turning point is that makes the conclu- 
sion inevitable, how the story concludes, 
with what kind of resolution. Paradigmatic 
analysis focuses on recurrent images that 
can appear at any point in the story. It de- 
scribes and explains symbolic vocabulary 
and the ways in which associational regis- 
ters express both judgments and affective 
responses. 

Both syntagmatic analysis and paradig- 
matic analysis look for coded regularities. 
Because these understandings expressed 
through regularities in the interview arise 
in communicative acts, repetition of story- 
telling motifs across interviews with differ- 
ent informants provides evidence of a 
shared construction of the past. Whether 
marked by individual variations or pre-
sented in a stereotyped form, narrative and 
symbolic structures tend to reappear in dif- 
ferent interviews conducted in the same 
community. Recurrent images found in 
more than one interview reveal a storytell- 
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Table 34.1  ACHIEVING A CRAFT IDENTITY: THE NARRATIVE OF A N   
ARTIST-FURNITURE MAKER  

Narrative Episode Identity Narrative: Interview Excerpts 

1. Origins "My beginnings were in-uh I did a little bit of woodworking when I was 
a kid, mostly with wooden boats." 

2.Complication, "I'm one of those people really vague about what I wanted to do. 
1-1 entered-l got accepted to college as a chemical engineer, because 
I was interested in plastics at the time." 

3. Resolution, "I decided I wanted to do something else. . . . I started in an under-  
graduate program as an architect."  

4. Complication, "And ah after school I had a job for a while with a firm. ah The firm . . . 
collapsed. Folded. And uh I met an architect, and he and I decided to 
design some geodesic domes, and do that kind of thing." 

5. Resolution, "And I met a third-generation craftsman in Indiana, who uh allowed me 
to share his shop space with-And ah that's when I really started to do 
woodworking. . . . But he just knew so much technically, and I learned 
an awful lot." 

6. Complication, "I felt like I was wasting all my-my ah schooling as a landscape  
architect. So [we] moved [and] I started working as a landscape  
architect. And I did that for five and a half years."  

7. Turning point "And ah it just wasn't what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. . . . 
So I did a search, and uh decided to go to graduate school in furniture. 
. . . I made the-ah the decision to ah, go into furniture. just in that I had 
an intuitive sense about woodworking, which I didn't about landscape 
architecture." 

8. Preparation "So three years altogether, totally investing myself in-in ah the furniture 
world as a craftsman. Got a-degree in crafts, .hh,ah treating furniture as 
an art form." 

9. Conclusion "I started teaching. . . I collected more equipment and set up the shop 
here. . . . Started doing some shows and commission work, and that all 
went pretty well." 

SOURCE: Adapted from Mishler (1992:29-3 1). 

events that serve as plotting points are sym- that possibilities for change are accentu- 
bols in that they merge description with ated. In his essays "The Death of Luigi 
ethical evaluation. The evaluation appears Trastulli: Memory and the Event" and 
to be the result of examining consequences, "Uchronic Dreams: Working-Class Mem- 
but it flows from the principles that narra- ory and Possible Worlds," Alessandro 
tors assume can and do provide explana- Portelli (1991: 1-26, 99-1 16) analyzes pat- 
tion of the concluding point. terns of narrative reconfiguration he found 

This distinctly conservative aspect of in interviews with working-class residents 
narration reconciles narrators (and their of Terni, Italy. Their reconstructions of the 
communities) to the patterns of change past were factually wrong. Their accounts 
they have experienced. At times, however, merged or scrambled events and at times re- 
the conclusion can be unbearable. Utopian ferred to events that never occurred. In ef- 
aspiration refuses reconciliation and fect, their collective stories had created an 
prompts a reconstruction of memory so alternative chronology that allowed them 
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to maintain their own historical experi- 
ence. 

Portelli argues that chronological inac- 
curacy in the narrative helped the commu- 
nity maintain a sense of continuing to have 
a future and retaining the possibility of 
political resurgence during a time of re-
treat. Notwithstanding modernization of 
economic structures, the growth of educa- 
tional opportunities, and a growing differ- 
entiation occurring as a result of indi-
viduals' differing personal responses to a 
changing society, the community main- 
tained its political cohesion. Portelli's anal- 
ysis suggests that the community's ability to  
maintain identity rested on a utopian, his- 
torically inaccurate, but culturally effective 
myth of the past. The narratives kept alive 
an alternative future that preserved for 
several decades the possibility of independ- 
ent, worker-based action, even if, for the 
most part, members of the community were 
actively participating in the reconstruction 
of Italian society around international 
markets. 

Disjunction between discursive and 
pragmatic behavior may be quite wide- 
spread and could provide insight into dis- 
crepancies in the political, economic, so- 
cial, and cultural actions of social groups. 
The disjunction between subjective and ob- 
jective factors in social relationships is an 
area for which oral history documents pro- 
vide ideal sources of evidence. Paul 
Ricoeur's (198352-87) model of three- 
fold mimesis may help researchers to see 
how individual textual configurations 
(mimesis,) found in oral history interviews 
intersect with collective processes of pre- 
figuration (mimesis,) and refiguration 
(mimesis,). Prefiguration refers to the meta- 
phorical transpositions that are normally 
available and allowed in a community, 
which for these purposes we can define as a 
group built around regularly shared com- 
municative acts. Refiguration refers to the 
process of reconstruction of texts into ex- 
periences of meaning. In simplified terms, 
prefigured time (ideology) becomes 
refigured time (experience) through the 

mediation of configured time (narrative ac- 
counts). 

Prefiguration sets limits as to what will 
be a refigurable text-that is, one that po- 
tential audiences will accept as meaningful. 
Nonetheless, prefigurative conventions do 
not predetermine the shape of any config- 
ured text. Texts are propositions that mem- 
bers of a community put forward to each 
other. Texts must convince others that the 
narration accounts for what a group ac- 
cepts as fact. Texts prove their aptness as 
explanations by providing satisfying under- 
standings of the present and by identifying 
key events that others will accept as suitable 
evidence for the conclusion proffered 
(Ricoeur 1973). 

As individual performances of collective 
prefigurations circulate with varying de- 
grees of success, ideology becomes a fluid 
part of individual lives and social relations. 
Accepted narratives create a temporal 
world within which people have "experi- 
ences" that they can continue to share; that 
is, they have a sense of actions that remain 
meaningful and related logically to conclu- 
sions understood as "necessary" or, less 
strongly, "probable." Action may not nec- 
essarily be dependent upon narrative ex- 
planations available to a group, but stories 
that people exchange and accept as satisfy- 
ing help establish a sense of proper, effec- 
tive action, which can then be configured 
into new narratives. The truth of narratives 
rests on their ability to instigate and sustain 
new action. One of the values of examining 
how oral history interviews emplot explan- 
atory frameworks is the degree to  which 
they can point researchers to preferred ac- 
tions as well as to likely blockages, clues 
that will assist with the identification and 
reading of other sources. 

PARADIGMATIC ANALYSIS 

Paradigmatic analysis complements the 
study of emplotment by examining recur- 
rent symbols and other expressive motifs 
that are the basic constructive units of nar- 
rative flow. Oral accounts in particular tend 
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to synthesize complex series of events into 
readily comprehensible and expressible im- 
ages. Symbols take their place within sto- 
ries as instantiations of narrative logic (Al- 
len 1982; Ashplant 1998; McMahan 
1989:lOO-105; Tonkin 1992:126-30). For 
example, in my work on interviews re- 
corded with painters in California 
(Cindida Smith 1989, 1995), I found that 
the special quality of light and climate in 
the state was a recurrent symbolic motif. In- 
terviewees used the image to articulate a 
special condition that shaped their work 
and set them apart from painters in other 
parts of the world. The motif appeared to 
the interviewees as an indubitable natural 
fact that explained the particularities of 
painting in the region. In fact, the symbol as 
deployed in narratives had little to do with 
nature but appeared typically when inter- 
viewees wanted to encapsulate their some- 
times pleasant, sometimes difficult rela-
tionship to society into a ready metaphor. 
In one interview recorded over several ses- 
sions, the narrator described California 
light as clarifying and liberatory to under- 
score the freedom he felt when he began 
painting and exhibiting. Several sessions 
later, he described California light as blind- 
ing and stultifying as he discussed a point 
when his career had reached a dead end. In 
either case, light was not a physical phe- 
nomenon but a symbolic displacement of 
professional self-representation. The value 
that the symbol expressed depended in 
both cases upon its location within a narra- 
tive plotline and the conclusion it had to re- 
inforce (Cindida Smith 1989:3-4). 

Symbols often appear in patterned rela- 
tionships. Women painters in post-World 
War I1 California, for example, often found 
as they struggled to establish their careers 
that critics couched favorable reviews in 
highly sexualized terms. Joan Brown was 
"everybody's darling," according to one 
writer, who proceeded to describe her as a 
talented, energetic "receptacle of attitudes" 
for the "germinating" ideas of her (male) 
teachers. I n the  several oral history inter- 
views conducted with Brown over a 

30-year period, she alternated two distinc- 
tive voices as she recounted her life story. 
One voice used humorous hyperbole to ac- 
centuate the surreality of commerce and 
business and those who live within that 
world. This inflection drew a veil across 
painful elements of her life by rendering 
them into sharp, quick, brittle images de- 
signed to shock and get a laugh. The other 
voice used more expansive, philosophical 
language to express the wonder and excite- 
ment that a once young woman felt em- 
barking on her career. Painting was explic- 
itly a symbol for a journey of initiation that 
would ultimately result in wisdom and in- 
ner peace. 

Brown never recursively marked the 
transition between these two voices. Her 
vocabulary and sentence structures 
changed unself-consciously as she went 
back and forth between the two modes of 
her career. She was, however, quite aware 
of a double self-representation that enacted 
her response to the sexualization of herself 
and her art. She used archly stereotypical 
sexual imagery to portray herself in interac- 
tion with the absurd world of career build- 
ing. She presented herself as a compulsive 
liar who used dress and appearance to make 
fools of people she encountered. This men- 
dacious, opportunistic character appeared 
in her accounts as a person who drank too 
much, participated in parties to excess, and 
let herself be carried to unspecified ex-
tremes by others. Opposed to a gendered, 
sexualized conception of self, another voice 
called within the interviews, invoking the 
deeper reality of an initiate who survived 
spiritually through recurrent journeys into 
the alternative worlds that painting real- 
ized for her. This self-consciously degen- 
dered self-representation gave her strength 
to stand her ground and make difficult 
practical career decisions that alienated 
critics, curators, and gallery owners 
(Cindida Smith 1995: 172-89). 

The recurrence of paradigmatic motifs 
across interviews and their structural logic 
suggests that they are not simply individual 
performative expressions. They help artic- 
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ulate the logic of a communication by 
stressing the justice of a conclusion. 
Self-representation is a privileged symbolic 
feature of oral narrations because it articu- 
lates the moral position that the speaker has 
taken on the turning point and its conse- 
quences. Eva M. McMahan (1989), build- 
ing on the theoretical work of Livia Polanyi 
(1985), argues that the framing of a 
speaker's evaluative conclusions is particu- 
larly strong in oral narratives as they estab- 
lish the relationship between speaker and 
listeners. McMahan (1989) states that 

the teller must constantly address the 
implicit evaluative response of the lis- 
tener: "So what?" The teller must show 
that the story is both topical and mean- 
ingful-that it makes a point. Gen-
erally, the interviewee as storyteller is 
expected to "(a) tell a topically coher- 
ent story; (b) tell a narratable story- 
one worth building a ~ro longed  telling 
around; (c) introduce the story so that 
the connection with previous talk is 
clear; (d) tell a story that begins at the 
beginning, that is, one in which time 
moves ahead reasonably smoothly ex- 
cept for flashbacks that seem to serve a 
justifiable purpose in the telling; and, 
(e)evaluate states and events so that it is 
possible to  recover the core of the 
story and thereby infer the point being 
made through telling." (Pp. 80-82; 
McMahan quotes Polanyi 1985:200) 

In oral accounts, bracketing sections are 
frequently introduced so that the narrator 
can comment explicitly on the ethical 
meaning of the story, just in case listeners 
do not quite intuit how to feel the symbols. 
The narrator may elicit responses from lis- 
teners, often by asking questions. By the 
end of the story, as the conclusion becomes 
inevitable, McMahan argues, ethical evalu- 
ation begins to merge with self-representa- 
tion. How listeners respond to the story de- 
termines how they respond to the story- 
teller, and through the account an ethical 

relationship has been proposed, if not es- 
tablished (pp. 89-92, 93-96). 

Just as emplotment can lead to a 
reimagination and reordering of events to 
strengthen the inevitability of the conclu- ! 
sion, paradigmatic elements may be re-
worked to strengthen the moral evaluation 
and consequently the subject position that 
the storyteller takes in relation to his or her I 

listeners. Mariano Vallejo, in his testimo- I 
nial collected in 1874 for Hubert I 
Bancroft's mult~volume history of Califor- 
nia, discussed at length a meeting he 
cla~med took place In 1846, on the eve of 
the American invasion of Mexico. Subse- 
quent historians have largely dismissed 
Vallejo's account as legendary and in the 
process missed the vital political content 
his possible fabulation conveys. As war 
loomed, Californio leaders convened to 
discuss their options. Nominally, they were 
citizens of Mexico, but since a local revolu- 
tion in 1836, California had been for all 
practical purposes autonomous of the cen- 
tral government. Vallejo's story condensed 
a series of debates that occurred within 
Californio society over many years into the 
arguments of one evening. As Rosaura 
Sinchez (1995) has analyzed the anecdote, 
the participants in the debate represented 
four positions. Spokesmen for a liberal, 
federalist, republican future opposed those 
who were promonarchist. Liberals were 
evenly divided between those who favored 
immediate independence and those, like 
Vallejo, who sought annexation to the 
united States. u he monarchists were di-
vided between those who wanted British 
annexation and those who sought French 
intervention. The characters presented in 
the anecdote articulate a geometry of polit- 
ical positions. Whether or not the meeting 
actually occurred, the characters were 
paradigmatic inventions that allowed the 
speaker to articulate his evaluation of the 
meeting and its ultimate consequences. 

Throughout his account, Vallejo editori- 
alized on the strengths and weaknesses of 
each position. He linked the arguments to 
several practical issues for Californio soci- 
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ety, such as trade and property regimes, 
while he ignored other issues entirely, such 
as slavery and implications for relations 
with the indigenous peoples. Vallejo's anec- 
dote, however symbolic, articulated in 
crystalline form the competing ideological 
positions of his people in 1846 while ex- 
plaining the political strategies that he and 
others followed. He defended his support 
for annexation to the United States by artic- 
ulating his understanding of the American 
Revolution of 1776 and its, to his mind, 
still-universal promises of freedom, equal- 
ity, and due process of law. He structured 
his account largely to convince his listeners, 
primarily the Anglo-American readers who 
would encounter him either directly in the 
transcript of his interview or indirectly 
through Bancroft's history, of their hypoc- 
risy. His overall testimonial builds around 
his protest of the theft of the Californios' 
property and their political marginal-
ization. American expansion had in fact be- 
trayed the hopes that Vallejo and others had 
felt 30 years earlier. He wanted to convince 
his listeners that the outcome might have 
been very different had the Californios 
adopted policies opposed to annexation by 
the United States. Vallejo's account, moti- 
vated by moral fervor and foregrounding 
political and ideological choices of his peo- 
ple, still provides an important corrective 
to accounts that present westward expan- 
sion as a story with only American actors 
(SAnchez 1995:245-48). 

+ Recuperating Experience 
Back into History 

In the context of narrative analysis, the 
"data" of interviews are first and foremost 
the ways in which a person has recon-
structed the past to negotiate an ever-fluid 
process of identity construction. The sub- 
jective position in narration differs from 
psychological consciousness in its exterior 
manifestation and the element of self-

reflective purpose. Vallejo's,interview un-
folds as a conscious e f fo~ t  to speak through 
his interviewers to a broad public. Al-
though this is n6t uncommon, particularly 
in interviews with elite figures, many inter- 
views remain within the local, intimate his- 
torical contexts that stories shared between 
friends help establish. In a world of close 
acquaintances, anecdotes convey possibly 
useful impressions about what individuals 
might expect in future encounters. The 
cues are couched in explanations that, 
however trivial in form, remove arbitrari- 
ness from the relationship. Fred will flame 
you at the least provocation because "he's 
always like that." Characterization in this 
case is more of a predication than an expla- 
nation, but it serves to warn those who 
must or might be exposed to Fred of what 
to expect (Cindida Smith 1995:xxi-xxvi; 
Clark, Hyde, and McMahan 1980; Frank 
1979; Halbwachs 1993 :3 8; Thompson 
1988:150-65). 

In reading emplotment and paradigm 
codes, scholars often must assign meanings 
and values to these images that they may 
not have had in their original context in or- 
der to make them speak to a broader histor- 
ical context. Isabelle Bertaux-Wiame 
(1982:192-93), for example, analyzed in- 
terviews with migrants from the country- 
side into Paris and found recurrent patterns 
in the choices of pronouns used by the in- 
terviewees. Men typically used first-person 
singular forms to speak of themselves as ac- 
tors making decisions and changing their 
lives and those of their families. Women, on 
the other hand, tended to avoid first-per- 
son singular forms and to speak more usu- 
ally either with first-person plural forms or 
with the impersonal third-person pronoun 
on (one). This observation allowed 
Bertaux-Wiame to develop a rich psycho- 
logical argument about gendered concep- 
tions of power and historical action preva- 
lent among the French working class at a 
particular historical conjuncture. She 
readily acknowledges that her categories 
would seem irrelevant and foreign to  the 
narrators whose accounts stimulated her 
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insight. Many historians might likewise 
question the validity of her interpretation. 
Gendered selection of pronouns became 
meaningful because Bertaux-Wiame turned 
to feminist theory for assistance in reading 
"data" that would otherwise be ignored. In- 
terpersonal relations symbolized through 
the selection of pronouns would likely not 
register as relevant to the study of larger 
transpersonal social forces without a theo- 
retical perspective that reread intimate in- 
teractions as dialectically constituted with 
political and economic structures. 

The distinction between psychological 
consciousness and narrative self is founda- 
tional to the examination of regularities, 
whether syntagmatic or paradigmatic, 
within interviews. The narrative self takes 
shape in the unfolding stories within which 
it is deployed as one of several codes. 
Changes in self-representation do not pro- 
vide evidence in and of themselves about 
how people "felt." Such studies trace in- 
stead how understandings of the self have 
grown from and altered in relation to other 
social and cultural phenomena also repre-
sented within a narrative. 

Symbolic contradictions within narra-
tive texts indicate areas of conflict about 
how to represent and understand the past. 
The storyteller and his or her group could 
not arrive at a satisfying way of narrating 
painful or contentious events, so they de- 
flected issues into a variety of evasive sym- 
bolic strategies. Isolation of contradictory, 
confused, and evasive elements within a 
narrative has served historical analysis by 
highlighting areas of concern that commu- 
nities have not been able to resolve narra- 
tively. Analysis presents a field of symbolic 
measures that in and of themselves are sub- 
ject to multiple interpretations, but these 
areas of contention themselves reveal 
places for further historical contextual-
ization and exploration. Careful analysis of 
the subject positions contained within these 
symbols in particular can elucidate a pat- 

.tern of self-imagining that includes percep- 
tions of the dangers that "others" pose 

. -.(Passerini 1987a). 

Conflicts between identity and subjec- 
tivity may be a recurrent paradigmatic fea- 
ture in interviews. The challenge of recon- 
ciling differences between the subject 
position assigned a person due to his or her 
social classification with a more complex, 
varied sense of relationships may reveal it- I 
self at the paradigmatic level through such 1measures as Joan Brown's double self-rep- 
resentation. The challenge may also appear 1 
in perforrnative tensions that undercut a I 
narrator's ability to articulate either a clear Iethical evaluation or a clear self-representa- 
tion. 

Feminist scholars in particular have I 

worked with contradictions in self-repre- 
sentation to identify the translation of 
gendered power structures into historically 
situated experience of gender relations. 
Women's accounts of their lives negotiate, 
as Joan Brown's does with great elegance, 
the discrepancy between the self-image 
they have developed in the course of their 
everyday activities and the images of them- 
selves that they receive from men. Kathryn 
Anderson and Dana C. Jack (1991)argue 
that women's oral history interviews usu- 
ally have two channels working simulta- 
neously across the episodes narrated. On 
the one hand, many women may tell their 
stories using dominant, masculillist em-
plotment and paradigmatic codes. They 
enunciate through the selection of compli- 
cations, resolutions, turning point, and 
conclusion, as well as through the symbols 
used, concepts and values that affirm male 
supremacy, and the appropriateness of 
women's reduced social position. Within 
the performance, however, there may be a 
muted story that expresses painful disap- 
pointments and resentments as a set of iro- 
nies that suggest the purely fictional char- 
acter of dominant values. Anderson and 
Jack advise that interviewers and analysts 
should focus on difficult choices that 
women have had to make in their lives, 
much as Passerini did when robing for in- 
formation on birth control and abortion. 
They also advise paying careful attention to 
expressions of pain and subjects that ad- 
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dress the margins of acceptable behavior, 
particularly feelings and behaviors that the 
interviewees themselves identify as "un-
womanly." Stereotypes about women in-
voked in the interview provide the analyst 
with an opportunity to see efforts to recon- 
cile derogatory images with an inter-
viewee's positive self-images. In these ar- 
eas, narrative structures will be less likely to 
effect a comfortable ethical evaluation that 
reconciles the interviewee and her listeners 
to the inevitability of the conclusion. Anec- 
dotes and images that women use to ad- 
dress their weakness in a situation often 
lead to a layering of codes conveying the 
storyteller's .intellectual and emotional 
conflict. In these situations, logic collapses 
and the storyteller abruptly tacks on a con- 
clusion to a story that was headed in an- 
other direction. A pat ending realigns her 
account with dominant values in her com- 
munity but does so in a way that signals an 
experience of tensions (see also Borland 
1991; Passerini 1987b:138-49). 

Catherine Kohler hessman (1992), in 
her work on women's accounts of abusive 
marriages, has observed critical differences 
in how women relate stories of victimiza- 
tion and stories of resistance. At the begin- 
ning of the 1980s, stories about marital 
rape were difficult to narrate, in part be- 
cause the term itself did not yet have cur- 
rency. Neither laws nor social custom rec- 
ognized a wife's right to refuse sexual 
relations with her husband. As a political 
movement developed to demand legal 
change, new narrative structures emerged 
that helped women transform brutal facts 
in their lives into communicable experi- 
ence. In seeking security and the right to di- 
vorce, abused women learned to speak to 
each other, to counselors, and to lawmak- 
ers. A shared language allowed for crisp, ar- 
ticulate stories in which the pain endured 
was coded typically in inflections of speech 
patterns, such as the introduction of un- 
usually long pauses. Stories of resistance 
typically became less articulate when self- 
defense was angry or violent. Not even the 

women involved were sure that their ef- 
forts to protect themselves from further 
abuse were ethical. Riessman (1992) ob- 
serves that the language structures sur-
rounding abusive marriages provide "for 
women's depressed emotions but not for 
their rage" (p. 246). Consequently, narra- 
tion of anger is more episodic and con- 
fused, as if the storyteller herself had to 
struggle to understand her emotions and 
actions, which are ostensibly out of charac- 
ter for a "good" woman. A political move- 
ment had succeeded by establishing one 
emplotment code, which then blocked pos- 
itive reception of alternative narratives ar- 
riving at conclusions less consonant with 
the nobility of victimhood. 

Emplotment structures as well as sym- 
bolic motifs established in one discourse 
are then available for use in other situa- 
tions. Work on narrative plotlines, and the 
subject positions they entail, allows for 
analysis of individual narrating style. Wil- 
liam R. Earnest (1992) has examined the 
relation of workplace narratives to typical 
patterns for the interviewee's life story. In 
an interview with an employee in an auto- 
mobile factory, Earnest noticed a syntag- 
matic pattern that recurred across several 
sessions. A grievance about work condi- 
tions in the factory welled up with consid- 
erable bitterness, but then the issues in dis- 
pute found resolution through a pattern of 
"self-effacement, criticism of other work- 
ers, sympathy for management rationales, 
and then final absolution of management" 
of any responsibility for the problem 
(pp. 257-58). When the questioning turned 
to family background and personal life, 
Earnest heard the same syntagmatic pattern 
applied to the interviewee's relationship 
with his father. Whenever anger at paternal 
neglect flared up, the interviewee's story 
line displaced his rage into criticism of oth- 
ers in the family. Family stories paralleled 
workplace stories by concluding with the 
interviewee's acceptance of his father's ra- 
tionales and affirmation of father-son iden- 
tity. The interviewee was unconscious of 
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this storytelling pattern. When told of it, he 
was surprised and doubtful, but he ac-
cepted the validity of the conclusion when 
shown the evidence. Confronting his expe- 
rience as a narrative effect jolted him into 
reexamining his memories and his organi- 
zation of his recollections into discrete epi- 
sodes directing him to preordained conclu- 
sions. The interviewee was thrown out of 
experience into a historical reconsideration 
of how he had come to form his social rela- 
tionships. 

His self-reexamination began with his 
examination of the points in his narratives 
where he felt the most tension. The move- 
ment toward reevaluating the codes he 
used to create meaning arose, according to 
George Rosenwald's (1992) analysis of this 
case, from a conflict between identity and 
subjectivity that the interview process 
brought to the surface. Rosenwald con-
tends that the culture-specific narrative 
rules ensuring intelligibility also govern 
identity. In opposition to the relatively sta- 
ble and stabilizing patterns of self that arise 
as one talks in ways that are comprehensi- 
ble to others, Rosenwald poses the force of 
subjectivity, which he defines as the "rest- 
lessness of desire" (p. 265). Recursive rec- 
ognition of the rules of narration can allow 
normally repressed imagination of other 
ways of being to enter into the storytelling 
process. 

The introduction of such self-reflection 
into oral history interviews is not com- 
mon-at least not as a conscious aim of the 
interviewer and the narrator. Portelli 
(1997), however, in his recent work on 
genre in oral history, suggests that the en- 
counter of historian and interviewee, each 
with such different strategies for under- 
standing the past, must inevitably generate 
cognitive tension. One way interviewers 
have coped with this has been by effacing 
themselves and allowing narrators to tell 
their stories with a minimum of response or 
guidance. That strategy imposes highly ar- 
tificial requirements upon dialogic ex-
changes. No matter how silent interviewers 

strive to be, they are not invisible, and the 
interview situation, although drawing 
upon narrative repertoires that interview- 
ees have developed, has little in common 
with everyday conversation. 

"What is spoken in a typical oral history 
interview has usually never been told in 
that form before," Portelli (1997:4) argues. 
Even if interviewees rely upon twice-told 
tales to answer questions posed to them, 
they have usually never previously strung 
their stories together in a single, extended 
account. Narrators are also aware, like 
Mariano Vallejo, that they speak through 
their interviewers to a larger audience. 
Portelli notes that this leap into an imag- 
ined public realm often involves a marked 
change in diction. Interviewees begin t o  
speak in a formally correct style. Even more 
important, Portelli adds, "the novelty of the 
situation and the effort at diction accentu- 
ate a feature of all oral discourse-that of 
being a 'text' in the making, which includes 
its own drafts, preparatory materials, and 
discarded materials" (p. 5). The task that 
the narrator faces is new and not reducible 
to the rules of everyday conversation, even 
if words and anecdotes spring largely or ex- 
clusively from that source. 

What distinguishes oral history from 
folltlore, Portelli (1997) claims, is the move 
away from "storytelling," from the sharing 
of familiar accounts with workmates, 
friends, and family that help bind them to- 
gether into communities. Narrators dis- 
cover a genre of discourse that Portelli calls 
"history-telling" (p. 6). Flowing out of re- 
searchers' theoretical and analytic assump- 
tions, interview questions challenge narra- 
tors to transform their personal anecdotes. 
The process provokes narrators to reflect 
consciously upon the larger historical and 
social meanings of what has happened to 
them as individuals. 

The relationship at the heart of oral his- 
tory, as Portelli describes it, is a groping to- 
ward mutual understanding that is equally 
taxing for both parties to the interview. In- 
terviewers must work to understand the 



728 + ANALYTIC STRATEGIES 

connections that narrators are providing as 
they consider additional lines of question-
ing that will build upon rather than cut 
short the dialogue. Historians' questions 
ask narrators to apply their experiences to 
frameworks that they may never have 
thought with before, but that they need to 
intuit if they are to respond with helpful 
and relevant information. An attempt to re-
construct memory so that it can speak to 
history proceeds within this dialectic, 
which if it breaks down leads to  an inter-
view lacking in either texture or  informa-
tion. Successful oral history interviews take 
on a special verbal quality that Portelli calls 
"thick dialogue," and the recorded conver-
sation ceases to be a rehearsal of comfort-
able and conventional formulas and be-
comes a deeper probing of what happened 
and why. 

Oral history has been part of a broader 
deontological trend in the social sciences. 
Collaboration between historian and nar-
rator has helped generate greater under-
standing that personal experience has his-
torical impact and is not simply an 
aftereffect of social process. The possibility 
of communication, and not simply transla-
tion, across quite different modes of repre-
senting the past rests in an understanding of 
the symbolic structures that narrators use 
to posit themselves as subjects who know 
the objects of their worlds-past, present, 
and future-in specific, practical, and com-
munity-based ways. A focus on the practi-
cal underpinnings of meaning systems rein-
tegrates ethics, politics, and knowledge. 

Memory and history confront each 
other across the tape recorder. Separately, 
both struggle with syntagmatic and para-
digmatic codes that structure comprehen-
sion of what the present situation means. 
From their collaboration occasionally 
emerges a richer, more nuanced under-
standing of the past, the power of which 
lies in its having transcended the particular 
languages that engulf both participants in 
the interview. (On the alienation of both ac-
ademic and community understandings of 
the past through the oral history process, 

see Friedlander 1975:xxiii-xxvii.)The first ,
step in analyzing oral history interviews is 
to recognize that they are not raw sources 
of information. Oral sources are them-
selves already analytic documents struc-
tured with complex codes and achieved 
meanings. An analyst can make visible nei- I 

ther the limitations nor the critical capaci- I 
ties of those meanings without delving into 
the text of the interview and beginning a 
process of dialogue with its narrator. 

Notes 

1. Jan Vansina's Oral Tradition: A Study in 
HistoricalMethodology (1965) is the classic text 
on oral tradition. On the relationship between 
oral tradition and oral history, see Elizabeth 
Tonkin (1992) and Isabel Hofnleyr (1992). On 
the selectivityof sources and the relation of oral 
traditions to documentary archives, see 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1995). 

2. A large literaturehas developed on the so-
cial construction of memory. The classic socio-
logical textswerewritten by Maurice Halbwachs 
prior to World War 11. Lewis Coser has edited a 
selection of Halbwachs's work in a volume titled 
On CollectiveMenzory (1993).See also the work 
of Alan Confino (1997), Susan Crane (1997), 
Noa Cedi and Yigal Elam (1996), Patrick H. 
Hutton (1993,1997),Andreas Huyssens (1995), 
Iwona Irwin-Zarecki (1994), Jacques Le Goff 
(1992),Allan Megill (1989),Pierre Nora (1989), 
Jeffrey K. Olick and Joyce Robbins (1998),Mi-
chael Roth (1995), Michael Schudson (1995), 
David Thelen (1989), FrancesYates (1966),and 
James Young (1993). 

3. For recent discussions of rules of evidence 
and verifiability in historical investigation after 
the narrative turn, see Joyce Appleby, Lynn 
Hunt, and Margaret Jacob (1994), Susan 
Stafford Friedman (1995), Lynn Hunt (1996), 
David Lowenthal (1989), Allan Megill (1998), 
and Peter Novick (1988).For classic discussions 
of the historical method, see Raymond Aron 
(1961),Lee Benson and Cushing Strout (1965), 
Marc Bloch (1953),Fernand Braudel(1980), R. 
G. Collingwood (1946), William Dray (1957), 
Louis Mink (1965, 1970), and Paul Veyne 
(1984). 
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4. Fascist demographic propaganda drew 5. For the classic account of displacement 
upon preexisting ideas and cultural expressions, through narrative figures, see Aristotle's Poetics 
which may explain to a degree the hold such (1982:secs. 1451b5-6, 1458a18-23, 1457b6). 
ideas had on women, even those who did not act See also Roland Barthes (1982), Seymour 
in conformity with older ideals of femininity. Chatman (1975), Leon Golden (1962), and Paul 

Ricoeur (1977). 
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Learning to Listen:  
Interview Techniques and Analyses  
Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack 

Oral history interviews provide an invaluable means of generating new insights 
about women's experiences of themselves in their worlds. The spontaneous 
exchange within an interview offers possibilities of freedom and flexibility for 
researchers and narrators alike. For the narrator, the interview provides the 
opportunity to tell her own story in her own terms. For researchers, taped 
interviews preserve a living interchange for present and future use; we can 
rummage through interviews as we do through an old amc-probing, compar-
ing, checking insights, finding new treasures the third time through, then 
arranging and carefully documenting our results. 

Oral interviews are particularly valuable for uncovering women's perspec- 
tives. Anthropologists have observed how the expression of women's unique 
experience as women is often muted, particularly in any situation where 
women's interests and experiences are at variance with those of men.l A 4 
woman's discussion of her life may combine two separate, often conflicting, 
perspectives: one' framed in concepts and values that reflect men's dominant 
position in the culture, and one informed by the more immediate realities of 
a woman's personal experience. Where experience does not "fit" dominant 
meanings, alternative concepts may not readily be available. Hence, inadver- 
tently, women often mute their own thoughts and feelings when they try to 
describe their lives in the familiar and publicly acceptable terms of prevailing 
concepts and conventions. T o  hear women's perspectives accurately, we have 
to learn to listen in stereo, receiving both the dominant and muted channels 
clearly and tuning into them carefully to understand the relationship between 
them. 

How do we hear the weaker signal of thoughts and feelings that differ from 
conventional expectations? Carolyn Heilbrun urges biographers to search for 
the choices, the pain, the stories that lie beyond the "constraints of acceptable 
discussion."2 An interview that fails to expose the distortions and conspires 
to mask the facts and feelings that did not fit will overemphasize expected 
aspects of the female role. More important, it will miss an opportunity to 
document the experience that lies outside the boundaries of acceptability. 

T o  facilitate access to the muted channel of women's subjectivity, we must 
inquire wl~ose story the interview is asked to tell, who interprets the story, 
and with what theoretical frameworks. Is the narrator asked what meanings 
she makes of her experiences? Is the researcher's attitude one of receptivity to 
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learn rather than to prove preexisting ideas that are brought into the inter-  
view? In order to learn to listen, we need to attend more to the narrator than  
to our own agendas.  

Interview Techniques: Shedding Agendas-  
K a t l ~ r y ~ ~  Atlderson 

My awareness of how both personal and collective agendas can short-circuit  
the listening process developed while scanning oral histories for the Washing-  
ton Women's Heritage Project. This statewide collaborative effort received  
rnajor support from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the  
Washington Commission for the Humanities to develop educational work-  
shops and to produce a traveling exhibit documenting women's lives in inter-  
views and historical photographs. The first stage of the project involved  
training dozens of interviewers in a series of oral history workshops held  
throughout the state. A typical workshop provided information on equipment,  
processing tapes, interviewing techniques, and a crash course in the new  

.women's history scholarship. Prospective interviewers left with a manual,  
which included Sherna Cluck's "Topical Guide for Oral History Interviews  
with Women."'  

To  select excerpts for the exhibit, we reviewed dozens of interviews pro-  
duced by project staff and workshop participants along with hundreds of  
interviews housed in archives and historical societies. We found them filled  
with passages describing the range and significance of activities and events  
portrayed in the photographs. To  our dismay and disappointment, however,  
most of them lacked detailed discussions of the web of feelings, attitudes, and  
values that give meaning to activities and events. Interviewers had either ig-  
nored these more subjective dimensions of women's lives or had accepted  
comments at face value when a pause, a word, or an expression might have  
invited the narrator to continue. Some of us found discrepancies between our  

, memories of interviews and the transcripts because the meaning we remem- 
bered hearing had been expressed through intense vocal quality and body 

'; language, not through words alone. 
We were especially confused that our interviews did not corroborate the 

satisfactions and concerns other historians were discovering in women's diaries 
and letters, or the importance of relationships social scientists were uncovering 
in women's interviews. To understand why, I scrutinized the interviews with 
rural women that I had done for the project, paying special attention to inter- 
view strategies and techniques. My expectations that the interviews would 
give rural women a forum to describe their experiences in their own terms 
and to reflect on their experiences as women in the specific context of Wash- 
ington state were thwarted to some extent by three factors: the ~roject's 
agenda to document women's lives for the exhibit; an incomplete conversion 

Learning to Listen 

from traditional to  feminist historical paradigms; and the conventions of soc 
discourse. 

While the project's general goal was to  accumulate a series of life histori 
my special task was to discover women's roles in northwest Washington far 
ing communities. Project deadlines and the need to cover a representat] 
range of experiences combined to limit interviews to no more than three hou 
In retrospect, I can see how I listened with at least part of my attention focus 
on producing potential material for the exhibit-the concrete description 
experiences that would accompany pictures of women's activities. As I rur 
mage through the interviews long after the exhibit has been placed in storal 
I am painfully aware of lost opportunities for women to reflect on the activit: 
and events they described and to explain their terms more fully in their o\ 
words. 

In spite of my interest at the time in learning how women saw themselv 
as women in specific historical contexts, the task of creating public historic 
documents as well as the needs of the project combined to subvert my person 
interests and led to fairly traditional strategies. As a result, my intervie\ 
tended to focus on activities and facts, on what happened and how it ha 
pened. They revealed important information about the variety of roles womc 
filled on Washington farms, and how they disguised the extent and importan 
of their contributions by insisting that they were just "helping out" or  "doh 
what needed to be done." Left out, however, was the more subjective real 
of feelings about what made these activities fun or drudgery, which ones we 
accompanied by feelings of pride or failure. The resulting story of what thc 
did tells us something about the limitations ,under which they operated bj 
less about the choices they might have made. My interests were not incompal 
ble with the project's goals but my methods often failed to give women tl 
opportunity to discuss the complex web of feelings and contradictions behir 
their familiar stories. 

My background included both women's history and interpersonal commun 
cation, but no specific training in counseling. My fear of forcing or  manipula 
ing individuals into discussing topics they did not want to talk abor 
sometimes prevented me from giving women the space and the permission I 
explore some of the deeper, more conflicted parts of their stories. I fearec 
for good reasons, that I lacked the training to respond appropriately to sorr 
of the issues that might be raised or uncovered. Thus, my interview strategic 
were bound to some extent by the conventions of social discourse:The unwri 
ten rules of conversation about appropriate questions and topics--especial1 
the one that says "don't pry!"-kept me from encouraging women to mah 
explicit the range o f G i Z o n s  surrounding the events and experiences the 
related. These rules are particularly restrictive in the ruraI style I had absorbe 
as a child on an Iowa farm. In a context where weather, blight, pests, an 
disease were so crucial to  productivity and survival, conversation often tende 
toward the fatalistic and pragmatic; we certainlv did not dwell on  f e ~ l i n o  

i 
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about things beyond our  control. As I interviewed rural women, the sights, 
counds, and smells of a farm kitchen elicited my habits of a rural style of 
conversation and constrained my interview strategies. 

Another interviewer experienced tensions between project goals and rules 
of conversation in a different context for different reasons. As she interviewed 
Indian women from various Washington tribes, she felt torn between a need 
to gather specific information and an awareness of appropriate relationships 
hetween yound and old: the rules she had learned as an Indian child prohibited 
questioning elders, initiating topics, or  disagreeing in any form, even by imply- 
ing that a comment might be incomplete. When, as in these instances, inter- 
vie\\~er and narrator share similar backgrounds that include norms for 
conversation and interaction, interview strategies must be particularly explicit 
to avoid interference. 

Although I approached the interviews with a genuine interest in farm 
\vomen's perceptions of themselves, their roles, and their relationships in the 
rural community, I now see how often the agenda to  document farm activities 
and my habit of taking the comments of the farm women at  face value deter- 
mined my questions and responses. Both interfered with my sensitivity to  the 
emotionally laden language they used to describe their lives. M y  first interview 
\vith Elizabeth illustrates a lost opportunity to  explore her discussion of the 
physical and mental strains of multiple roles.4 We had been talking about her 
relationships with her mother and half-sister when she offered the following: 

I practically had a nervous breakdown when I discovered my sister had can- 
cer, you know; it was kind of like knocking the pins [out from under me]- 
and I had, after the second boy was born, I just had ill health for quite a few 
years. 1 evidently had a low-grade blood infection or something. Because I 
was very thin, and, of course, I kept working hard. And every fall, why, I'd 
generally spend a month or so being sick-from overdoing, probably. 

Instead of encouraging further reflection on the importance of her relationship 
\vith her sister or  on the difficulties of that period in her life, my next question 
followed my imperative for detailing her role on the farm: "What kind of 
farming did you d o  right after you were married?" 

Elizabeth was a full partner with her husband in their dairy farm and contin- 
ued to play an active role as the farm switched to  the production of small 
grains. Her interview has the potential of giving us valuable information about 
the costs incurred by women who combined child-rearing and housework with 
rhe physical labor and business decisions of the farm. It also suggests some- 
thing of the importance of relationships with family and close friends in coping 
with both roles. The  interview's potential is severely limited, however, by my 
failure to  encourage her to  expand upon her spontaneous reflections and by 
111y eagerness to document the details of her farming activity. No t  until later 
did I realize that I d o  not know what she meant by "nervous breakdown" or  
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"overdoing." The  fact that  other farm women used the same o r  similar terms 
to  describe parts of their lives alerted me t o  the need for further clarification. 
I now wish I had asked her to tell me in her own words of the importance of 
the relationship with her sister and why its possible loss was such a threat. 

Later in the same interview I was  more sensitive t o  Elizabeth's feelings about 
the difficulty of combining roles, only to  deflect the focus from her experience 
once again. She was telling me how hard it was t o  be a full partner in the 
field and still have sole responsibility for the house: 

This is what was so hard, you know. You'd both be out working together, 
and he'd come in and sit down, and I would have to hustle a meal together, 
you know. And that's typicaI. 

How did you manage? 

Well, sometimes you didn't get to bed till midnight or after, and you were 
up at five. Sometimes when I think back to the early days, though, we'd take 
a day off, we'd get the chores done, and we'd go take off and go visiting. 

Was that typical? Neighbors going to visit each other after the chores were 
done? 

While Elizabeth was telling me how she managed, I was  already thinking 
about patterns in the neighborhood. M y  first question had been a good one, 
but, by asking about what other people did, my next one told her that I had 
heard enough about her experience. T h e  two questions in succession have a 
double message: "Tell me about your experience, but  don't tell me too  much." 
Part of the problem may have been that  even while I was  interviewing women 
I was aware of the need to  make sense of wha t  they told me. In this case, the 
scholar's search for generalizations undermined the interviewer's need t o  at- 
tend to an individual's experience. Ideally, the processes of analysis should be 
suspended o r  a t  least subordinated t o  the processes of listening. 

If we want  to  know how women feel about their lives, then we have t o  
allow them t o  talk about their feelings as well as their activities. If w e  see rich 
potential in the language people use to describe their daily activities, then we 
have to  take advantage of the opportunity t o  let them tell us what  that  lan-
guage means. "Nervous breakdown" is not the only phrase tha t  I heard with- 
out asking for clarification. Verna was answering a question about the 
relationship between her mother and her grandmother when she said: 

It was quite close since my mother was the only daughter that was living. My 
grandmother did have another daughter, that one died. I didn't know it untiI 
we got to working on the family tree. My mother was older than her brother. 
They were quite close. They worked together quite well when it would come 
to preparing meals and things. They visited back and forth a lot. 
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Her answer gave several general examples of how the closeness was mani- 
fested, but what did Verna mean when she described a relationship as "close" 
twice in a short answer? What did her perception of this relationship mean 
to her? My next question asked, instead, for further examples: "Did they 
lyour grandparents] come to western Washington because your parents were 
here?" 

Even efforts to seek clarification were not always framed in ways that en- 
couraged the interviewee to reflect upon the meaning of her experience. Eliza- 
beth was answering a question about household rules when she was a child 
and commented: "My mother was real partial to my brother because, of 
course, you know that old country way; the boy was the important one." My 
question "How did her partiality to the brother show?" elicited some specific 
examples, but none of a series of subsequent questions gave her an opportunity 
to reflect upon how this perception affected her understanding of herself and 
her place in the family. 

A final example from Verna's interview illustrates the best and the worst 
of what we are trying to do. Her statement is a powerful reflection upon her 
role as a mother; the subsequent question, however, ignores all the emotional 
content of her remarks: 

Yes. There was times that I just wished I could get away from it all. And 
there were times when I would have liked to have taken the kids and left 
them someplace for a week-the whole bunch a t  one time-so that  I wouldn't 
have to worry about them. I don't know whether anybddy else had that 
feeling or not, but there were times when I just felt like I needed to get away 
from everybody, even my husband, for a little while. Those were times when 
I would maybe take a walk back in the woods and look a t  the flowers and 
maybe go down there and find an  old cow tha t  was real gentle and walk u p  
to her and pat her a while-kind of get away from it. I just had to, it seems 
like sometimes . . . 
Were yori actioe in cllibs? 

As the above portion of her remarks indicates, Verna was more than willing 
to talk spontaneously about the costs of her choice to combine the roles of 
\\life, mother, and diligent farm woman. Perhaps she had exhausted the topic. 
I f  not, my question, even though it acknowledged the need for support at 
such times, certainly did not invite her to expand upon the feelings that both 
she and I knew might contradict some notion of what women ought to do 
and feel. She was comfortable enough to begin to consider the realities beyond 
the acceptable facade of the female role, but my question diverted the focus 
from her unique, individual reflections to the relative safety of women's clubs 
and activities, a more acceptable outlet for such feelings. In this case, my 
ability to listen, not Verna's memory, suffered from the constraints of internal- 
ized cultural boundaries. Until we can figure out how to release the brakes 
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that these boundaries place on both hearing and .memory, our oral histories 
are likely to confirm the prevailing ideology of women's lives and rob women Jof their honest voices. 

What I learned by listening carefully to my interviews is that women's oral 
history requires much more than a new set of questions to  explore women's 
unique experiences and unique perspectives; we need to refine our methods 
for probing more deeply by listening to the levels on which the narrator re- 
sponds to the original questions. T o  d o  so we need to listen critically to our 
interviews, to our responses as well as to our questions. We need t o  hear what 
women implied, suggested, and started to say but didn't. We need to interpret 
their pauses and, when it happens, their unwillingness o r  inability to  respond. 
We need to consider carefully whether our interviews create a context in which 
women feel comfortable exploring the subjective feelings that give meaning 
to actions, things, and events, whether they allow women to explore "un- 
womanly" feelings and behaviors, and whether they encourage women to 
explain what they mean in their own terms. 

When women talk about relationships, our responses can create an oppom-
nity to talk about how much relationships enriched or  diminished life experi- 
ences. When women talk about activities or  events, they might find it easy to 
take blame for failures, but more sensitive responses may also make it possible 
to talk about feelings of competence or  pride, even for women who do  not 
consider such qualities very womanly. When women talk about what they 
have done, they may also want to explore their perceptions of the options 
they thought they had and how they feel about their responses. We can probe 
the costs that sometimes accompany choices, the means for accommodating 
and compensating for such costs, and how they -are evaluated in retrospect. 
We can make it easier for women to talk about the values that may be implicit 
in their choices or feelings. When women reveal feelings or  experiences that 
suggest conflict, we can explore what the conflict means and what form it 
takes. We can be prepared to expect and permit discussions of anger. If our 
questions are general enough, women will be able to reflect upon their experi- 
ence and choose for themselves which experiences and feelings are central to 
their sense of their past. 

The language women use to explore the above topics will be all the richer 
when they have ample opportunity to explain and clarify what they mean. 
When they use words and phrases like "nervous breakdown," "support," 
"close," "visiting," and "working together," they should have an opportunity-\ 
to explain what they mean in their own terms. With letters and diaries we 
can only infer what individuals mean by the language they use; with oral 
interviews we can ask them. As they discuss examples, the particularities of ,their experiences often begin to emerge from behind the veil of familiar and 

. t .ambiguous terms. 
As a result of my discussions with Dana, a trained therapist, I have devel- 

oped a new appreciation for oral history's potential for exploring questions 
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of  self-concept and -consciousness, for documenting questions of value and 
meaning in individuals' reflections upon their past. Important distinctions re- 
rriain between oral history and therapeutic interviews, but as we shed our 
specific agendas the women we interview will become freer to tell their own 
stories as fully, completely, and honestly as they desire. 

Interview Analyses: Listening for Meaning- 
1)atla lack 

I have been using oral interviews in research on depression among women 
and on moral reasoning among practicing attorney^.^ In broad terms, both 
studies examine the interactions among social institutions, social roles, and 
lvomen's consciousness. The women I interviewed are grappling with ideas 
about relationships, self-worth, career, and personal integrity in the context 
of society-wide changes in women's roles. As I listened to a woman's self-
conlmentary, to her reflection upon her own thoughts and actions, I learned 
about her adaptation to her particular relationships and historical circum- 
stances, especially her adaptation to the ideals of "good lawyer," "good wife," 
"good \**oman," to which she tried to conform. 

I listened with an awareness that a person's self-reflection is not just a 
pritfate, subjective act. The categories and concepts we use for reflecting upon 
:and evaluating ourselves come from a cultural context, one that has histori- 
cally demeaned and controlled women's activities. Thus, an exploration of 
the language and the meanings women use to articulate their own experience 
leads to an awareness of the conflicting social forces and institutions affecting 
wornen's consciousness. It also reveals how women act either to restructure o r  
preserve their psychological orientations, their relationships, and their social 
contexts. This was true for two very different studies and populations-de- 
pressed women and practicing lawyers. 

The first, and the hardest, step of interviewing was to learn to listen in a 
new way, to hold in abeyance the theories that told me what to hear and how 
to interpret what these \vomen had to say. Depressed women, for example, 
told stories of the failure of relationships, an inability to connect with the 
person(s) with whom they wanted to experience intimacy. These were the 
cspected stories, predicted by existing models, and the temptation was to 
interpret the stories according to accepted concepts and norms for "maturity" 
and "health." Because psychological theories have relied on men's lives and 
men's formulations for these norms, they explain women's psychological dif- 
ference as deviant or " ~ t h e r . " ~  The interview is a critical tool for developing 
new frameworks and theories based on women's lives and women's formula- 
tions. But we are at an awkward stage: old theories are set aside or under 
suspicion and new ones are still emerging. We must therefore be especially 
attentive to the influences that shape what we hear and how we interpret. 
IHow do we listen to an interview when we have rejected the old frameworks 

Learning to Listen 1 19 

for interpretation and are in the process of developing new ones? How can 
an interview pull us beyond existing frameworks so that we stretch and expand 
them? 

First, we must remember that the researcher is an active participant in 
qualitative research. My initial training was as a therapist, and the practice 
of listening to  others while also attending to my own response to them has 
helped in conducting interviews. Theodore Reik calls this quiet involvement 
of the self "listening with the third ear."' As a researcher, I have learned that 
critical areas demanding attention are frequently those where I think I already 
know what the woman is saying. This means I am already appropriating what 
she says to an existing schema, and therefore I am n o  longer really listening 
to her. Rather, I am listening to how what she says fits into what I think I 
already know. So I try to  be very careful to ask each woman what she means 
by a certain word, or  to make sure that I attend to what is missing, what 
literary critics call the "presence of the absence" in women's texts-the "hol-
lows, centers, caverns within the work-places where activity that one might 
expect is missing . . . or  deceptively coded."' 

And what is it that is absent? Because women have internalized the catego- 
ries by which to interpret their experience and activities, categories that "repre- 
sent a deposit of the desires and disappointments of men,"9 what is often 
missing is the woman's own interpretation of her experience, or  her own 
perspective on her life and activity. Interviews allow us to hear, if we will, 
the particular meanings of a language that both women and men use but that 
each translatis differently. Looking closely a t  the language and the particular 
meanings of important words women use to describe their experience allows 
us to understand how women are adapting to the-culture within which they 
live. When their behavior is observed from the outside, depressed women are 
called passive, dependent, masochistic, compliant,' and victimized by their 
own learned helplessness. Yet, when I listened to the women's self-reflection, 
what became clear was that behind the so-called passive behavior of depressed 
women was the tremendous cognitive activity required to inhibit both outer 
actions and inner feelings in order to live up to the ideal of the "good" woman, 
particularly the good wife. Statements such as "I have to  walk on  eggshells in 
dealing with my husband," and "I have learned 'don't rock the boat' " show 
awareness of both their actions and their intended effects: not to  cause 
discord.10 

How do  we listen to interviews without immediately leaping to  interpreta- 
tions suggested by prevailing theories? The first step is to immerse ourselves 
in the interview, to try to understand the person's story from her vantage 
point. I found that three ways of listening helped me understand the narrator's 
point of view. The first was to listen to the person's moral language. In the 
depression study, I heard things like: "I feel like I'm a failure," "I don't measure 

I)m a liar, a cheat, and I'm no  good." In the lawyer study, when lawyers 
were describing fulfilling the obligations of role, we heard statements such as: 
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"lt's like being forced into a sex relationship you didn't anticipate. lt's a screw 
job. It feels horrible to do  something that you wouldn't do  normally." Or  "I 
have to contradict myself depending on what role I'm taking . . . it's sort of 
professional prostitution." Or  finally, "Sometimes you feel almost like a pimp 
or something. . . . [l]t felt sleazy to cut the truth that finely." 

Although very different in tone, these moral self-evaluative statements allow 
us to examine the relationship between self-concept and cultural norms, be- 
tween what we value and what others value, between how we are told to act 
and how we feel about ourselves when we do  or do  not act that way. In a 
person's self-judgment, we can see which moral standards are accepted and 
used to judge the self, which values the person strives to attain. In the depres- 
sion study, this was the key to learning about gender differences in the preva- 
lence and dynamics of depression. Negative self-judgment affecting the fall in 
self-esteem is considered to be one of the key symptoms of depression. Re- 
search by Carol Gilligan and her colleagues indicates that women and men 
often use differing moral frameworks to guide their perception and resolution 
o f  moral p r ~ b l e m s . ~ l  Listening to the moral language of depressed women 
illuminated both the standards used to judge the self and the source of their 
despair. The women considered the failure of their relationships to be a moral 
failure; their sense of hopelessness and helplessness stemmed from despair 
about the inability to be an authentic, developing self within an intimate 
marriage while also living up to the moral imperatives of the "good woman." 

Attending to the moral standards used to judge the self allows the researcher 
to honor the individuality of each woman through observing what values she 
is striving to attain. An oral interview, when structured by the narrator instead 
of  the researcher, allows each woman to express her uniqueness in its full class, 
racial, and ethnic richness. Each person is free to describe her idiosyncratic 
interaction between self-image and cultural norms. Each person can tell us 
how she comes to value or devalue herself. During the interview, the re- 
searcher's role is to preserve and foster this freedom, and to restrict the imposi- 
tion of personal expectations. When the woman, and not existing theory, is 
considered the expert on her own psychological experience, one can begin to 
hear the muted channel of women's experience come through. 

In analyzing the depression study, for example, I heard how women use the 
language of the culture to deny what, on another level, they value and desire. 
A key word for depressed women is "dependency." Psychologists consider 
depressed women to be excessively dependent upon their relationships for a 
sense of self and self-esteem. But when 1 looked a t  how depressed women 
understand dependence, and how their negative evaluation of themselves as 
dependent affects their se l f -~erce~t ion  and their actions, the concept was cast 
in a new light. 

In a first interview with a thirty-three- ear-old depressed woman, the issue 
of dependence was central and problematic: "You know, I'm basically a very 
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dependent person to start with. And then you get me married and tied down 
to a home and start not working. . . ." 

Asked what she meant by dependent, she responded: 

I like closeness. i like companionship. I like somebody, an intimate closeness, 
even with a best friend. And I've never had that with my husband. . . .Some-
times I get frustrated with myself that I have to have that, you know. 

I look at other people that seem so self-sufficient and so independent. I 
don't know-I just have always needed a closeness. And maybe I identified 
that as dependency. 

. . . [Slince I've been married I realize it's kind of a negative thing to be 
that way. I've tried to bury that need for closeness. And so I guess that has 
also contributed to a lot of my frustrations. 

Saying that she "had been feeling that my need for intimacy and my need 
for that kind of a deep level of friendship or relationships with people was 
sort of bad," this woman began "to believe there was something the matter 
with me." In her attempt to bury her needs for closeness, she revealed the 
activity required to be passive, to try to live up to self-alienating images of 
"today's woman." 

This interview contains an  implicit challenge to prevalent understandings 
of dependence. Looking closely, we are able to  see how this woman has judged 
her feelings against a dominant standard that says to  need closeness makes 
one dependent, when one should be able to be self-sufficient and autonomous. 
Further, she reflects upon her own experience, her capabilities, and her needs 
not from the basis of who she is and what she-needs but in terms of how her 
husband and others see her. Her capacity fbr closeness and intimacy goes 
unacknowledged as strength. Rather than a failure of the husband's response, 
the problem is identified as her "neediness." If a researcher went into this 
interview with the traditional notion of dependence in mind, slhe would find 
the hypothesis that depressed women are too dependent confirmed. But if one 
listens to the woman's own feelings about dependence, her confusion about 
what she knows she needs and what the culture says she should need, one 
begins to see part of the self-alienation and separation from feelings that is a 
key aspect of depression. 

The second way of listening that allowed me to hear the voice of the subject 
instead of my own preconceptions was to  attend to  the subject's meta-state- 
ments. These are places in the interview where people spontaneously stop, 
look back, and comment about their own thoughts or something just said. 

For example, in the lawyer study, a woman is answering the question, 
"What does morality mean to you?": 

[I]t seems to me anything that raises to mind hurting other people or 
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taking things away from other people or some sort of monetary gain for  
oneself. . . . And I suppose just how we interact with each other, if there's a  
contentiousness or bad feelings or bad blood between some people, that raises  
some moral issues because I guess I see us all as having a bit of a moral  
obligation to be nice to each other and to get along. So-do I sound much  
like a litigator?  

Meta-statements alert us to the individual's awareness of a discrepancy 
\\ittiin the self-or between what is expected and what is being said. They 
inform the interviewer about what categories the individual is using to monitor 
her thoughts, and allow observation of how the person socializes feelings or 
thoughts according to certain norms.12 Women lawyers made many more 
meta-statements than men, indicating they were "watching" their own think- 
ing. Because women have come into a legal system designed by men, for men, 
2nd because they still face discrimination, it is easy for them to develop an 
"onlooker" attitude of critical observation toward themselves.'J This woman 
looks at herself being looked at in law and notices the difference. Second, 
these remarks show how powerfully a stereotypic image of the successful, 
adversarial lawyer divides them from their personal experience and makes 
some women, early in their careers, question their ability within law. Finally, 
such comments reveal the lack of public validation of frameworks that women . 
use to understand and value their own feelings and experiences.'' 

The third way of listening was to attend to the logic of the narrative, 
noticing the internal consistency or contradictions in the person's statements 
about recurring themes and the way these themes relate to each other. '1 lis-
tened to how the person strings together major statements about experience 
so I could understand the assumptions and beliefs that inform the logic and 
guide the woman's interpretation of her experience. 

A woman I call Anna, age fifty-four, hospitalized twice for major depres- 
sion, provides an example of a contradiction within the logic of her narrative, 
a contradiction that points to conflicting beliefs. Anna says: 

I was telling my daughter-in-law, "I guess I was just born to serve others." But  
we shouldn't be born to serve other people, we should look after ourselves.  

Anna constructs the most important issues in her life-how to balance the 
needs of her self with the needs of others-as an eithedor choice that presents 
her with loss on either side. The choice is either loss of self or loss of other. 
Such dichotomous thinking leaves Anna with feelings of hopelessness about 
how to resolve the conflicts in her relationships, and restricts her perception 
of choice. 

On the surface, Anna's statement simply pits the traditional female role 
against the new "me first" ethic of self-development. But, looking more deeply, 
one sees that she describes two visions of relationship: either isolation or 

Learning to Listen 1 23 

subordination. Through Anna's construction of her possibilities in relation- 
ship, one gains a glimpse of how specific historical ideas about women's roles 
and women's worth affect her own depression. Anna's vision of her self in 
relationship as either subordinated or  isolatedis profoundly influenced by a 
social context of inequality and competition. When unresolved personal issues 
intersect with conflicting social ideals that limit women's lives, that intersec- 
tion increases the difficulty of forming a positive and realistic vision of self 
toward which one can strive. 

Rather than conclude, as do cognitive theories of depression, that cognitive 
errors "cause" depression, observing this dichotomous thinking led me to see 
how the female social role is structured in thought and works to constrict 
women's perceptions of their relationships and their choices. Such logic of the 
narrative allowed me to see how a woman deals with conflicting cultural 
ideals, and how easy it is to feel depression as a personal failure rather than 
to recognize its social and historical aspects. 

Conclusion 

The process of sharing and critiquing our interviews has helped us sharpen 
our listening skills and improve our interviewing methods so that narrators 
feel more free to explore complex and conflicting experiences in their lives. 
Because of our divergent disciplinary interests, we have changed in different 
ways. The historian has become more alert to the subjective dimensions of 
events and adtivities; the psychologist has gained greater awareness of how 
the sociohistorical context can b e  read between the lines of a woman's "pri- 
vate" inner conflict. Both are more determined30 discover how individual 
women define and evaluate their experience in their own terms. 

Realizing the possibilities of the oral history interview demands a shift in 
methodology from information gathering, where the focus is on the right 
questions, to interaction, where the focus is on process, on the dynamic un- 
folding of the subject's viewpoint. It is the interactive nature of the interview 
that allows us to ask for clarification, to notice what questions the subject 
formulates about her own life, to go behind conventional, expected answers 
to the woman's personal construction of her own experience. This shift of 
focus from data gathering to interactive process affects what the researcher 
regards as valuable information. Those aspects of live interviews unavailable 
in a written text-the pauses, the laughter-all invite us t o  explore their mean- 
ing for the narrator. The exploration does not have to be intrusive; it can be 
as simple as "What did that [event] mean for you?" 

This shift in focus, from information (data) gathering to interactive process, 
requires new skills on the researcher's part. In our view, it stimulates the 
development of a specific kind of readiness, the dimensions of which have 
been sketched in this paper. As Anderson has suggested, its most general 
aspects include an awareness that (1 ) actions, things, and events are accompa- 
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nied by subjective emotional experience that gives them meaning; (2) some of 
the feelings uncovered may exceed the boundaries of acceptable or expected 
female behavior; and (3) individuals can and must explain what they mean in 
their own terms. Jack described three ways of listening during the interview 
that sharpen the researcher's awareness of the feelings and thoughts that lie 
behind the woman's outwardly conventional story: (1)listening to the narra- 
tor's moral language; (2 ) attending to the meta-statements; and (3) observing 
the logic of the narrative. Incorporating these insights has helped us learn how 
to remain suspended and attentive on a fine line between accomplishing our 
research goals and letting the subject be in charge of the material in the 
il l  terview. 

W11ile by no means conclusive or inclusive, the following points suggest 
further ways to sharpen our attentiveness to the interactive process of the 
interview: 

11.  Listening to the narrator 
1.  I f  the narrator is to have the chance to tell her own story, the inter- 

viewer's first question needs to be very open-ended. It needs to con- 
vey the message that in this situation, the narrator's interpretation of 
her experience guides the interview. For example, in the depression 
study, Jack started with, "Can you tell me, in your own mind what 
led up to your experience of depression?" 

2.  If she doesn't answer the interviewer's question, what and whose 
questions does the woman answer? 

3.   What are her feelings about the facts or events she is describing? 
4 .   How does she understand what happened to her? What meaning 

does she make of events? Does she think about it in more than one 
way? How does she evaluate what she is describing? 

5.  What is being left out, what are the absences? 

B.  Listening to ourselves 
1.  Try not to cut the narrator off to steer her to what our concerns are. 
2.  Trust our own hunches, feelings, responses that arise through listen- 

ing to others. 
3.   Notice our own areas of confusion, or of too great a certainty about 

what the woman is saying-these are areas to probe further. 
4.  Notice our personal discomfort; it can become a personal alarm bell 

alerting us to a discrepancy between what is being said and what the 
woman is feeling. 

Oral history interviews are unique in that the interaction of researcher and 
iubject creates the possibility of going beyond the conventional stories of 
women's lives, their pain and their satisfactions, to reveal experience in a less 
:ulturallv edited form. But despite the value of this focus on the oral history 

Learning to Listen I 25 

interview in its dynamic, interactive form, we must.offer one word of caution. 
The researcher must always remain attentive to  the moral dimension of inter- 
viewing and aware that she is there to  follow the narrator's lead, t o  honor 
her integrity and privacy, not to  intrude into areas that the narrator has 
chosen to hold back." This is another part of the specific kind of readiness the 
researcher brings to the interview: a readiness to  be sensitive to  the narrator's 
privacy while, at  the same time, offering her the freedom to  express her own 
thoughts and experiences, and listening for how that expression goes beyond 
prevailing concepts. 
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Ways of listening . 

Hugo Slitn nt~d Paul Tholnpson, with Olivia Bennett nlld 
NigelCross . 

Hugo Slim was Senior Overseas Research Officer for Save the Children Fund, and is 
now Director, Centre for Development and Emergency Planning (CENDEP) at 
Oxford Brookes University. Paul Thompson is Research Professor at the University 
of Essex. Olivia Bennett is Director. Oral Testimony Programme, Panos Institute, 
London. Nigel Cross was Research Director of the Sahel Oral History Project, and is 
now Executive Director of the Panos Institute, London. Extracted with permission 
from Hugo Slim and Paul Thompson, with Olivia Bennett and Nigel Cross (eds), 
Lisfeningfor Cl~ange: Oral History and Development, London, Panos, 1993, pp. 61-94. 
This book was published as part of the Panos Institute's Oral Testimony Programme, 
which explores and illustrates the potential of oral testimony in the development 
process; and gathers, publisl~es and amplifies the views and experiences of i~~dividuals 
and communities in the South on specific development themes. 

[. . .] While the interview is now a common form of enquiry and communi- 
cation in the West - where a job interview is a prerequisite for most 
employment, the media feature endless interviews, both informative and 
entertaining, and few people escape having to take part in polls and 
questionnaires - this is by no means a universal experience. As British 
anthropologist Charles Briggs has observed, in some societies the interview is 
not an established type of speech event, and there can often be an incompati- 
bility between standard interview techniques and indigenous systems of 
commurrication.' This incompatibility can create problems for people who, 
as interviewees, are forced to express themselves in an unfamiliar speech 
format. In particular, the interview form has a tendency to put unnatural 
pressure on people to find ready answers, to be concise and to summarise a 
variety of complex experiences and intricate knowledgea2 It may also mean 
that researchers and interviewers unwittingly violate local communication 
norms relating to turn-taking, the order of topics for discussion or various 
rituals attached to storytelling. In some societies, individual interviews are 
considered dangerously intimate encounters. In others, the recounting of 
group history can be a sacred ritual and certain people must be consulted 
before others. Sometimes a number of clearly prescribed topics should be 
used to start proceedings, while other topics may be taboo, or should not 
be introduced until a particular level of intimacy and trust has been 
achieved. 

In many societies, community or clan history is the vested interest of 
particular people or a designated caste, such as the griots of West Africa. 

Tlley will often adapt their account to a particular audience, tailoring i t  to 
focus on the ancestors of their listeners. Alongside the right. to tell, there is 
often a reward: payment in cash or kind for the teller. Storytelling may also 
have a seasonal dimension. In Ladakh, for example, winter is the time for 
telling stories. It is considered an inappropriate activity during the busy 
summer months when the agricultural workload is at its peak, as a local 
saying makes clear: 'As long as the earth is green, no tale should be told.'' I 1  
would be an ill-prepared and disappointed oral testimony project that set out 
to collect traditional stories in Ladakh during the summer! 

There may also be special rituals of rendition which require certain elders 
to act as witnesses and checks on the history or stories being recounted. The 
proper setting for the recounting of a community history may be a feast with 
a minimunl number present. Such conditions affect the collection of oral 
history and can sometimes even make it impossible, as Lomo Zachary, ;I 

Sudanese researcher, found when he tried to gather information about the 
origins and relations of various Ugandan clans living as refugees in South 
Sudan: 

I approached several clan historians but all were asking me for ii 

'Calabash' - meaning some liquor . . . After requesting some liquor most 
told me that they were unable to narrate me any stories because there were 
no esteemed witnesses or observers. Usually when such clan histories arc 
told to clansmen or a group of interested young clansmen there is sorne- 
one also well versed in the clan history who makes corrections when 
necessary. Sonletimes they have long debates on a controversial item in the 
history. For example, the storyteller might skip or i~lclude a false family 
line of a particular clansman. llere the observer or witness has to inter- 
pose immediately with collcrete proofs . . . So all gave me a similar 
response: 'My son, I all1 indeed grateful for your wise request for knowing 
where we originated from, how we have come to be separated and how we 
handle our affairs. I could have given you an elaborate history of our 
people but as you know, we are all scattered at this time. We have lost all 
our animals. There are no more tribal palavers where our people could be 
gathered . . . It could be during such sittings that our wise children could 
now put down all our cultures and traditions. Please accept my sincere 
apologie~.'~ 

It is critically important to be aware of these different conceptual and cultural 
dimensions to interviewing and to historical information. A vital part of any 
preparation for an oral testimony project should involve learning about the 
norms of what Briggs describes as people's 'communicative repertoire': its 
particular forms, its special events, its speech categories and its taboos.' The 
most fundamental rule is to be sensitive to customary modes of speech and 
communication and allow people to speak on their own terms. 
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1 16 Interviewing 

METHODS O F  COLLECTION 

There are a number of different kinds of interview. The most wide-ranging 
form is the ind' Yidual life story. This allows a person to narrate the story of 
his, or her who e life in all its dimensions: personal, spiritual, social and 
economic. Another kind is the single-issue interview which seeks to gain 
testimony about a particular'aspect or  period of a person's life. The object 
might be to hear about someone's working life, perhaps with an empl~asis on 
indigenous knowledge, or to listen to their experiences during an event or 
episode such as a famine or a time of conflict or displacement. In addition to 
individual interviews, oral testimony can also be collected in focus group 
discussions, community interviews or by diary interviewing. When choosing 
the method(s) to be employed, it is important to bear in mind the objectives 
of the project and the kind of testimony required. 

Life story interviews 

These are normally private, one-to-one encounters between interviewer and 
narrator. Sessions should be held at a time convenient to the interviewee and 
in a suitable location, preferably somewhere which offers seclusion, comfort 
and familiarity. There is often no better place than the narrator's home. 

In some societies, a one-to-one interview may not be acceptable, particu- 
larly for women, and one or more observers will need to be present. This can 
serve the additional function of testing and cross-checking information as 
observers intermpt to challenge or correct the interviewee. However, it can 
also mean that information is distorted. In some situations observers can act 
as censors and indeed may be there specifically to intimidate: husbands 
observing wives; parents observing children; or officials observing a com- 
munity living in fear or repression.' While it is important to conform to the 
communicative repertoire of the people being interviewed, it pays to be aware 
that there may be more dubious aspects to observation and extra participa- 
tion. Gender can also be an  inhibiting factor and as a general rule interviewer 
and narrator should be the same sex.' [. . .] 

An average life story interview may need two or three sessions and can take 
anything from one to eight hours. Breaking up the interview into separate 
sessions gives people time to remember and explore the past and makes recol- 
lection more of a process than an occasion. It  takes the pressure off a single 
session, when the narrator might feel obliged to cram everything in. Things 
triggered in one session can be reflected upon by the narrator in peace and 
then brought to the next. The interviewer can similarly benefit from the pause 
between sessions. 

It is important to remember that a life story interview can often have a 
profound effect on the interviewee, who may never have told anyone their 
memories before and certainly is unlikely to have recalled their whole life in 
the course of a few hours. For most people, recounting their life story is a 
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positive, if en~otional, experience from which they can gain much satisfactiori 
and a renewed sense of perspective, but the listener should always ensure that 
the narrator is comfortable at the end of the interview and is surrounded by 
the support they need, whether from lamily or friends. 

In the course of a life story interview, the narrator will describe Inany men)- 
bers of his or her family from contemporary or previous generations. These 
people will obviously be mentioned largely in terms of their impact on the 
narrator. However, it is possible to focus on these other family members in 
more depth by asking the narrator to supply second-hand accounts of their 
relatives' lives. This technique is perhaps best described as family-tret 
interviewing. [. . .] 

It obviously takes up much more time, but i t  does give an interesting ripple 
effect to any study. I t  is perhaps most usefill when one is looking for trends, 
rather than the specific detail of direct personal experience. An alternative, 
which is still more time-consuming but also a nore  direct measure of change. 
is to interview two generations from the same family. 

Single-issue interviews may be carried out on a one-to-one or group basis. 
and focus on a specific aspect of the narrator's life. As such they can be 
shorter than a life story, but more detailed. Single-issue interviews can yiel~l 
valuable insights for many development and relief activities. They arc the 
main method of learning about a particular event, such as drought, or for an 

I investigation into a particular area of knowledge or experience. For example. 
they might involve interviewing farmers about land use and water conserva- 
tion methods, or a traditional healer about botany and plant use. They 
require the interviewer to have more detailed background or technical know- 
ledge of the subject matter than is necessary for a more wide-ranging IITC 
story. 

Diary interviewing 

rviewing is a method which is increasingly being used by sociiil 
It involves selecting a sample of people who contribute regular 
es as part of a continuing and long-term study of social trendb. 
dy might ask people to report on specific issues or it night seek 
ral life story material. The participants make a commitment to 

. keep a written or oral, tape-recorded diary. Entries might be made on a daily. 
nthly or annual basis, and are then sent in and analysed centrally, 

Alternatively, diary interviewing can involve a less rigorous procedure 



whereby the participant is interviewed at key moments over a period of time. 
In a study of indigenous agricultural practices, for example, these might 
include particular times during the cropping calendar such as land prepar- 
ation, sowing, w ~ d i n g ,  harvesting and threshing. In a more general life story 
study, such moments might include religious festivals, rites of passage or 
different stages of educational or working life. The objective of diary inter- 
viewing is therefore to collect a running progress of a person's experience 
over time and not just retrospectively. 

Group interviews 
Oral testimony can also be collected through group work. Indeed, in many 
societies, group interviews may be more in keeping with the customary ways 
of communicating. If the concept of a one-to-one interview seems unusual or 
unnatural, the format of group discussions or public meetings may be more 
familiar and oral testimony collection can be adapted accordingly. 

Groups can bring out the best and the worst in people. Sometimes, by 
taking the focus off individuals, they make them less inhibited, but the oppos- 
ite can occur just as easily. A group may subtly pressurise people towards a 
socially acceptable testimony or  a mythical representation of the past or of a 
current issue which everyone feels is 'safe' to share and which may be in some 
sense idealised. Communal histories gathered in this way can involve a power- 
ful process of myth construction or  fabulation which misrepresents the real 
complexity of the community. At worst, this can develop into a persistent 
false consciousness which can only tolerate the good things, and remembers 
'how united we all were', o r  which exaggerates the totality of suffering and 
recalls 'how bad everything was'.' The voices of the less confident, the poorer 
and the powerless, are less likely to be heard, and so the variety of experience 
and the clashes and conflicts within a community may well remain hidden. 

But groups can also be especially productive, as members 'spark' off one 
another. Memories are triggered, facts can be verified or checked, views can 
be challenged and the burning issues of the past can be discussed and argued 
about again in the light of the present. Group work can also increase rapport 
between project workerslinterviewers and the community, encouraging 
people to come forward for one-to-one sessions if appropriate. Two kinds of 
group work are appropriate to oral testimony collection: small focus group 
discussions and larger community interviews. 

Focusgroup discussions developed as an important part of market research, 
but are now used widely on an inter-disciplinary basis as a means of assessing 
attitudes and opinions In this context, they are a particularly useful forum 
for discussing both the past and the major issues of the day. Focus groups are 
particularly appropriate for collecting testimony from people who may be 
very reserved on a one-to-one basis, but draw confidence from being in a 
familiar group. Children are a good example of this. 

The idea is to bring a group together - preferably between five and twelve 

. people - to discuss a particular issue or a number of issues. They should be a 
' homogeneous group made up of participants of the same sex and largely 

I  equal in social status, knowledge and experience so that confidence is gener- 
ally high and no-one feels threatened. The discussion should last for one to 
two hours, with the participants sitting comfortably and facing each other in 
a circle. Several consecutive sessions can be held if necessary. 

Social scientist Krishna Kumar notes that the main emphasis on a focus 
group is the interaction between the participants themselves, and not that 

I between participants and inter~iewer.~ Focus groups are therefore guided by a 
'moderator' rather than an interviewer, whose role is to steer the discussion 
and ask some probing questions by adopting a posture of 'sophisticated 

1 
I naivetkl. This encourages the group to talk in depth with confidence, but also 

to be ready to spell things out for the outsider. The moderator's role alsa 
involves countering the two main constraints on a focus group: dominance of 
the proceedings by so-called 'monopolisers'; and a sense of group pressure 
which can build up from a majority viewpoint and which then discourages ;I 
minority of participants from expressing their views. 

Conlnllrnity ir~tervie~~ps involve larger groups and may resemble public meet- 
ings more than group discussions. Their emphasis is different, too. The main 
interaction of a community interview is between the interviewer and the 
community. The ideal size is around thirty people, but no more, and two 
interviewers will be needed for such an event. Their role is a directly queslion- 

I ing one, but they must still take responsibility for balancing participatio~i 
in the meeting with guiding the interview. Having two interviewers can be 
confusing and their respective roles should be well defined in advance of the 
interview, to ensure that they do not speak at the same time or interrupt each 
other's train of enquiry. 

The advantage of a comlnunity interview is the opportunity it provides for 
gathering a wide cross-section of people together at one lime. This is particu- 
larly useful at the outset of a project, for example, when background informa- 
tion is being collected or future interviewees are being sought and selected. I t  
is also useful midway or at the end of the process of collecting interviews, 
when certain details or views need to be tested or checked. It can provide the 
occasion for a number of 'straw polls' and hand counts in order to learn how 
many people share experiences or hold similar views. Finally, both group ant1 
community meetings are especially useful for the 'return' of oral testimony 
They can act as a review mechanism and can encourage decision-making 
based on the testimonies collected. [. . .] 

PROPS AND MNEMONICS 
Questions are not the only way to inspire a narrator and jog the memory. 
Physical objects, such as old tools. photographs and traditional costumes or 
artefacts, can provide the focus for a more detailed testimony or group dis- 
cussion. A farmer will often be more eloquent when holding an implement 
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and describing its function. A refugee may find much more to say when 
looking at a picture of home. However, any prop should be carefully chosen, 
otherwise they will tend to distract the narrator and divert the interview 
instead of givinq it depth. 

One prop which is central to the communicative repertoire of Native 
Americans is the talking-stick.'' This is a ritual stick which lies in the 
centre of any group of people who are there to talk or listen, whether it be 
at a political meeting or a storytelling session. In order to speak a person 
must go into the centre of the circle and pick up the stick. The speaker 
must then hold it while they talk and replace it when they stop. The stick 
places certain responsibilities upon speaker and listeners alike. It requires 
the latter to listen actively and patiently, but also tends to curb excessive 
talkativeness on the part of garrulous speakers and gives courage to the 
shy. Similar indigenous speech rituals should be employed wherever they 
exist. 

Revisiting a place and conducting an interview in sitrt or during a 'walk- 
about' can also free the mind and allow someone to recall the past more 
easily. Such walkabouts might include: visiting a sparsely wooded watershed 
which used to be a forest, in order to discuss environmental history and 
change; returning to a mine or factory which used to be a place of work, to 
discuss child labour; or  examining an abandoned and broken pump, 
to discuss imgation techniques and land use." 

Role play can also be useful as a mnemonic or memory aid, particularly in 
groups, but also in one-to-one interviews (if you had been the elder what 
would you have done?). Role play not only releases memory through the re- 
enacting of situations or events (a certain dance, a typical working day, a 
particularly important meeting), but also allows people to be less inhibited as 
they narrate events under the cover of a dimerent persona. Hearing old stories 
is another good way to jog the memory, and a song or tune from the past 
can be particularly evocative, taking the mind right back to the time the 
interviewer is investigating. 

VISUAL TECHNIQUES 
While props and mnemonics help to jog people's memories, some visual tech- 
niques may assist them to express the past more clearly. Many oral testimony 
projects rely on straightforward interviewing alone, but additional visual 
methods can be helpful when testimony is being gathered among groups 
unfamiliar with the interview form. Creating a diagram or making a model 
can take the place of a potentially awkward personal interaction between 
interviewer and narrator; or  may complement, assist or encourage people's 
verbal performance. Such material can then be displayed alongside the 
testimony in any report, exhibition or book resulting from a project. 

Robert Chambers has described a range of techniques which can be used 
by rural people and development workers to give expression to various 
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aspects of the past or recent past. These include time lines and biographies 
(including ethno-biographies); historical maps and models; historical tran- 
sects; and trend diagrams and estimates.12 Older people in the community 
usually play a key role in providing and shaping the relevant historical 
information in these techniques. 

A time line is a list of key events, changes and 'landmarks' in the past, 
written up in chronological order on a large sheet of paper. It is often a useful 
way of putting an individual's or a community's history into perspective by 
identifying the broad framework of events which shaped their past. It can 
therefore be a good way into a life story interview or focus group discussion 
and may also provide the basis for the interview map. Figure 1 shows a time 
line produced by a village in Tamil Nadu, India, stretching from 1932 to 
1990" 
A visual biograph), is a similar kind of chart which traces the 'life' of a 
particular phenomenon, whether it be a famine, a certain crop or diet, or the 

- TANK UNDERTAKEN BY GOVT - ESTABLISHMENT OF VERANDA 
SCHOOL BY GOVT 

- INDEPENDENCE 
- 16 WERE DIED DUE TO CHOLERA, 

FAMINE 
- ROAD, RHATCHED SCHOOL 
- CYCLONE, FLOODS 
- NREJ SCHOOL BUILDING 
- AGAIN CHOLERA, 4 WERE DIED 
- ELECTRICITY FACILITY. BRIDGE 

100 FAMILIES MIGRATED BECAUSE OF 
SEVERE DROUGHT 

- ESTABLISHMENT OF NOON-MEAL CENTER 
- COMMUNITY WELL, 2 BORE WELL 

FOR DRINKING PURPOSE 
- TIN P 
- ELECTION BOYCOTT. ONE MORE 

BORE WELL. DRINKING WATER 
OVERHEAD TANK. STREET TAPS 
BY GOVT 

- NON FORMAL EDUCATION BY GOVT 
- SPEECH 
- GROUP HOUSES FOR 20 HARIJANS 
- HEAVY CROP DAMAGE BECAUSE OF 

FLOOD 

Figure I Time line: Tamil Niidu, India, 1932-1990 
I 



development of a kind of technology. These biographies are particu-
larly useful for single-issue histories and can form the framework for the 
interview. 

Maps can be (Irawn on paper or on the ground with sticks, chalks, pens or 
paints. Those worked on the ground can be photographed or transcribed on 
to paper before they are destroyed. Maps of the past are particularly useful in 
illustrating ecological histories and showing previous land-use patterns, plant 
and animal coverage. Figure 2 shows the landscape change over the past 
twenty-five years in Abela Sipa Peasant Association in Ethiopa.I4 

Three-dimensional historical r~iodels using local materials have aided dis- 
cussion on erosion and other environmental and agricultural concerns. In 
another example described by Chambers, villagers from Seganahalli in Kar- 
nataka, India, made two models on the ground. One showed their watersl~ed 
as they remembered i t  fifty years earlier with trees growing on the rocky hills, 
and the other as they saw it now, with no trees and serious erosion. The 
striking difference between the two models began an important debate about 
what should be done, in which the models were used to present and explore 
the various options." Thus historical analysis can be the trigger to develop- 
ment debale and it can also be used to generate so-called 'dream' models and 
maps, expressions of people's hopes for the future which can then form the 
basis of development action. Ifistorical tmnsects are another kind of diagram 
which represent changing conditions tl~rougli time. Again they have trad- 
itionally been used in agro-ecosystem analysis and are usually compiled by 
walking through an area with some of the older inhabitants and recording 
their recolleclions of various conditions at key moments identified by thc 

At presenl- 1991 Clues Before 1966 

ErMed land  Name ofaome t m 

1 Q  Forest - A C B C ~ ~  
Grazing area - M i a  

- 'Bedma' 

Figrrre 2 Landscape change: A hela Sipa Peasant Association, Ethiopia 
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time line. Figure 3 is a transect through time illustrating land-use trends in a 
village in East Java.16 

Three main kinds of chart have been used by rural people to estimate or 
measure change and historical trends: counters, pie charts and straight- 
forward trend lines. Stones, seeds or pieces of stick can be used as coui~ters 
representing absolute or relative values People can pile up these counters 
along a simple time line to express absolute values for things like harvest 
yields, price changes or population changes. They can also place counters in a 
matrix diagram to express relative values or scores which indicate certain 
differences over time. For example, one matrix might allow a narrator to 
express her preferences for certain crops and income-generating activities 
during five key years in the past. 

Pie clzarts drawn on paper or the ground are another useful way by which 
people can express relative values and how these changed over time. Figure 4 
shows two pie charts made by three elderly farmers which illustrate changing 

Dunan trees 

Rice. Corn, Beans 

Stale Forest lend 

1979 
Clove trees. Rice. Corn. Beens 

Gitrus trees 

Failed reforeslation 

Citrus trees. Rice.Corn, Beans 

Figure 3 Land-use trends in a village in East Java 
1 



cropping and land-use patterns in a village near Dehra Dun, Uttar Pradesl~, 
India, between 1950 and 1990.'' 

Trerzd lir~es are simple graphs in which people use a curved line t o  illustrate 
historic trends( A normal histogram o r  bar-chart can be used for the same 
purpose. ~ i ~ u r e  5 shows a trend line drawn in the dust by a n  old farmer in  
Mahbubnagar district, Andhra Pradesh, India. The  lines illustrate theincreas-  
ing and decreasing trends relating to  farmyard manure, pests, soil fertility,  

COARSF GRAIN 

WHEAT PULSES 
- - - - - + MAIZE 

TRENDS AREA % OF TOTAL 
1. CULTIVATED AREA t  t 2. WHEAT t  t 
3. RICE  t BALANCE 
4. COARSE GRAIN 1 
5. PULSES 1 
Figrive 4 Cropping and land-use patterns ill a village near Dehra Dun, Uttar Pradesh, 
India, 1950-1 990 
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fertiliser and yields over forty years." Participatory diagrams are  another wa) 
in which people can describe a past event and the processes it generated (Act\! 
diagrams) o r  the effect it had o n  their lives (impact diagrams).19 
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"Do I Like Them Too Much?": 
Effects of the Oral History Interview 
on the Interviewer and Vice-Versa 

by Valerie Yow 

Twenty years ago this might have been an unspeakable topic. 
Oral history textbooks and articles in the Oral History Review 
scarcely mentioned this in the 1970s and early 1980s. My students 
would talk about their reactions to an interviewing experience, 
sometimes mention their realization about how an interviewing 
project had changed them. I remember vividly a student who told 
me that in interviewing Jewish immigrants in Providence she had 
touched on their experiences in the Holocaust and that this had 
forced her to change drastically her views about justice and human 
society. I also remember remarking to a student after I had listened 
to a tape, "I wonder why you didn't pursue the topic the narrator 
mentioned?" And she said, "I didn't hear him say that." And a col- 
league asked me, "You didn't want to write about your narrators' 
race prejudice?" And I said, "Never even thought about it." And 
then I added, "Do I like them too much?" 

I was aware of some effects on myself but not nearly as cogni- 
zant of the influences of interviewing women mill workers as I 
should have been. Now I sometimes catch my breath when I read 
critically a play I've written or an essay on oral history I'm work- 
ing on and see appear something told to me twenty years ago. 

But usually we treated such concerns as if they were not an 
integral and important part of the interview-they didn't occupy 
the main stage, they were the side show. They were, as anthropolo- 
gist Paul Rabinow, has described them, "corridor talk"-the re- 
marks you made about your reactions to your research while you 
were standing with a colleague in the corridor. You were about to 
go into the room where you would discuss the really important 

Valerie Yow is the author of Recording Oral History: A Practical Guide for Social Scientists 
and a biography, Berice Kelly Harris: A Good Life Was Writing (Forthcoming, Louisiana 
State University Press). She wishes to thank Linda Shopes and Ronald Grele who critiqued an 
early version of this essay and as always offered thought-provoking observations. 
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research matters.1 
In this essay, I'll outline the conceptual shift which makes ac- 

knowledgment of the interviewer's reactions to, and intrusions into, 
research speakable. I'll briefly survey disciplines that use the in- 
depth interview as a research method because all contributed to 
the change in the paradigm. Last, I'll suggest questions the inter- 
viewer can ask to become more aware of the impact of the process 
on himself or herself and of the interviewer's influence on the re- 
search and analysis. 

When I refer to interview effects on the interviewer and to the 
ways the interviewer interacts with narrator and with content, I 
include motives for doing the project, feelings about the narrator, 
interviewer's reaction to the narrator's testimony, and intrusion of 
the interviewer's assumptions and of the interviewer's self-schema 
into the interviewing and interpretive processes. 

At times subjectivity has been discussed in the literature as 
cognitive process as opposed to observable behavior; this is not 
the definition I use here. Rather, I use the traditional definition of 
objectivity as value-free research which requires the elimination 
of researcher intrusion. 

Most often, in the early years of the Oral History Association, 
there was not any acknowledgment that the interviewer was af- 
fected by the interviewing. There was not even a lot of discussion 
about the effects on the narrator-sometimes, two or three sen- 
tences, and at the most, a paragraph here and there. James Hoopes' 
oral history manual (1979), for example, advised students to ask 
themselves this question, "As far as you can tell, what was the 
interviewee's idea of you, and how might it have affected what he 
said?"2 He suggested students spend a few minutes examining 
their own preconceptions, especially about the narrator.3 

Elliot Wigginton started publishing his writings about the 
Foxfire projects in the 1970s. Wigginton described the way stu- 
dents interviewing members of their own community began to re- 

1 Paul Rabinow, "Representations Are Social Facts: Modernity and Post-Modernity in An- 
thropology," in J. Clifford and G. E. Marcus (Eds.), Writing Culture: The Poetics and Poli- 
tics of Ethnography (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 253. 
2 James Hoopes, Oral History: An Introductionfor Students (Chapel Hill, N.C.: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1979), 127. 
3 Ibid., 84. 
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spect their own culture and themselves.4 Possibly, Wigginton's 
statements about students being changed by the interviewing they 
were doing was acceptable because these were adolescents learn- 
ing to like history. They could be seen as impressionable. 

But it is Envelopes of Sound, first published in 1975, that ar- 
ticulated an awareness both of the effects of the interview process 
on the interviewer and of the effects of the interviewer on the pro- 
cess. Alice Kessler Harris wrote in the introduction to the book 
that oral history researchers began to realize that the interjection 
"of the historian, first as interviewer and transcriber and later as 
analyst, posed serious theoretical problems."5 One of the things 
that worried oral historians, she said, was that they knew the "in- 
trusion of differences between the interviewer and his subjects, 
distinctions in dress, speech, and manners imposed on the subject 
a set of classbound attitudes that inevitably distorted the informa- 
tion ...."6 

In Ronald Grele's interview with Studs Terkel which the book 
presented, the issue of interviewer's intrusion into the interview 
came up again when Terkel said, "You try to be objective but some- 
times you become involved with the narrator."7 And later, in a 
roundtable discussion entitled "It's Not the Song: It's the Sing- 
ing," Saul Benison talked about how he had been changed by oral 
history interviewing. Grele commented, 

There is some kind of dialectical process that occurs in which you 
are working jointly on something and you come to share the cre- 
ation itself. In my own mind, there's always the problem of detach- 
ment because, as a historian, I have to stand back.8 

Alice Kessler Harris answered him, 

I'm not so sure that that's not an asset, in some sense. I think that to 
become emotionally involved, while it's true that it violates the first 
canon of the historian, which is objectivity, nevertheless, puts you 
intimately into a situation and thus enables you to understand it in a 

4 Elliot Wigginton, The Foxfire Book (New York: Doubleday, 1972). 
5 Ronald Grele, ed. Envelopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History (Chicago: Precedent Pub- 
lishing Company, 1975), 2. 
6 Ibid., 2-3. 
7 Ibid., 35. 
8 Ibid., 81. 
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way, I think, you can't understand it if you remain outside the situ- 
ation.9 

Benison added that there is no such thing as objective history- 
such a thing would be like reading the telephone book.10 In the last 
essay in Envelopes of Sound, Grele reminded readers that "the re- 
lationship created by the interaction of the interviewer and 
interviewee" requires analysis of the social and psychological kind.11 

Another notable exception in the 1970s is Luisa Passerini's ar- 
ticle, published in History Workshop, entitled "Work Ideology and 
Consensus Under Italian Fascism." She frankly acknowledged that 
oral history research is subjective and argued that we have to be able 
to use subjectivity-both for narrator and for interviewer-in under- 
standing social history because both invest events with meaning.'2 

Acknowledgment that the historian is not an objective observer 
was admitted on other occasions, as well. Oscar Handlin's The 
Uprooted, published in 1952, was a study in which the author 
frankly declared he had a passionate interest.'3 Martin Duberman 
candidly reflected on his reactions to the historical movement he 
observed and described in Black Mountain: An Exploration in 
Community (published in 1974): 

Yet the issue is not, I believe, whether the individual historian should 
appear in his books, but how he should appear-covertly or overtly. 
Every historian knows that he manipulates the evidence to some 
extent simply because of who he is (or is not), of what he selects (or 
omits), of how well (or badly) he empathizes and communicates. 
Those "fallibilities" have been frequently confessed in the abstract. 
Yet the process by which a particular personality intersects with a 
particular subject matter has rarely been shown, and the intersection 
itself almost never regarded as containing materials of potential 
worth. Because "objectivity" has been the ideal, the personal com- 
ponents that go into historical reconstruction have not been can- 
didly revealed, made accessible to scrutiny.'4 

9 Ibid., 81-82. 
'0 Ibid., 85. 
" Grele, " Movement Without Aim: Methodological and Theoretical Problems in Oral His- 
tory," Ibid., 127-143, see p. 136. 
12 Luisa Passerini, "Work Ideology and Consensus Under Italian Fascism," History Work- 
shop Journal 8 (Autumn 1979): 82-118. 
13 Oscar Handlin, The Uprooted (Boston: Little Brown, 1973). 
14 Martin Duberman, Black Mountain: An Exploration in Community (London: Wildwood 
House, 1974), 12. 
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In the preface to All God's Dangers, historian Theodore 
Rosengarten stated frankly that to him Ned Cobb is a hero.15 In 
1979, in an article for the anthology, Telling Lives: The Biographer's 
Art, Rosengarten wrote that he would raise the question of love in 
social science inquiry. He commented that this was an embarrass- 
ing thing to do, but we need an accurate description of the relation- 
ship of the interviewer and narrator so we can figure out what is 
going on. He dared to write, 

Perhaps we divest our motivations of love because we fear an attack 
on our objectivity. Yet, no claim of objectivity survives the genera- 
tion in which it is made."16 

Undoubtedly, Rosengarten was influenced by participation in 
political debate in the 1960s when a new ethos among students 
was evolving-a conviction that a scholar must do the work that is 
meaningful to her or him, that detachment edges one towards per- 
functory research and dull interpretation. 

And like many historians, he may reveal the influence of 
Benedetto Croce's and R.G. Collingwood's writings on the phi- 
losophy of history. Both were read routinely in graduate courses, 
and both stressed the centrality of the observer. Following Croce's 
lead on this, Collingwood argued that the historian cannot be ob- 
jective, even in beginning the research. He said that it is only when 
we have a problem in mind that we can begin to look for evidence.17 
Collingwood reminded historians that history cannot exist outside 
of human consciousness-a statement that puts the interpreter at 
the center of the process of understanding the past. 

Both Croce and Collingwood were usually shunted aside, how- 
ever, as historians clung to the idea of objectivity in historical re- 
search. The 1970s and early 1980s were the years, after all, when 
quantification of historical data was uppermost in many histori- 
ans' minds and nobody admitted having an emotional connection 
to numbers. Oral historians, on the defensive anyway because we 

'5 Theodore Rosengarten, All God's Dangers: The Life of Nate Shaw (New York: Avon, 
1974), xix. 
16 Theodore Rosengarten, "Stepping Over Cockleburs: Conversations With Ned Cobb," 
Telling Lives: The Biographer's Art, ed. Marc Pachter (Washington, D.C.: New Republic 
Books, 1979), 113. 
17 Robin George Collingwood, "The Philosophy of History," Essays in the Philosophy of 
History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985), 137. 
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were using the testimony of living witnesses, wanted to show that 
our method was a rigorous, disinterested pursuit of truth and there- 
fore respectable. As interviewers, we were simply observers of 
verbal behavior. 

By the early 1980s, however, there was a discernible chink in 
that armor, that soon became a gaping hole. In That Noble Dream: 
The "Objectivity Question" and the American Historical Profes- 
sion, Peter Novick traced the notion of objectivity among histori- 
ans and concluded that although in the eighties many continued to 
adhere to an "antitheoretical and antiphilosophical objectivist em- 
piricism" and praised historical writings for approaching objectiv- 
ity, among others a strong current of skepticism was developing.18 
Now historians were more and more prone to pay attention to their 
"hidden ideological agendas."19 

Much questioning of the ideal of scientific objectivity was going 
on in other disciplines, as well. Concurrent developments that led 
to acknowledgment of effects on the researcher and of the researcher 
on the process of research were taking place in anthropology and 
sociology (both influenced by hermeneutics and phenomenology), 
biography (influenced by psychoanalytic writings), and feminist 
theory. So, while I don't see much "trickle down effect" in the 
economic sphere, I do see a "trickle over effect" in the cultural 
sphere as ideas developed in one discipline are taken up and con- 
sidered by people working in another discipline. Oral historians 
could hardly escape being vitally interested in, and influenced by, 
scholars in these disciplines who were using the recorded life re- 
view in research. Kristin M. Langellier observed that "the personal 
narrative as a communication phenomenon crosses disciplinary 
boundaries everywhere and every which way."20 

Novick summed up the influence on historians of the paths 
other disciplines were taking toward candid acknowledgment of 
the subjective nature of research: 

18 Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The 'Objectivity Question' and the American Histori- 
cal Profession (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 593 and 595-596. 
19 Ibid., 596. 
20 Kristin Langellier, "Personal Narratives: Perspectives on Theory and Research," Text and 
Performance Quarterly 9/4 (Oct. 1989): 243. Clifford Geertz treats this topic and reminds 
readers of Clyde Kluckholm's statement that a degree for anthropologists is a license to 
poach (and for the rest of us as well). "Blurred Genres," American Scholar 49 (1980): 167. 
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The influence of antiobjectivist currents of thought coming from other 
disciplines is difficult to evaluate exactly and all but impossible to 
trace in the case of any given individual. But in the aggregate they 
clearly made many historians aware of how problematic received views 
of objectivity had become in contemporary thought... 21 

The impact of hermeneutics and phenomenology on social sci- 
ence disciplines shows up occasionally even in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s.22 For example, Abraham Kaplan in The Conduct of 
Inquiry: Methodology for Behavioral Science published in 1964 
argued that no human observation can be "immaculate": 

We always know something already, and this knowledge is intimately 
involved in what we come to know next, whether by observation or 
in any other way. We see what we expect to see, what we believe we 
have every reason for seeing....In sum, in making an observation we 
are not passive but active; and we are doing something, not only 
with our eyes and our minds, but also with our lips, hands, feet- 
and guts.23 

It was the seventies, however, when the examples of the influ- 
ence of the new paradigm first became numerous in sociology al- 
though the stance that objectivity is the proper goal for social ob- 

21 Novick, That Noble Dream, 596. 
22 Both hermeneutics and phenomenology require us to question our own assumptions and 
prior understandings. According to the main tenet of hermeneutics, we as researchers must 
realize that the very questions we ask come from the world we live in, the scientific attitude 
that we assume is itself something we learned in our culture. The very language we use 
comes from a culture that we swim in as a fish in water. Phenomenologists also assert that 
we are in a dialectical relationship with the phenomenon we study: in this interactive pro- 
cess going on, we are influencing even while we are being influenced. See discussion by 
Lawrence C. Watson, "Understanding a Life History as a Subjective Document: 
Hermeneutical and Phenomenological Perspectives," Ethos 4/1 (Spring 1976): 98, 103- 
105. See also David Linge, "Editor's Introduction," in Hans Georg Gadamer, Philosophi- 
cal Hermeneutics (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976). Alfred Schutz, The Phe- 
nomenology of the Social World, trans. George Walsh and Frederick Lehnert (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 1967). The parallel movement in the physical sciences at 
this time in which the possibility of an objective description of the natural world was ques- 
tioned (after all, even such things as the behavior of amoebae is described from the view- 
point of the observer) was of interest to feminist theorists who were questioning the objec- 
tivity of men in a male-dominated society. See, for example, Josephine Donovan, Feminist 
Theory: The Intellectual Traditions of American Feminism (New York: Ungar, 1987), 183. 
23 Abraham Kaplan, The Conduct of Inquiry: Methodology for Behavioral Science (San 
Francisco: Chandler Publishing Company, 1964), 133 and 136. 
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servers was dominant (and still is).24 The decade opened with 
Rosalie Wax's book Doing Fieldwork in which she admitted the 
effects on her of fieldwork among Japanese Americans, saying that 
it had made her a different person.25 (It is not clear just how.) At 
the end of the decade Shulamit Reinharz in her book On Becoming 
a Social Scientist summed up the struggle between the two para- 
digms: "Social camps are split between those who wish to 
depersonalize the process of knowing in the hopes of obtaining 
universal, "pure" knowledge and those who acknowledge that since 
the self of the observer is always implicated, it should be converted 
into an invaluable tool."26 

And in the seventies, a few manuals on the in-depth interview 
for sociologists took up the discussion. There was the excellent 
book by Raymond Gorden, Interviewing: Strategy, Techniques, and 
Tactics published in 1969, which does present a discussion of ef- 
fects of the interviewing process on the interviewer. Gorden de- 
fined a "triadic relationship," that is, "The interrelationships be- 
tween the nature of the information sought, the nature of the re- 
spondent, and the nature of the interviewer... ."27 Jack Douglas' 
text, Investigative Social Research, also discussed the interactive 
process of interviewer and narrator extensively.28 At the end of the 
decade, two textbooks were published, Qualitative Sociology: A 
Method to the Madness and New Rules of Sociological Method: A 
Positive Critique of Interpretative Sociologies, which dealt with 
the effects of the interviewer on the interview.29 Also, at the end of 
the decade sociologists founded the journal Qualitative Sociology 
24 See Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, The Discovery of Grounded Theory: Strategies 
for Qualitative Research (Chicago: Aldine Publishing, 1967). James Spradley, The Ethno- 
graphic Interview (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1979). 
25 Rosalie H. Wax, Doing Fieldwork: Warnings and Advice (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1971), 179. 
26 Shulamit Reinharz, On Becoming a Social Scientist: From Survey Research and Partici- 
pant Observation to Experiential Analysis (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1979), 127, 241- 
243. 
27 Raymond Gorden, Interviewing: Strategy, Techniques and Tactics (Chicago: Dorsey Press, 
1969, first edition). 
28 Jack Douglas, Investigative Social Research (Beverly Hills: Sage, 1976.) 
29 Howard Schwartz and Jerry Jacobs, Qualitative Sociology: A Method to the Madness 
(New York: Free Press, 1979), 123. Anthony Giddens, New Rules of Sociological Method: 
A Positive Critique of Interpretative Sociologies (New York: Basic Books, 1976), 19 and 
see especially the chapter "Some Schools of Social Theory and Philosophy," 23-70, for a 
discussion of the impact of phenomenology on sociological theory. 
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and began to publish articles by interviewers like Arlene Daniels 
who admitted how much she had invested two of her narrators 
with glittering personality because she needed for them to have a 
glittering personality.30 

Anthropologist Victor Turner argued in the foreword to an eth- 
nographic study by a sociologist that one can have "an objective 
relation to one's own subjectivity," and can therefore use self-scru- 
tiny to gain greater understanding of the research one is engaged 
in.31 In anthropology in the sixties, a few researchers were devel- 
oping ethnographic theory based on this awareness of the intrusion 
of one's self into the research and interpretation of data. "Reflexiv- 
ity" was a term used more and more often. In Reinventing Anthro- 
pology (1969), a collection of essays scrutinizing the discipline, 
Bob Scholte described the question anthropologists confronted in 
his essay, "Toward a Reflexive and Critical Anthropology:" 

If our perceptions, descriptions, and analyses are influenced by lan- 
guage, and if our language is in turn related to a given cultural set- 
ting, then our efforts are potentially subject to various 
"ethnocentricities of meaning." Nor can a scientific language be 
assumed to be neutral.... It follows that all ethnographic descrip- 
tions and any ethnological analyses derived from such accounts are, 
and must be, part hermeneutics, that is, interpretive activities based 
on contextual information and mediated texts.32 

Many anthropologists who were writing in the 1970s, used 
reflexivity as a means of critiquing and understanding their own 
research process. Anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff described her 
work, the recording of life histories of Jewish elders: "How a tale 
is heard and how profoundly it affects the one who hears it as well 
as the one who tells it is an important theme in my work."33 

Peter Novick commented on the anxiety caused by the debate 
among anthropologists concerning subjectivity in research: "Of all 
the social science disciplines, it was in anthropology that the 'ob- 
jectivity question' assumed the greatest centrality in recent decades, 

30 Arlene Kaplan Daniels, "Self-Deception and Self-Discovery in Fieldwork," Qualitative 
Sociology 6/3 (Fall 1983): 210. 
31 Victor Turner, Foreword to Bennetta Jules-Rosette, African Apostles: Ritual and Conver- 
sion in the Church of John Maranke (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), 8. 
32 Bob Scholte, "Towards a Reflexive and Critical Anthropology," in Dell Hymes, ed. Rein- 
venting Anthropology (New York: Pantheon, 1969), 440. 
33 Barbara Myerhoff, "Telling One's Story," Center Magazine (March 1980), 28-29. 
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and where it was most divisive."34 
Outstanding anthropologists, such as James Clifford35 and 

Clifford Geertz36, argued persuasively that subjectivity must be 
acknowledged, indeed that it can be used to enhance understand- 
ing of the research process. Dennis Tedlock used as his model 
intersubjectivity: it is the researcher's questions as well as the 
informant's answers that must be scrutinized, he argued. It is the 
dialogue that is important.37 

A remarkable book, People Studying People: The Human Ele- 
ment in Fieldwork, published in 1980, presented essays dealing 
with the role that the researcher's emotions play. Authors Robert 
A. Georges and Michael Jones declared frankly: "In this book we 
have attempted to counter the view, widely held and generally re- 
inforced by conventional fieldwork guides and manuals, that indi- 
viduals can conduct fieldwork involving people studying people 
without being human."38 Just three years later, George Stocking 
edited a collection of essays on ethnographic fieldwork, Observ- 
ers Observed, which revealed the ways the ethnographer's desires, 
fears, and eccentricities impinged on the work of such well-known 
anthropologists as Bronislaw Malinowski and Franz Boas.39 

In the 1980s, Renato Rosaldo became a spokesman for the ar- 
gument that the ethnographer "occupies a position or structural 
location and observes with a particular angle of vision." He re- 
minded readers that age, gender, outsider's position, identification 
with a particular political regime, and certain life experiences all 
influence what an ethnographer learns in fieldwork. "The truth of 
objectivity has lost its monopoly status," he stated.40 

34 Novick, That Noble Dream, 548-549. 
35 James Clifford, "Introduction: Partial Truths," Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics 
of Ethnography, eds. James Clifford and George Marcus (Berkeley: University of Califor- 
nia Press, 1986), 14. 
36 Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), see espe- 
cially pp. 10 and 23. 
37 Dennis Tedlock, "The Analogical Tradition and the Emergence of a Dialogical Anthro- 
pology," Journal ofAnthropological Research 35:4 (Winter 1979): 387-399. 
38 Robert A. Georges and Michael O. Jones, People Studying People: The Human Element 
in Fieldwork (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), 153. 
39 George W. Stocking, Jr., Ed., Observers Observed: Essays on Ethnographic Fieldwork, 
(Madison: University Of Wisconsin Press, 1983). 
40 Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1989), see especially pp 19-21. 
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At the same time (the 1970s) that the philosophical writings in 
hermeneutics and phenomenology were becoming more widely 
known in the social sciences, a few biographers were bravely ad- 
mitting that they were anything but detached, objective observers. 
Often they described explicitly the influence on their work of psy- 
choanalytic theory, especially Erik Erikson's model of stages of 
development and the Freudian concept of transference. Therapists 
are used to asking themselves, "Why am I reacting to this client 
the way I am? Am I attributing to this client personality character- 
istics of someone in my past or feelings I have had in my past?" 
But biographers also began to use the concept of transference to 
analyze their writing. And Erikson's model of stages of develop- 
ment led them to ask, "What are the issues I'm confronting in my 
own life now? How does this research relate to these questions I 
have now about how to live a life?" 

A collection of articles on writing biography, Introspection in 
Biography: The Biographer's Questfor Self-Awareness, edited by 
Samuel Baron and Carl Pletsch and published in 1985, offered re- 
flections by biographers who were writing in the seventies. In one 
of the articles, Richard Lebeaux said he chose his subject Henry 
David Thoreau during the period of the anti-war movement be- 
cause he saw Thoreau as one of the founding fathers of the coun- 
terculture. He wrote, "Thoreau, with his stress on individual ac- 
tion, nonviolence, and the preeminence of the natural, was highly 
compatible with my ideological and emotional needs."41 Later 
Lebeaux used this awareness of affinity to examine the process of 
his research and interpretation, to take a step back and look at what 
he had done. Trained in English and sociology, he said that he had 
used Eriksonian and other psychoanalytical concepts to critique 
his writing.42 

Carl Pletsch ended the book Introspection in Biography by stat- 
ing, "Biographers have felt obliged to subscribe to the ideal of ob- 
jectivity. But biography is the perfect enterprise in which to tran- 
scend that ideal and show the value of assimilating subjectivity in 
a larger conception of knowledge."43 
41 Richard Lebeaux, "Thoreau's Lives, Lebeaux's Lives," in Introspection in Biography: 
The Biographer's Quest for Self-Awareness, eds. Samuel Baron and Carl Pletsch (Hilldale, 
New Jersey: Analytic Press, 1985), 232. 
42 Ibid., 238. 
43 Ibid., 360. 
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Among psychologists who were using the life review method in 
their research, there was a growing awareness of the ways the re- 
searcher interacts with the informant and the process. Psychologist 
Thomas Cottle, carrying out life studies, noted in 1973 that we inter- 
viewers watch ourselves as much as we watch our narrators. He wrote, 

As best we can, therefore, we play out political roles, the politics, 
that is, of our own experiences together, hoping to combat the asym- 
metries produced by the culture, the society, our age, sex, and race 
and social standing, and by the rights and privileges that put me at 
an advantage .... There is little, then, about this form of research 
that allows for so-called objective inquiry.44 

By 1983, Ken Plummer in his chapters "The Doing of Life 
Histories" and "Theorizing Lives" in Documents of Life offered 
specific questions the researcher/writer must ask about how he or 
she has influenced the research and interpretation, such as, how 
have my attitudes, demeanor, personality, and expectancies shaped 
the outcome? 45 

In the 1970s, almost at the same time as the developments in 
the writing of biography and the conceptual changes among some 
sociologists and anthropologists (and even a few psychologists who 
were using the life review as a research method), feminist theorists 
were raising questions about relationships of power in society. 
Working separately in the fields of English, education, anthropol- 
ogy, psychology, sociology, and history, but also talking together, 
they discussed the ways class position and sexual asymmetry op- 
erated in interpersonal relations. Their ideas were inevitably ap- 
plied to the interview situation. 

Sociologist Dorothy Smith made an early commentary on re- 
search methodology from the feminist point of view by arguing 
that "objective" sociology has depended upon class and sex bases. 
Now it is impossible, she wrote, for "sociology to evade the prob- 
lem that our kind of society is known and experienced rather dif- 
ferently from different positions within it."46 In 1975, Another 

44 Thomas Cottle, "The Life Study: On Mutual Recognition and the Subjective Inquiry," 
Urban Life and Culture 2/3 (October 1973): 349-350. 
45 Ken Plummer, "The Doing of Life Histories" and "Theorizing Lives" in Documents of 
Life (no. 7 in the Contemporary Social Research Series, general editor M. Bulmer. London: 
Allen and Unwin, 1983), 84 and 103. 
46 Dorothy Smith, "Women's Perspective as a Radical Critique of Sociology," Sociological 
Inquiry 44/1 (1974): 12. 
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Voice: Feminist Perspectives on Social Life and Social Science, a 
collection of original articles by sociologists, edited by Marcia 
Millman and Rosabeth Kanter, presented work on the influence of 
gender on every aspect of society, even interpersonal relationships 
in research.47 The 1977 edition of Frontiers was devoted entirely 
to oral history as a way of recovering the history of women. Sherna 
Gluck and other contributors speculated on how the difference in 
culture between interviewer and narrator-"including gender, race, 
class, ethnicity and regional identification"-affects the interview.48 
In an article "Feminist Criticism of the Social Sciences" for the 
Harvard Educational Review in 1979, Marcia Weskott declared 
that the ideal of objectivity, by trying to eliminate subjectivity, pre- 
vented the searcher from realizing that meanings are arrived at 
through the intersubjectivity of subject and object.49 

And feminist researchers using the in-depth interview were 
concerned with how the dominant position of the researcher-who 
knows all the questions to ask and by implication all the answers- 
can subdue the narrator. By the late 1970s, they began to publish 
assertions that the cult of scientific objectivity was a means of 
maintaining the researcher in a "one-up" position.50 Liz Stanley 
and Sue Wise in "Back Into the Personal or: Our Attempt to Con- 
struct Feminist Research" argued, 

We reject the idea that scientists, or feminists, can become experts 
in other people's lives. And we reject the belief that there is one true 
reality to become experts about. We feel that feminism's present 
renaissance has come about precisely because many women have 
rejected other people's (men's) interpretations of our lives.51 

47 Marcia Millman and Rosabeth Moss Kanter, eds., Another Voice: Feminist Perspectives 
on Social Life and Social Science (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, 1975). 
48 Shera Gluck, "What's So Special About Women: Women's Oral History," Frontiers: A 
Journal of Women's Studies 2/2(Summer 1977): 7. 
49 Marcia Weskott, "Feminist Criticism of the Social Sciences," Harvard Educational Re- 
view 49:4 (1979): 425. 
50 Ibid. See also Ann Oakley, "Interviewing Women: A Contradiction in Terms," in Doing 
Feminist Research, ed. Helen Roberts (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1981), 30-61; 
and Judith Stacey, "Can There Be a Feminist Ethnography?" in Women's Words: The Femi- 
nist Practice of Oral History, ed. Shera Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (London: Routledge 
and Kegan Paul, 1991), 111-119. 
51 Liz Stanley and Sue Wise, "'Back Into the Personal' or: Our Attempt to Construct Femi- 
nist Research," Theories of Women's Studies, eds. Gloria Bowles and Renate Duelli Klein 
(London: Routledge, 1983), 194-195. 
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Feminists pointed out that the notion of scientific objectivity 
is androcentric.52 They talked about how the questions men asked 
and what they chose to define as important, using their objective 
scientific methods, had led them to leave out a lot of information 
about women."53 They decided they would have to use subjectiv- 
ity. In the spring issue of the Oral History Review in 1987, histo- 
rian Kathryn Anderson summed up a realization many shared: "Re- 
viewing my interviews, I have found that my training in the his- 
tory of facts and action triumphed over my awareness of a decade 
of historical research pointing to the importance of relationships 
and consciousness in women's lives ...."54 

That same spring, Daphne Patai's article in the International 
Journal of Oral History, "Ethical Problems of Personal Narratives, 
or Who Should Eat the Last Piece of Cake?" emphasized that the 
possibility of the interviewer's exploitation of the narrator is built 
into every research project.55 The implication of her work is that 
we cannot go about research without questioning ourselves, our 
biases, our purposes, our reactions to the narrator and the process, 
and the effects our research have on the narrator. 

In the eighties, a flood of articles by women in specific social 
science disciplines critiqued positivism. In Analyzing Gender: A 
Handbook of Social Science Research, published in 1987, editors 
Myra Marx Ferree and Beth Hess, summed up feminists' critiques 
of positivism developed over nearly 20 years: 

Feminist methodology rejects the positivist division between theory 
and practice, between the researcher and the "object" of research. 
The image of science as establishing mastery over subjects, as de- 
manding the absence of feeling, and as enforcing separateness of 
the knower from the known, all under the guise of "objectivity," has 
been carefully critiqued even in reference to the physical sciences. 
Elements that are present in scientific knowing but devalued be- 
cause they are associated with femaleness-intuition, empathy, and 

52 Susan Geiger, "Women's Life Histories: Method and Content," Signs 11 (1986): 338. 
53 Ilene Alexander, Suzanne Bunkers, and Cherry Muhanji, "A Conversation on Studying 
and Writing about Women's Lives Using Nontraditional Methodologies," Women's Studies 
Quarterly 3 & 4 (1989): 99. 
54 Kathryn Anderson et al, "Beginning Where We Are: Feminist Methodology in Oral His- 
tory," Oral History Review (Spring 1987): 109. 
55 Daphne Patai, "Ethical Problems of Personal Narratives, or Who Should Eat the Last 
Piece of Cake?" International Journal of Oral History 8 (February 1987): 5-27. 
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passion-are ignored in the positivist account and eventually dis- 
tort the actual process of doing science.56 

Critiques like these notwithstanding, mainstream sociology, psy- 
chology, economics, and political science continue to champion the 
ideal of scientific objectivity in research. Historians, according to 
Novick, have not arrived at a consensus.57 However, qualitative soci- 
ology, ethnography, biography, and feminist theory have embraced 
this conceptual shift to insist on awareness of the interactive process 
involving interviewer and narrator, interviewer and content.58 

Has the paradigm shifted for oral history? Reading articles in 
the Oral History Review, I notice that a rejection of old notions of 
objectivity was very much influencing how some oral historians 
thought about what they were doing in the late seventies and early 
eighties. Beginning in 1987, however, in nearly every article in 
the first volume in that year, writers discussed their motivation and 
feelings about the interviewing project they were engaged in. From 
that time, contributors have often explored the ways their class, 
gender, age, or ethnicity affected their interaction with the narra- 
tor. And they have briefly mentioned the ways their reactions to 
the narrator affected the research and interpretive processes.59 They 
have talked about the interview as a collaborative effort, not be- 
tween authority and subject but between two searchers of the past 
56 Myra Marx Ferree and Beth Hess, Analyzing Gender: A Handbook of Social Science 
Research (Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, 1987); see also Marilyn Strathem, "An 
Awkward Relationship: The Case of Feminism and Anthropology," Signs: Journal of Women 
in Culture and Society 12:2 (1987): 276-292. 
57 Novick, That Noble Dream, 592. 
58 See especially recent work such as the sociological text by Sherryl Kleinman and Martha 
Copp, Emotions and Fieldwork (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1993); the work of anthropolo- 
gists like Renato Rosaldo, Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1989); in collections of writers' observations of their process in writing biog- 
raphy, such as The Challenge of Feminist Biography, eds. SaraAlpem, Joyce Antler, Elisabeth 
Perry, and Ingrid Scobie (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1992). 
59 See especially articles in The Oral History Review, such as Blanca Erazo, "The Stories 
Our Mothers Tell" Oral History Review 16/2 (Fall 1988): 23-28; Micaela di Leonardo, 
"Oral History As Ethnographic Encounter" Oral History Review 15 (Spring 1987): 1-20; 
John Forrest and Elisabeth Jackson, "Get Real: Empowering the Student Through Oral 
History" Oral History Review 18/1 (Spring 1990): 29-44; Robert S. Newman, "Objectivity 
and Subjectivities: Oral Narratives from Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam" Oral History Re- 
view 21/2 (Winter 1993): 89-95; Richard Candida Smith, "Review Essay: Ronald Grele on 
the Role of Theory in Oral History" Oral History Review 21/2 (Winter 1993): 99-103. See 
also the volume InternationalAnnual of Oral History, 1990: Subjectivity and Multiculturalism 
in Oral History, edited by Ronald Grele (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1992). 
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and present. In the recently published collection of essays, Inter- 
active Oral History Interviewing, Allan Futrell and Charles Willard 
declared, "We want to emphasize the emerging relationship be- 
tween the interviewer and the interviewee as the key component in 
understanding the meaning created during the interview."60 Cer- 
tainly, the paradigm has shifted in oral history. 

As practitioners and instructors we have to be more than just aware 
of this shift in the paradigm for oral historians, we have to begin in- 
corporating the concept of reflexivity into our writing and teaching. 
In the past, it was always easier to talk about effects on the narrator 
than to take a hard look at ourselves, at how we affect the process of 
research and analysis, how we are affected. And we historians have 
concentrated on providing full citations for the location of the docu- 
ment rather than on the search itself or on our process during the search 
and analysis; it has not been our custom to put our reflections on the 
ways we reacted to the documents into print. But we need to not only 
question our own work, we need to place the published writing in a 
total context which includes revelation of our own agendas when the 
reader needs this information to evaluate the research. The fear is some- 
times expressed that every research article or book will deal with the 
researcher's personal experiences and the research topic itself will 
take second place in the presentation. I am not advocating that the 
researcher's personal reactions become the emphasis of the research. 
What I am suggesting is that when we pretend there is nothing going 
on inside of us that is influencing the research and interpretation, we 
prevent ourselves from using an essential research tool. And in some 
cases, the reader needs to know what influenced the research and in- 
terpretation. 

Anthropologist Victor Turner's goal of having "an objective 
relation" to our own subjectivity is something to aim for.61 Devereux 
expressed this stance well, "The scientific study of man ... must 
use the subjectivity inherent in all observation as the royal road to 
an authentic, rather than fictitious, objectivity."62 

60 Allan Futrell and Charles Willard, "Intersubjectivity and Interviewing," in Interactive 
Oral History Interviewing, Eva M. McMahan and Kim Lacy Rogers, eds. (Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994), 84. 
61 Turner, forward to African Apostles, 8. 
62 George Devereux, From Anxiety to Method in the Social Sciences (The Hague: Mouton, 
1967), xvii. 
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Do I try to have my cake and eat it, too? Yes. I am talking 
about two aims which I see as indissoluble, not antithetical-(1) 
understanding the subjective aspects of the research and interpre- 
tation so that (2) we can carry out the project with as much objec- 
tivity as possible and use subjectivity to advantage. A value-free 
research process, the definition of objectivity I use here,63 is not 
possible. But the intent of that definition is that we should not ig- 
nore evidence because it does not fit our prior assumptions-we 
have to be conscious therefore of what our prior assumptions are. 
To my mind, objectivity in research has two aspects: (1) the collec- 
tion of all information, including the subjective, bearing directly 
on the research question and (2) the critical examination of the 
evidence with the methods of examination themselves under scru- 
tiny. These aspects of research can only be goals, not actual attain- 
ments: we can never gather all the evidence, we can never be com- 
pletely aware of all researcher intrusion. And the "complex web" 
in the interpersonal relations in an interview prevents us from sort- 
ing things out in discrete boxes.64 

Although this matter of researcher influence on the research is 
often mentioned now in oral history literature, it is not often dealt 
with in any detail. Even works on intersubjectivity have little to 
say that is specific about effects on the interviewer.65 This kind of 
analysis is not simple or easy, but we can glean some information 

63 In the presentation of Louise Tilly's essay, "People's History and Social Science History," 
and responses, "Between Social Scientists: Responses to Louise A. Tilly," The Interna- 
tional Journal of Oral History 1985: 6 (1):5-46, definitions of objectivity in social science 
research were blurred but seem to refer to using subjective elements in the document as 
opposed to "hard facts." Louisa Passerini called attention to the fact that the two concepts, 
objectivity and subjectivity, cannot be separated, see pp. 22-23. And Ronald Grele noted 
that the selection of facts to present depends upon many factors, some of them subjective. 
"Louise A. Tilly's Response to Thompson, Passerini, Bertaux-Wiame and Portelli, With a 
Concluding Comment by Ronald J. Grele," Ibid., pp. 40-46. 
64 Charles L. Briggs offers a critique of Durkheim's notion that "social facts exist indepen- 
dently of the observer" and draws attention to the "complex web" of interpersonal relations 
in the interview. Charles L. Briggs, Learning How to Ask: A Sociolinguistic Appraisal of the 
Role of the Interview in Social Science Research (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986), 21-22. 
65 Notable recent exceptions to this are articles in the International Annual of Oral History, 
1990: Subjectivity and Multiculturalism in Oral History, ed. Ronald J. Grele (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1992). See Michelle Palmer, Marianne Esolen, Susan Rose, Andrea 
Fishman, and Jill Bartoli, "'I Haven't Anything to Say': Reflections on Self and Commu- 
nity in Collecting Oral Histories," pages 167-189, see especially p. 176-177; LuAnn Jones, 
"Voices of Southern Agricultural History," pages 135-144. 
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from research in psychology and communication studies relevant 
to this topic of reflexivity in oral history interviewing-particu- 
larly, the research on how the ways we think about ourselves influ- 
ence our judgment of the narrator.66 In any one-on-one situation, 
we are bombarded with many stimuli-so many that we have to 
focus on certain aspects of the other person's behavior and ignore 
others. We have to be selective, and we may select according to 
what we value. What we value comes from thinking about our own 
experiences. Psychologists Hazel Markus and Jeanne Smith de- 
scribed the assumption researchers make about this phenomenon: 
the self-structure (sometimes referred to as the self-schema) is com- 
prised of thoughts and feelings about the self in certain domains 
and influences the individual's perception of others in those do- 
mains.67 This assumption has been tested and research results do 
indicate that "self-relevant qualities (traits and behaviors) can fig- 
ure in the description of others."68 

Furthermore, it appears from the research that we notice variation 
in the behavior of others in those areas of pre-defmed importance to 
us. Markus and Smith explained: 'Thus when some aspect of the stimu- 
lus (the person-to-be-perceived) is relevant to an area that is impor- 
tant to the perceiver, this aspect is likely to be focused on and elabo- 
rated with information from the individual's own self-structure."69 

The schema about the self is only the beginning. In the plural, 
there are constructs based on gender, class, age, race, ethnicity, 
and ideology which influence how the interviewer relates to the 
narrator. These schemata, or preconceived ideas about what a per- 
son or situation should be, are learned in the subculture we grew 
up in or live in as an adult.70 Raymond Gorden gives the example 

66 E. Mintz, "An Example of Assimilative Projection," Journal of Abnormal and Social 
Psychology, 52 (1956): 270-280. H. J.Goldings, "On the Avowal and Projection of Happi- 
ness," Journal of Personality 25 (1954): 50-57. See the volume, M. Sherif and C. I. Hovland, 
Social Judgment: Assimilation and Contrast Effects in Communication and Attitude Change 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961). 
67 Hazel Markus and Jeanne Smith, "The Influence of Self-Schemata on the Perception of 
Others" in Personality, Cognition, and Social Interaction, eds. Nancy Cantor and John F. 
Kihlstrom (Hillsdale, New Jersey: Erlbaum, 1981), see p. 234 for section I paraphrase here. 
68 Ibid., 237. 
69 Ibid., 256. 
70 Peter A. Andersen, "Cognitive Schemata in Personal Relationships," in Individuals in 
Relationships, ed. Steve Duck (Newbury Park, CA: Sage, 1993), 16-18. 
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of the interviewer who asked a narrator living in an urban slum 
about parenthood. Her views were unlike his middle-class views 
and his disapproval was subtly communicated. His narrator did 
not respond so candidly after that.71 

Howard Sypher, Mary Lee Hummert, and Sheryl Williams 
concluded that this self-schema research provides a "cautionary 
message" for the interviewer: "As interviewers, we must attempt 
to move beyond our own self-schemas, focusing the interview not 
on what is important to us in our lives, but what is important to our 
interviewees-regardless of the accuracy with which they actually 
recall events."72 

Recently an example of this smacked me in the face. I was 
interviewing family members of a woman whose literary biogra- 
phy I was engaged in writing. I had read all of her published work, 
including her autobiography, and much of her documents collec- 
tion in the archives. The first narrator came to my cottage to record. 
I was excited about finding the answers to the questions that had 
been flooding my mind. Soon I became aware of a feeling of great 
heaviness. By the end of the interview, although I managed to 
serve tea and express my gratitude to the narrator, I was depressed. 
I packed the tape away and did not listen to it for three months. 
When I did take courage and listened, I realized that I had wanted 
information on family relationships and on clues to this woman 
writer's internal life. The narrator recounted external events, purely 
factual information. I had had unrealistic expectations of the nar- 
rator: I wanted him to think out loud along the lines I was thinking. 
He did not say what I thought was important-he said what in his 
view was important. 

Now there is a body of research literature in communication 
studies, especially sociolinguistics, on the effects of gender in con- 
versation. Some of these studies, but not all, are applicable to the 
interview situation. For example, a male interviewer may begin to 

71 Raymond L. Gorden, Interviewing: Strategy, Techniques and Tactics (Chicago: Dorsey 
Press, 1987), 251. 
72 Howard Sypher, Mary Lee Hummert, and Sheryl Williams, "Social Psychological As- 
pects of the Oral History Interview," in Interactive Oral History Interviewing, ed. Eva M. 
McMahan and Kim Lacy Rogers (Hillsdale, New Jersey: Erlbaum Associates, 1994), 58. 
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feel some competition with his male narrator;73 or a woman who is 
interviewing may express empathy only to find it is received by 
the male narrator as condescension.74 Expertise, if the interviewer 
is a woman, may come across differently to the narrator than if the 
interviewer is a man: men may use expertise to establish authority 
while women may use expertise to get a feeling of empowerment 
from being helpful.75 

Age can also make a difference in what kinds of information 
the interviewer thinks is important. Attorney and historian Amy 
Tobol interviewed attorneys who had been active in a law school 
student organization which assisted southern civil rights attorneys 
in the 1960s and 1970s. She found that they were puzzled when 
she raised the question of whether they perceived of themselves as 
activists or lawyers and whether these roles seemed at odds with 
each other. She had trouble getting clear answers. She observed, 
"It occurred to me, particularly after I interviewed people who par- 
ticipated during the late 1970s and 1980s that I was speaking in 
'nineties language' about 'sixties' experiences."76 She had framed 
the question in terms of vital interests in her own life experience of 
the 1990s, but these were not terms they used to view their reality 
in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Another facet of the interview situation is interviewer's need- 
whether instrumental or emotional. Barbara Erskine described her 
reaction to interviewing a man who had been a pilot during World 
War II. He talked about seeing his buddies in planes around him, 
dying. Suddenly his narration brought back to her own mind her 
father's death in a plane crash thirty years earlier. She said, "Dad's 

73 Don H. Zimmerman and Candace West, "Sex Roles, Interruptions and Silences in Con- 
versation," in Language and Sex: Difference and Dominance, ed. Barrie Thomer and Nancy 
Henley (Rowley, MA: Newbury House, 1983), 125. H. M. Leet-Pellegrini, "Conversational 
Dominance as a Function of Gender and Expertise," in Language: Social Psychological 
Perspectives, ed. Howard Giles, W. Peter Robinson, and Philip M. Smith (Oxford: Pergamon, 
1980), 102. For discussion of these findings applicable to the in-depth interview, see Valerie 
Yow, Recording Oral History: A Practical Guide for Social Scientists (Newbury Park, CA: 
Sage, 1994), 129-134. 
74 Research findings summarized by Daniel N. Maltz and Ruth A. Borker, "A Cultural 
Approach to Male-Female Miscommunication," in Language and Social Identity, ed. John 
J. Gumperez (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 198. 
75 Leet-Pellegrini, "Conversational Dominance as a Function of Gender and Expertise," 98. 
76 Amy Ruth Tobol, "Talking to Advocates: Interviewing Law Students, Civil Rights Re- 
search Council Activists," paper delivered at the Annual Conference of the Oral History 
Association, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, October 19, 1995. 
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face momentarily became that of my informant. I had to ask my- 
self, 'Whose story am I listening to?"' She had not allowed herself 
to cry at her father's funeral-the family needed her to be stoic and 
in control. Now she grieved with the narrator over losses. In this 
case, the sharing of a feeling, she believes, may have been "a spring- 
board to better interviewing."77 

Still, another possibility in the interaction of two people is the 
process by which a person infuses into a current personal situation 
feelings about someone from the past.78 Transference usually op- 
erates on an unconscious level, but it does not have to remain an 
unconscious influence. Transferring past feelings onto a person in 
a present situation can go on in any interpersonal encounter, in- 
cluding the oral history interview. I do not merge here the dis- 
tinctly different purposes and methods of the clinical interview and 
the oral history interview, but the concepts are of some practical 
value for the oral historian. 

For example, an interviewer may take an instant dislike to the 
senior foreign service narrator because he evokes some feelings of 
injustice another authority figure has caused. If you feel at the be- 
ginning of the interview a real dislike of the narrator, transference 
may be one of the influences impinging. Here the interviewer's 
transference could set up a negative dynamic as he or she keeps 
challenging the narrator's every statement even when it is not war- 
ranted. If you can get a minute to think it over (for example, taking 
time to check the recording device), you can make yourself aware 
of the negative feeling and gain some control over it so that you do 

77 Barbara Erskine, "Loss and Grief in Oral History," paper delivered at the Annual Meeting 
of the Oral History Association, Milwaukee, Wisconsin, October 19, 1995. 
78 Karl Figli presents a discussion of transference in the oral history interview in "Oral 
History and the Unconscious," History Workshop Journal 26 (Autumn 1988): 120-132. In 
this issue, there is a Special Feature on psychoanalysis and history. Transference is difficult 
to measure and therefore researchers have shied away from this topic in empirical research. 
Most often the research literature contains case by case analysis of the way transference and 
countertransference have operated. See Charles J. Gelso and Jean A. Carter, "Components 
of the Psychotherapy Relationship: Their Interaction and Unfolding During Treatment," 
Journal of Counseling Psychology 41/3 (1994): 296-306. Charles J. Gelso and Jean A. 
Carter, "Level of Generality and Clear Thinking in Theory Construction and Theory Evalu- 
ation: Reply to Greenberg (1994) and Patton (1994)," Journal of Counseling Psychology 
41/3 (1994): 414. See also Edward S. Bordin, "Theory and Research on the Therapeutic 
Working Alliance" in The Working Alliance: Theory, Research and Practice," Adam O. 
Horvath and Leslie L. Greenberg, eds. (New York: Wiley, 1994) 13-37, see especially 29- 
30 and 33-34. 
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not unconsciously prejudice the interview. Later, when you have 
time for reflection, you can ask yourself some questions about what 
might be causing the negative feelings. 

Another example of this occurs frequently, I suspect: A narra- 
tor may be consciously or unconsciously relating to a younger in- 
terviewer as a daughter or son. Not only may transference be 
influencing narrators' attitudes in the interview but there may be 
transference as the interviewer responds to this. Micaela di Leonardo 
in Varieties of Ethnic Experience said that her middle-aged narra- 
tors often thought of her as a daughter-they fitted her into "an 
established role." She enjoyed the warm rapport this infused into 
the interviewing. However, she was not so pleased when one nar- 
rator scolded her in a parental manner: "You mean Mommy and 
Daddy allowed you to have Thanksgiving away from home?"79 

When the feelings between narrator and interviewer are posi- 
tive, the influence of this on the progress of the interview will usu- 
ally be positive and you will have time later to muse over this. But 
I have found myself hesitating to ask some things of narrators for 
whom I felt affection lest my questions cause them discomfort. 
Awareness of this positive transference might help the interviewer 
to confront the narrator with the difficult questions that would have 
perhaps been avoided otherwise. 

There is also the possibility that the interviewer can be too 
much invested in the topic, too closely identifying with a person or 
cause. In the interview mentioned above in which I sought infor- 
mation for a biography and became more and more dispirited, the 
narrator near the end said in his factual way that my subject's hus- 
band died without a will. All the money and property was divided 
equally among his heirs so that at the end of her life, she had only 
her house and no money to heat it. He found her living in winter in 
one room of her house with only a little space heater for warmth. I 
had begun to identify with the subject of the biography so much 
that when he described her poverty, I felt such distress that his next 
words passed me by. 

There is also the unique situation in oral history research with 
which psychological research is not concerned. In the oral history 
interview, just by virtue of the fact that you are recording the testi- 

79 Micaela di Leonardo, Varieties of Ethnic Experience: Kinship, Class and GenderAmong 
California Italian-Americans (Ithaca and London: Corell University Press, 1984), 37. 
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mony means that both interviewer and narrator have in the back of 
their minds the presence of other audiences.80 Both have a need to 
articulate a view of their reality consonant with the communities 
they identify with, an ideology they share. Ronald Grele described 
this as a "particular vision of history" which provides a context for 
each participant. Grele analyzed an interview with Mel Dubin, a 
cutter in the garment industry, union organizer for the International 
Ladies Garment Workers Union, and later an officer. Grele said 
that the narrative interwove four different historical strands: "his 
own autobiography, the history of the organization and success of 
the ILGWU, a history of the garment industry, and a brief history 
of the City of New York."81 People involved in labor struggles, 
especially in his union, were Dubin's imagined audience; his ide- 
ology was based on his conviction of the union's championship of 
the working person. Undoubtedly, the interviewer asked questions 
soliciting information of interest to a different audience-labor 
historians and other academics who would pass judgment on his 
work. The interviewer's ideology was similar to Dubin's in that 
there is shown sympathy to the struggles of working-class men 
and women. 

This consideration of the influence of ideology leads to a closely 
allied one, the influence on the research process of the community 
the researcher is identified with. Michael V. Angrosino in his ar- 
ticle "Conversations in a Monastery" explained why he thought 
the monks were willing to talk to him. He was Catholic and he 
often stayed in the monastery for several days at a time, following 
the daily schedule of prayers and meals. They knew that he was 
"sympathetic with their aims." They must have identified him with 
the community of practicing Catholics and with people who ap- 
preciate the monks' way of life. He said, "I believe that I was able 
to overcome (or, at least, to mitigate) these resistance factors mainly 
because I was perceived as something of a participant-observer, 
that I had attended retreats at the monastery and had been involved 

80 Eva M. McMahan, Elite Oral History Discourse: A Study of Cooperation and Coherence 
(Tuscaloosa, Alabama: University of Alabama Press, 1989), 19. See brief discussion of 
Lacan's idea that in any two-person conversation, there is at least a third audience present, 
George E. Marcus and Michael J. Fischer, Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Experi- 
mental Moment in the Human Sciences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986), 31. 
81 Ronald Grele, "Listen to Their Voices," in Envelopes of Sound, ed. Ronald Grele (Chi- 
cago: Precedent Publishers, 1985, 2nd rev. ed.), 213 and 216. 
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in various community programs that had brought me into contact 
with some of the monks, including the Abbot."82 

Consider how a difference in ideology can impinge. As long 
as we are interviewing people of similar ideology, there is no prob- 
lem with empathy. (Possibly there is a tendency to make heroes of 
our narrators in this case.) Having empathy with someone whose 
values you abhor is difficult. Even if you repress an expression of 
disdain, body language and subtleties in the phrasing of the ques- 
tions will reveal your attitude. William Sheridan Allen described 
his attitude about interacting with former Nazis in his research for 
The Nazi Seizure of Power-he needed to understand why and how 
people on all sides did what they did.83 I think you would have to 
keep reminding yourself of this. 

Sometimes, you simply cannot empathize with a narrator for 
good reason, but you have to be aware of what is happening to be 
in control of yourself and make a conscious decision about what to 
do. For example, you might explain briefly your point of view and 
respectfully remind the narrator that this is her or his opportunity 
to record for a wider audience. But expect the responses to be dif- 
ferent from those the narrator would give a sympathetic listener. 
Interviewers who can respond to narrators with empathy can ex- 
pect fuller answers, while an inability to have empathy may cut 
short the interview.84 

In summary, liking or not liking, feeling repelled by difference 
in ideology or attracted by a shared world-view, sensing difference 
in gender or age or social class or ethnicity, all influence the ways 
we ask questions and respond to narrators and interpret and evalu- 
ate what they say. As analyst and fieldworker George Devereux 
argued nearly 30 years ago, we must view our difficulties (and I 
would add, pleasures as well) as important data in their own right.85 

82 Michael V. Angrosino, "Conversations in a Monastery," Oral History Review 19/1-2 
(Spring-Fall, 1991): 60 and 71. 
83 William Sheridan Allen, The Nazi Seizure of Power: The Experience of a Single German 
Town, 1922-1945 (New York: F. Watts, 1984), see author's preface, x and xi. 
84 Deborah Davis and William T. Perkowitz, "Consequences of Responsiveness in Dyadic 
Interaction," Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 37: 544. 
85 George Devereux, From Anxiety to Method in the Behavioral Sciences , xvii. 
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There are specific questions to ask so that we understand what 
is happening: 

1. What am I feeling about this narrator? 
2. What similarities and what differences impinge on this in- 

terpersonal situation? 
3. How does my own ideology affect this process? What group 

outside of the process am I identifying with? 
4. Why am I doing the project in the first place? 
5. In selecting topics and questions, what alternatives might I 

have taken? Why didn't I choose these? 
6. What other possible interpretations are there? Why did I 

reject them? 
7. What are the effects on me as I go about this research? 

How are my reactions impinging on the research? 

Now we have a paradigm that permits us awareness and use of 
the interactive process of interviewer and narrator, of interviewer 
and content. This kind of awareness is on the main stage-it's not 
the side show that it used to be. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

10. Linda Shopes, “Oral History and the Study of Communities: Problems, Paradoxes, and 
Possibilities,” The Journal of American History (September 2002): 588-598. 
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Oral History and the Study of 
Communities: Problems, Paradoxes, 
and Possibilities 

Linda Shopes 

Definitions and Delimitations 

"Community oral history" is a protean term, invoked by scholars and grass-roots his- 
torians alike to describe a variety of practices developed for a variety of purposes. The 
term "community" itself is vague and conceptually limited, with generally positive 
associations and not entirely deliberate implications of commonality and comity. A 
community oral history project typically refers to one defined by locale, to a group of 
interviews with people who live in some geographically bounded place, whether an 
urban ethnic neighborhood, a southern mill village, or a region of midwestern farms. 
Yet "community" also refers to a shared social identity, and so we speak of interviews 
with members of the gay community, the black community, the medical community. 
In fact, many community oral history projects combine the two meanings of the 
term, focusing on a particular group's experience in a particular place-steelworkers 
in Buffalo, Chicanos in El Paso, jazz musicians in Los Angeles. 

Distinctions exist among broad genres of oral history. One axis of difference is 
defined by the provenance of interviews: At one end, there are interviewing projects 
developed by grass-roots groups to document their own experience; at the other, 
interviews conducted by scholars to inform their own research or to create a perma- 
nent archival collection for future scholarly work. In practice, most oral history 
projects fall somewhere between the two poles: historical society volunteers develop a 
project to document some aspect of local life in collaboration with the local college; a 
scholar, working on his own research project, makes contact with the retirees' group 
of a union local as a means of entree for interviews he wishes to conduct about the 
union's history and along the way agrees to participate in a union educational pro- 
gram. 

The second axis is defined by voice, that is, the extent to which the narrator's voice 
or the historian/interpreter's voice dominates the final product of the interviews. At 
one end are archival collections of interviews that are almost entirely in the narrators' 

Linda Shopes works as a historian at the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission. She is a past presi- 
dent of the Oral History Association. 

Readers may contact Shopes at <lshopes@state.pa.us>. 
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voices; at the other are scholarly monographs in which the historian incorporates 
interviews along with other sources into his interpretation of the past. In fact, most 
oral history projects fall somewhere along this spectrum of possibilities.' Thus a film- 
maker can produce a film about a community's experience using testimony from par- 
ticipants, contemporary accounts, and scholarly "talking heads" in various 
proportions; an author can organize evidence from interviews in multiple ways to 
construct a historical argument; a museum exhibition about a neighborhood can use 
short quotations from interviews as label text or play extended excerpts from the 
actual audio- or videotapes. 

The multiple ways voice gets rendered in community oral history projects open up 
a range of interpretive questions. The intersection of voice and provenance further 
complicates matters-my point here is simply to map the terrain over which this 
essay roams. In the following discussion, I will address both practical and interpretive 
issues involved in using oral history to study communities, considering first the use 
of extant interviews and second the conduct of one's own interviews. 

Using Extant Interview Collections 

No comprehensive survey of extant oral history collections exists-the enormous 
number of collections, their diverse points of origin, and the rapidity with which new 
projects develop render this a futile exercise. While more specialized finding aids 
exist, the best tool for identifying interview collections relevant to a particular com- 
munity study is the World Wide Web. A broadly defined search can easily turn up 
thousands of references: a quick review of those will generally identify the largest, 
most important collections; a more systematic review can often turn up more local- 
ized or idiosyncratic groups of interviews.2 

)What a Web search will not identify are interviews done by a scholar for his own 
research and retained in his possession or interviews done by local groups that may 
not have the resources or the know-how to develop even modest electronic finding 
aids-or even the awareness that the interviews may interest anyone outside their 
own communities. The former can sometimes be identified in the footnotes and bib- 
liographies of published work on the topic at hand. The latter are more difficult to 
locate, but as essentially virgin sources of local knowledge, they may be well worth 
the effort to do so. One may find such collections through personal contact: Local 
librarians, archivists at local historical societies, oral history specialists at state and 
regional historical organizations, and project directors of major topical collections 
frequently know of oral history collections that, having never been properly archived 
or cataloged, have never been used by scholars. Another means of locating collections 
is a query to H-Oralhist, the H-Net-affiliated listserv maintained by the Oral History 

I On ways oral history has been presented in written form, see Alessandro Portelli, The Battle of Valle Giulia: 
Oral History and the Art of Dialogue (Madison, 1997), 3-23. 

2 It is important to distinguish between online finding aids for oral history collections and online transcripts of 
interviews. Many oral history collections are listed and described online, but the number of complete interview 
transcripts online remains small. 



590 The Journal of American History September 2002 

Association; its more than thirteen hundred subscribers constitute a collective store- 
house of useful leads and contacts. H-Oralhist's Web site is also a useful gateway to 
numerous collections.3 

Having identified a cache of community interviews, how might the historian 
approach them, with what sorts of questions in mind? What might one expect to 
find? What strengths and weaknesses are typical of such interviews? To understand 
what is said and not said in interviews, it is important to understand their prove- 
nance: Who conducted them, when, for what purpose, under what circumstances? 
What broad assumptions and specific questions informed the inquiry? Answers to 
those questions may lie in a project's administrative records, including the schedule 
of questions developed for the interviews, biographical data amassed for both inter- 
viewers and interviewees, and the interviewers' research and interview notes. They 
can also be teased out of descriptive, promotional, and published materials issuing 
from the project. Placing extant interviews in the intellectual and social context of 
their generation allows the researcher to read them more astutely, to understand how 
the context unavoidably shaped the inquiry. 

For example, some twenty years ago I was involved in a community documenta- 
tion project in Baltimore, Maryland, that attempted to assert the viability of blue- 
collar urban neighborhoods against a host of contemporary threats. The goal was 
worthy, but in our eagerness to identify the social networks and institutional ties that 
held the communities we were documenting together, we interviewed few former res- 
idents, and when we did, we shied away from questions about why they moved away, 
about what they found unsatisfactory about the neighborhood. Nor did we interview 
those whose actions directly or indirectly threatened neighborhoods' viability: busi- 
ness people and employers who had relocated, directors of lending institutions, 
developers. Not surprisingly, our inquiry proved our point; it was also intellectually 
impoverished by our failures of historical imagination.4 

In fact, locally generated oral history interviews frequently rest on naive assump- 
tions about what properly constitutes history and how to approach it. Interviews are 
typically structured around the life histories of individual narrators, rather than 
around critical questions about broad themes of social life that cut across individuals' 
experience. Questions probe the details of everyday life and the peculiarities of place; 
answers are replete with stories about ritual events and local characters and endless 
information about "what was where when." In such projects there is often little 
understanding of how the details might add up, little obvious coherence within a 
group of interviews, little understanding, in the end, of history as anything more 

I It is important to remind colleagues of their professional obligation "to deposit their interviews in an archival 
repository that is capable of both preserving the interviews and making them available for general research." See 
"Statement on Interviewing for Historical Documentation," American Historical Association <http:// 
www.theaha.org/pubs/standard.htm#Statement on Interviewing> (une 10, 2002). To post a query or view the 
listing of oral history collections and projects, go to H-Oralhist <http://www2.h-net.msu.edu/-oralhist/> (une 
10, 2002). 

4 See Linda Shopes, "Oral History and Community Involvement: The Baltimore Neighborhood Heritage 
Project," in Presenting the Past: Essays on History and the Public, ed. Susan Porter Benson, Stephen Brier, and Roy 
Rosenzweig (Philadelphia, 1986), 249-63. 
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I *~~~~~~~~~~~~' 

Raymond and Eunice English stand next to the remains of their home near Wallace, North 
Carolina, destroyed by floods in the wake of Hurricane Floyd in 1999. The Englishes were 
interviewed by Charlie Thompson of the Southern Oral History Program at the University 
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, for its community history project, Voices after the Deluge: 
Oral History Investigations of the Great North Carolina Flood. Photograph by Rob Amberg. 
Courtesy Rob Amberg and the Southern Oral History Program. 

than an accumulation of facts. A celebratory impulse also inflects many community 
interviews, both those that fall within what might be termed the "genteel tradition," 
which views the past as a benign refuge from the unsettling present, and those akin to 
interviews conducted for the Baltimore project, motivated by the activist, history- 
from-the-bottom-up impulse of 1970s social history. The causes of this are manifold 
and reflect the deeply social nature of oral historical inquiry: a community insider, 
interviewing a peer, does not want to risk disturbing an ongoing, comfortable social 
relationship by asking difficult or challenging questions; a community-based history 
project is part of an initiative to encourage economic development, and interviews 
become a means of putting the community's best face forward; a project seeking to 
affirm a group that has been socially marginalized decides that it would be disrespect- 
ful to air problematic or unsavory aspects of the community's history that reinforce 
stereotypes. Even when interviews probe difficult aspects of personal or social history, 
the impulse is to celebrate the interviewee's ability to prevail over or survive difficult 
circumstances, not an especially surprising tendency, given how deeply this trope is 
embedded in our national culture.5 

5On the limits of local oral history, see Linda Shopes, "Oral History," in Pennsylvania: A History of the Com- 
monwealth, ed. Randall M. Miller and William Pencak (University Park and Harrisburg, 2002), 549-70. 
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Interviews conducted for scholarly projects, though less likely to succumb to the 
celebratory and ahistorical tendencies of community-driven projects, are not without 
their limitations. Typically, interviews with a scholarly provenance are narrowly 
focused inquiries, shaped by the investigator's very specific research questions. Unre- 
lated areas of inquiry about which the narrator could nonetheless speak in an 
informed way are not pursued; hints of a more interesting story underneath the story 
are ignored.6 More subtly, scholarly interviewers, interested in details and anecdotes 
that support or illustrate their understanding of the subject at hand, at times fail to 
perceive that their own frames of reference may be incongruent with the narrators' 
and so ignore lines of inquiry that could get at the insider's view. Thus interviews 
conducted by scholars for their own work are frequently of limited value to other 
researchers with other research agendas. Nonetheless, prior knowledge of the intellec- 
tual agenda driving the interviews can help subsequent users assess their strengths 
and weaknesses. 

Given the limits of both community-based oral history collections and interviews 
conducted by scholars for their own work, the most useful extant interviews for histo- 
rians researching a community are likely to be those conducted under the auspices of 
ongoing oral history research programs as archival projects for the use of future 
researchers or by professionally run historical organizations as documentation 
projects. While it is important to assess such interviews in light of their provenance, 
their strengths are often considerable: typically they are framed around questions 
drawn from contemporary historiography and include multiple narrators, variously 
positioned within the community; they tend to range widely over individual narrators' 
life experiences so as to be of value to users with varying interests; they are generally 
the work of skilled interviewers who are knowledgeable about the subject at hand and 
unconstrained by the rules of polite conversation from asking hard questions about it.7 

Whatever the provenance of the interviews one has identified and whatever their 
limits, the next step for the historian who wants to draw upon the evidence of oral 
history is to immerse herself or himself in the interviews themselves. It is a mistake to 
rely solely on visually skimming or electronically searching transcripts for a sense of 
what interviews contain or for specific information and useful quotes. Regrettably, 
transcripts are all too often inaccurate: some omit sections of an interview, others add 
material that is not there, yet others include significant errors. Moreover, information 
conveyed orally by tone, pacing, and inflection is lost when spoken words are trans- 
lated into writing. So although researchers will understandably continue to rely 
heavily on transcriptions, it is important periodically to listen to the original tapes. A 

6 On the limits of interviews conducted for individual research projects, see Ronald J. Grele, "Why Call It Oral 
History? Some Ruminations from the Field," Pennsylvania History, 60 (Oct. 1993), 506-9. 

7Major repositories of community oral history collections include the Southern Oral History Program, Uni- 
versity of North Carolina, Chapel Hill; Institute for Oral History, Baylor University, Waco, Tex.; Center for Doc- 
umentary Studies, Duke University, Durham, N.C.; Center for the Study of History and Memory, Indiana 
University, Bloomington; T. Harry Williams Center for Oral History, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge; 
Minnesota Historical Society, St. Paul; Chicago Historical Society; Northeast Archives of Folklore and Oral His- 
tory, University of Maine, Orono; Oral History Program, University of Alaska, Fairbanks; and South Dakota Oral 
History Center/Institute of American Indian Studies, University of South Dakota, Vermillion. 
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body of community interviews yields its riches only to a researcher with the patience 
for extensive, careful engagement with both transcripts and tapes. Because narrators 
generally speak about typicalities and common lifeways, the insights gleaned from 
interviews are cumulative, obvious only after one has absorbed hours of talk. They 
also often lie below the surface of the words, and it takes time to get at them. Any 
given interview can offer specific details and colorful anecdotes for a community 
study; a body of interviews, thoughtfully considered, can open up an understanding 
of the local culture, those underlying beliefs and habits of mind, those artifacts of 
memory that propel individual lives, give coherence to individual stories, and per- 
haps extend outward to a larger significance. 

Let me give a couple of examples, based on my review of dozens of interviews con- 
ducted as local history projects throughout Pennsylvania, some generated by grass- 
roots groups, others with more scholarly origins. Working my way through a stack of 
tapes and transcripts, I began to realize how consistently narrators formulated their 
stories of the past in relation to specific places. Memories, it seemed, were rooted in 
places; interviews were replete with references to streams, hills, homes, streets, stores, 
churches, theaters, farms. In some interviews, local history was defined almost 
entirely by specific places, quite independently of interviewers' questions. One narra- 
tor, for example, when asked at the end of the interview to identify "three of your 
most memorable experiences in Hershey" (the community under discussion), 
responded by linking memories to specific places: marrying her husband at the First 
United Methodist Church, attending the ground breaking for the Hershey Medical 
Center, and attending events at the Hershey Theater. Recollections of specific places 
often led to a chain of human associations, again suggesting narrators' need to locate 
memories someplace. "When we moved back home up the hill from the Bard farm, I 
was eight years old," one narrator began. He continued: 

My mother raised turkeys. We used to carry them all the way from that hill, down 
across the old covered bridge to East Middletown and she sold them for eight cents 
a pound.... We'd cut back by Sam Seiders's farm and then we'd cut across old Ev 
Booser's farm in back of where Detweilers lived to the dam.... The Sam Demy 
farm later became Sam Seiders's farm and is now Simon Grubb's, Seiders's grand- 
son's farm. Mrs. Seiders had a retarded brother. When [Sam] Hess [her father] sold 
to old man Bard, there was a $2000 dowry set aside for this boy and the interest 
used for his keep. Sam Hess, before he died, had the stone house where Matt 
Seiders lived built for this boy. This was his home and the old mother's after the 
father died. When the mother died and he got worse, the relatives took turns with 
him and Matt bought his house. 

Here information about a woman's contribution to the family economy, the trans- 
mission of property, and the care of the disabled in a turn-of-the-century community 
is embedded in a chain of associations about a specific piece of property.8 

8 For the Hershey story, see Betty H. Baum interview by Monica Spiese, May 1, 1991, transcript, pp. 26-28, 
Hershey Community Archives Oral History Program (Hershey Community Archives, Hershey, Pa.). For the 
Seiders's farm story, see Clayton Heisey interview by Mrs. Herbert Schaeffer, Feb. 1, 1972, transcript, p. 6, Mid- 
dletown Oral History Project (Middletown Public Library, Middletown, Pa.). There is a growing number of stud- 
ies on the relationship between place consciousness and local identity. See Joseph A. Amato, Rethinking Home: A 
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While the profound attachment to place revealed in these interviews is hardly 
unique to Pennsylvania, it is suggestive of broader themes in regional culture-the 
deep strand of conservatism, tending in some toward parochialism; the localism evi- 
denced by the division of the state into more than five thousand separate jurisdic- 
tions; the difficulties bedeviling efforts at regional planning. Although the place 
consciousness of these interviews may simply be the artifact of their creation as local 
history projects-local history is de facto about some place-I submit that the nearly 
automatic equation of local history with locale suggests how deeply place matters in 
individual consciousness and that a shared sense of identity, a sense of community, 
often includes a shared set of spatial referents. More to my point here, only by work- 
ing through many interviews did I come to this insight. 

The same exercise alerted me to yet another dimension of local culture, one that 
gives hints of how memories of the past give meaning in the present. Not surpris- 
ingly, given the dominance of industry in Pennsylvania's economy in the past two 
centuries, many oral history projects in the state, though ostensibly about specific 
places-Homestead, Nanticoke, Pittsburgh-really are collections of life-history 
interviews with (predominantly white and male) industrial laborers in those commu- 
nities. If there is a single theme running through the interviews, it is the importance 
of "hard work" in the shaping of a person's life and identity. "Our people . .. they're 
the ones who built the steel mills to what they are today!" the union activist Adam 
Janowski stated proudly and emphatically in a 1976 interview with the historian 
James Barrett for the Homestead Album Oral History Project. "They took every- 
thing in stride, I'll tell you," he continued. "I seen them myself. I was a young man 
and I seen how hard those fellows used to work." This observation is repeated in one 
way or another in interview after interview, and narrators' consciousness of "our peo- 
ple," in Janowski's words, as hardworking undoubtedly reflects the material condi- 
tions of their lives.9 

Most of these interviews are utterly silent on issues of race, itself evidence of the 
way community has been conceived and talked about. Here Janowski is unusual, for 
he revealed an explicitly racial dimension to his understanding of "our people," 
whom he defined this way: 

After the [1919 steel] strike they wanted to lay [black strikebreakers] all off. At least 
they laid off ninety percent because the men was experienced in their jobs and the 
foremen could call the white man a goddamn hunky and tell him to get that god- 
damn thing moving! But they couldn't say that to a black man. He would pick up a 
bar and hit him over the head, you know? Our people took that all the time. 
They're the ones who built the steel mills. 

Casefor Writing Local History (Berkeley, 2002); David Glassberg, Sense of History: The Place of the Past in American 
Life (Amherst, 2001); and Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1995). 

9Adam Janowski interview by James Barrett, June 14, 1976, transcript, p. 12, Homestead Album Oral History 
Project (Archives of Industrial Society, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, Pa.). 
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Perhaps still bitter about black strikebreakers more than a half century later, 
undoubtedly mindful of the way "his people" indeed "took that all the time," perhaps 
reading the black militance of the 1970s back a half century, Janowski suggested how 
white workers' sense of themselves as "hardworking" is deeply racialized.'0 

Almost twenty years later, Theresa Pavlocak, an elderly resident of the anthracite 
coal region of eastern Pennsylvania, implied a similar connection between hard work 
and racial identity in an interview for the historian Thomas Dublin's study of dein- 
dustrialization in the region. She remembered the Great Depression this way: "If you 
didn't have job in the colliery, the men had no work. So they had WPA. They worked 
on the roads. You didn't get welfare. We never got the welfare. We did it the hard 
way." Further into the interview, she reflected on her generation's lifetime of labor: 
"People were proud; they didn't want no welfare. Not like now; people look for it. In 
those days, people were proud; they didn't want it." And toward the conclusion she 
commented on the success of her own and her friends' children and contrasted it 
with the situation of some newcomers, often a euphemistic way of referring to recent 
black and Latino migrants to the region: 

It seems like [our] children are all [moved] away from here and it's just a new gener- 
ation coming in here-different people. We have quite a bit of welfare. There's a lot 
of new people moving in on welfare-in order to help them, for them to pay the 
rent. They get their rent and a few dollars, whatever they get. If they're happy on 
welfare, I guess they stay there. Most of them don't want to, though. No. Like all 
my friends' children, they're all educated or they're away, they all have good jobs. 
My son, he has a good job."I 

Like Janowski, Pavlocak reveals an identity grounded in a generation of people 
who indeed worked hard and in a sense of difference from newcomers, who are 
sometimes not white and who presumably do not work as hard as they themselves 
did. For her, as Dublin has observed, the Works Progress Administration (wPA) 
projects of the 1930s, as well as the Social Security and black lung compensation 
benefits (for coal miners disabled by years of inhaling coal dust) that have more 
recently sustained many older people in the region, are not forms of "welfare"; nor is 
the difficulty of obtaining work in an era of deindustrialization understood as an 
explanation for newcomers' apparent lack of ambition.12 If we take Janowski's and 
Pavlocak's ways of viewing the past as fairly typical of their race, generation, and class, 
their interviews suggest how identity and memory are implicated in contemporary 
racial politics. Perhaps to overstate my point: Such insights, however modest, do not 
come from quickly scanning interview transcripts. Only slowly do underlying strands 
of a community's culture reveal themselves, as interview after interview sounds the 
same themes; only occasionally does an interview provide a flash of insight that 
enables us to read the culture outward and make connections with broader historical 
concerns. 

10 Ibid. 
" Thomas Dublin, When the Mines Closed: Stories of Struggles in Hard Times (Ithaca, 1998), 208, 214, 216-17. 
12 For Dublin's commentary on the Pavlocak interview, see ibid., 30-31. 
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Conducting One's Own Interviews 

Perhaps, however, a search has turned up no interviews on the community under 
study or extant interviews do not adequately address the questions driving the 
inquiry. Perhaps the notion of engaging with people who have lived the history one is 
researching is intriguing; perhaps the broad theoretical questions about historical 
memory, narrative construction, and popular notions of history that underlie oral 
historical inquiry seem relevant to one's work. Perhaps too getting students involved 
in an oral history project seems to be a creative way of linking scholarship to teach- 
ing. For any of those reasons, a historian may want to undertake a community oral 
history project. My comments here are necessarily briefer than those in previous sec- 
tions. There are numerous credible how-to guides to oral history, and anyone begin- 
ning an interviewing project should consult them.'3 Here, I wish to address two 
points: ways of structuring community interviews to avoid common problems and 
oral history as an occasion for public history. 

Having noted the problematics of community as an organizing principle for an 
oral history project and the limitations of many interviews that adopt it as a frame of 
reference, I offer the following suggestions for avoiding pitfalls. First, conceptualize a 
community history project around a historical problem or issue rather than a series of 
life-history interviews. A community is formed around the intersections of individual 
lives: What are the points of connection, tension, or alienation? What historical 
problem defines the community, and how can this problem be explored through 
questions to individual narrators? I find the latter question especially challenging, for 
how does one address an abstract concept or issue through the medium of lived expe- 
rience? Suppose, for example, the problem is suburbanization, the development of a 
distinctly suburban community on top of what had previously been farmland and 
woods. What questions can the interviewer ask that connect an individual's experi- 
ences to the broad theme of suburbanization in ways the narrator can understand 
and address meaningfully? How is an individual's experience part of something big- 
ger, and what sorts of questions make that connection, if not for the interviewee, 
then for the researcher? 

Second, define the universe of narrators broadly. Historians are generally sensitive 
to racial, ethnic, and gender diversity, and one would expect a group of interviewees 
to reflect this sensitivity. But who else may have a meaningful connection to the 
problem at hand? We tend to interview insiders and people with a long-term rela- 
tionship with a community. But what about outsiders and newcomers? What about 
people external to the community whose actions impinge on it? Ask: Whom am I 
missing? Using the example of suburbanization, it might be appropriate to interview 
different cohorts of residents, that is, people who moved in at different times; those 
who moved away from the area as well as those who lived there before it became a 

13 Two of the best guides are Donald A. Ritchie, Doing Oral History (New York, 1994); and Valerie Raleigh 
Yow, Recording Oral History: A Practical Guidefor Social Scientists (Thousand Oaks, 1994). See also Laurie Mercier 
and Madeline Buckindorf, Using Oral History in Community History Projects (Los Angeles, 1992); and Rose T. 
Diaz and Andrew B. Russell, "Oral Historians: Community Oral History and the Cooperative Ideal," in Public 
History: Essays from the Field, ed. James B. Gardner and Peter S. LaPaglia (Malabar, 1999), 203-16. 
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suburb; those whose decisions led to the development of the suburb, including local 
officials, developers, and bankers. Including a range of narrators simultaneously 
deepens the inquiry and extends it outward, helping us understand both the internal 
complexity of the community under study and its relationship to a broader historical 
process. 

Third, approach interviews in a spirit of critical inquiry. In part this means asking 
the hard questions that may cause discomfort, that address difficult or controversial 
topics, that may reveal ruptures in the community. More generally, it means defining 
an interview as a mutual exploration of the problem at hand, an opportunity for an 
informed interviewer to talk in depth with a knowledgeable participant about a sub- 
ject of mutual interest. In an investigation of suburbanization, it may mean asking 
questions about money, mortgages, and taxes; expectations and values; achievements 
and disappointments; racial segregation or exclusion; gender dynamics; social divi- 
sions within the community. The conversation may not be easy, but the result may 
well be to foster a more nuanced and humane understanding of the way individuals 
live in history-which is what oral history does best.'4 

Finally, an oral history-based community study can quite logically become an 
occasion for public history, understood broadly as doing serious history for and with 
nonspecialists outside an academic setting. Insofar as an oral history interview 
requires formal engagement with a person who typically lies outside the scholarly 
world about matters that are nonetheless historical, oral history is de facto a kind of 
public history. And insofar as an oral history research project involves more than one 
narrator, there are built-in opportunities to expand the conversation outward, into a 
public discussion about history. This can take the form of a modest public program 
or history workshop, in which several narrators talk with scholar-interviewers about 
broad interpretive questions, or more extensive projects such as museum exhibitions, 
radio and film documentaries, and community publications in which those interpre- 
tations are presented to others. Two strong caveats, however. First, oral history is 
long-haul work. Making contact with community representatives, gaining entree, 
cultivating trust, and then doing, analyzing, and presenting a body of interviews can- 
not be accomplished in one or even two semesters. It requires a commitment of years. 
Second, working with a community group to develop a public history project or pro- 
gram is complicated and at times contentious. Although oral history provides out- 
standing opportunities to democratize the practice of history-to "share authority," 
in Michael Frisch's resonant phrase-as interviewer and interviewee, scholar and 
community work together to understand the past, in practice the process requires 
negotiation, give-and-take, and considerable goodwill.'5 Scholars do not get to exer- 
cise critical judgment quite so forcefully or conform to current historiographic think- 
ing quite so deftly; laypeople do not get to romanticize the past quite so easily. 
Scholars can learn that local people often have thoughtful if haltingly articulated 

14 For a thoughtful essay on the difficulties of doing local history, see Kathleen Norris, Dakota: A Spiritual 
Geography (New York, 1993), 79-88. 

15 See Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany, 
1 990). 
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understandings of how change happens; laypeople can learn how what is local has 
links to national and international developments. While there are fine examples of 
the process working well, at times negotiated history can be unsatisfactory to all par- 
ties-too critical and de-localized for community members, too uncritical and nar- 
row for scholars. The tension points to a deeper issue: the essential disjunction 
between professional history and history as it is popularly understood. While it may 
at times be necessary to decline participation in a community project on principled 
grounds, it is precisely the opportunity such projects provide for opening up dialogue 
with the public about the nature of historical inquiry that, to my way of thinking, 
makes them eminently worth doing. 16 

16 On the development of community history in dialogue with communities, see Barbara Franco, "Doing His- 
tory in Public: Balancing Historical Fact with Public Meaning," Perspectives, 33 (May 1995), 5-8; and John Kuo 
Wei Tchen, "Creating a Dialogic Museum: The Chinatown History Museum Experiment," in Museums and Com- 
munities: The Politics ofPublic Culture, ed. Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer, and Steven D. Lavine (Washing- 
ton, 1992), 285-326. 


