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Foreword

Alessandro Portelli and Charles Hardy III
La Sapienza University, Roma / West Chester University,  
Dept. of History, USA

On November 8, 2007, scholars and oral history practitioners from more than fif-
teen countries gathered in Krakow for a conference on oral history, “Oral History: 
The Art of Dialogue,” the first such meeting ever held in Poland. The meeting took 
place in the heart of Krakow, in the rooms of a 14th century college, now a con-
ference center at Jagiellonian University, one of the oldest universities in Europe. 
What followed were two fascinating days of presentations and conversation that 
demonstrated the ongoing globalization of oral history and the breadth and qual-
ity of oral history practice in central and eastern Europe. 

The meeting included presentations and discussions on the theoretical and 
ethical challenges of oral history interviewing; of, for example, the need to inter-
view the perpetrators of atrocities, the collaborators and informers, as well as the 
victims, and the moral challenges of doing so. Conference presenters and attend-
ees grappled with the importance and challenges of interviewing women, and 
with broader questions about the impact of gender in oral history interviewing. 
There were presentations on the lost history of Russians lives during the epic siege 
of Leningrad; public commemorations of the lost Jewish communities of Lublin 
and Berlin; photographs as densely coded cultural artifacts and scenes perfor-
mance that take place in the memory long after a photo is taken and its subjects 
deceased; the use of non-directive questions to open up narrative space, and the 
meaning and use of false memories. The meeting included discussions of public 
memory and private biographies, borderline narratives, and how oral histories 
can “sensualize the past” by taking historians outside the text and into the lives 
of people. Presentations ranged from refugee communities in London to disco-
thèques in Finland, from the state of oral history practice in Russia to oral history-
based theatrical productions in the western United States. They documented and 
explored the succession of displacements – of Jews, Finns, Estonians, and other 
peoples – and the use of oral history to reclaim their identities. How extraordinary 
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it was to observe a Finn discussing, in English, with a Latvian and Pole the ethnic 
inclusivity of their oral history projects. 

Like the meeting in Krakow, the articles in this anthology provide a compel-
ling demonstration of the ongoing globalization of oral history, and of the qual-
ity, richness, and variety of work taking place in central and eastern Europe. For 
scholars like us, coming from the United States and from Western Europe, this 
was a deep and exciting learning experience, concerning both the social and his-
torical realities discussed, and the intellectual and methodological approaches our 
colleagues brought to them. While the dialogue and the presentations were firm-
ly rooted in the specific and complex experiences of Eastern Europe, there was 
nothing “local” or parochial about the conference. Indeed, the meeting showed 
how Polish and other Eastern- and Northern-European scholars have been aware 
of, but not subaltern to, the contemporary international trends in oral history, and 
have been able to adapt them to their own situation and needs. We were especially 
impressed, as no doubt the readers of this anthology will also be, with the quality 
of oral history contributions to public history projects, at a time when memory 
becomes itself a significant political arena. Once more, then, oral history proved 
to be a fruitful terrain for international dialogue, for new ideas – there were many 
students in attendance – and for independent critical thought even in difficult 
contexts and times.



From the editors

Marta Kurkowska-Budzan and Krzysztof Zamorski
Jagiellonian University, Institute of History, Poland

There is no history without oral history. It is, after all, the oldest form or even 
“pre-form” of history’s existence, and today with our contemporary possibili-
ties of recording and transmitting the spoken word, oral history takes on greater 
meaning. Yet it never really ever disappeared. 

In the shape of tales told, oral history was present not only in the courts of rul-
ers described by Homer where, as is commonly known, those gifted with a talent 
for relaying the past – known as Aoides – were welcome guests. In fact, oral history 
existed in the courts of kings of various epochs and various cultures where oral tra-
dition (among others) preserved knowledge of the past of a dynasty before it was 
set down in writing. Still longer it filled a part of the folk imagination regarding 
the world. Oral history took on the form of songs as well as the tradition verbally 
transmitted, dependent or independent of written history. The latter could become 
dominant in human culture only quite late – only after the onset of universal lit-
eracy which, for many European societies, did not arrive until the 19th century. 
Today where there are completely new possibilities of recounting human experi-
ence, the past takes on new meaning. How then is oral history resurrecting? What 
is it and what is it trying to be? No longer does it suffice to simply ask or ponder 
these questions, and hence this book which we invite readers to peruse.

Nonetheless, before we share the experiences of contemporary scholars of 
oral history, it would be worth pausing for a moment in the world of the mythical 
beginnings of history itself. Let us reach back to archetype. Greek tradition passes 
on to a us a certain metaphor regarding the functioning of history. In Homer’s 
Odyssey a symbolic figure in the tale is the blind Aoide, Demodocus from the 
court of King Alkonoos in whom Homer purportedly saw himself. The elderly 
man spoke of Troy so fantastically that Odysseus, who was a guest of the court, 
could not maintain his anonymity. As Demodocus sang his tale of the conquering 
of Troy, he called forth an image of the past with such conviction that Odysseus 
could not hide his feelings. The tears flowing down his cheeks led Alkonoos to 
understand that this guest was special and exceptional. 
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It is difficult not to be caught under the spell of this situational coincidence 
and see it as the mythical genesis of oral history. Unfortunately, this concurrence 
could only be superficial and illusory. Demodocus was not, indeed, an eyewitness 
to the events he portrayed. The actual witness was, in reality, Odysseus. Homer in 
his chronicle captured the archetype of a cognitive experiencing of history itself 
perceived as an a-posterior reflection. Hence we are dealing here with history re-
layed by someone who did not participate in the events but is capable of seeing it 
and passing it on. Human culture is able to preserve well the memory of its famous 
heroes. As if to tell us “look Odysseus, what you and your compatriots have done 
has not vanished. These deeds still live on and we are able to remember them.”

This is therefore not the classic, most often met cognitive schema of oral his-
tory. Here a blind old man transmits further a tale which he had once heard; 
he relayed what was known about the events in which not he, but another man, 
participated. Nevertheless, Demodocus was a link in an experience which – at 
the end of the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries – was labeled “tradition” in 
historical theory. To what did this correspond? Today we could say that, accord-
ing to modernist concepts of history, he was conveying the state of the “collective 
consciousness” while, according to post- and post-postmodernist concepts, he 
was imparting “memory” of events.

In oral history the leading role is played by a person who remains in a clearly 
evident and rather intimate relationship with the incidents depicted in the story. 
In this case, the standard function of the narrator is performed by a “witness” – 
regardless of whether or not we would use this tag and regardless of the content 
we would assign to this storytelling.

In comparing this situation to the mythical metaphor illustrated above, we 
should then pose at least two specific questions. First of all, we should ask what 
part Odysseus plays – from the perspective of oral history – as the character who 
directly experienced the Trojan War. Secondly, we should – from this same point 
of view – ask about the role played by Demodocus. Herein we will be defending a 
thesis that oral history aims to lend a voice not only to Demodocus, but to Odys-
seus himself, releasing the latter to do more than weep at the sound of words re-
calling his personal trauma. Odysseus would then regain the possibility of telling 
his own tale – describing what he saw, describing what he experienced. 

In this metaphorical example is expressed, among other things, the thera-
peutic function of oral history and more. Oral history stemmed from a feeling 
of coldness and emptiness: a lack of direct contact with the human experience 
of the past, precisely as it would exist in the consciousness of the participants of 
particular historical episodes. This void was created by the usurpation of history 
as an institutionalized academic discipline.
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In contrast to this perspective, we aspire to populate our historicity with direct 
human experiences made available to all. We dream of the tale of Troy in words 
flowing from the mouth of Odysseus, Paris, or Helen. Hence we consciously move 
towards this goal: so that the narratives of our contemporaries will be available for 
the future, we care for, organize, and catalog them. One day in the distant future, in 
which the mythical Odysseus is wandering and lost, rather than the song of Demo-
docus in the court of Alkinoos he will hear his saga sounded out in his own voice.

Of course, at first glance, this looks to be a perspective hostile towards the 
honorable Demodocus. Yet, despite all our comments seeming to the contrary, 
his work also has its place within our discipline. In oral history we do not, after 
all, deny Demodocus the right to recite his moving narrative. Still we, the public 
audience, see that his point of view is not unambiguous. 

Firstly, depending on our recognition of forms of the presence of history in 
the world, we perceive the storyteller as a mediator in the chain of history, or as 
a stimulator of historical consciousness, or as a reference point in the creation of 
collective memory. Secondly, the storyteller himself is testimony to a way of view-
ing specific events in future generations. The content of his tale, the way it is told, 
and the moment in which he tells it all constitute a source of knowledge about his 
own psyche and soul and that of his contemporaries. Here Demodocus becomes 
an oral historian of sorts – one who guarantees that memory of Troy will not van-
ish. And he does this in the best possible manner he can, applying all the talents 
with which he has been gifted by the Muses. 

In fact, in the practice of oral history the position of the researcher – by pre-
paring for and participating in the interview – is closer to that of Demodocus 
than Odysseus. After all, it is we who take on the responsibility of noting and 
recording the witness’ story and then recounting it. And if this is the case, then 
we are as interested in the subject and content of the tale as in the form it is nar-
rated. We, too, aim to achieve metaphorical perfection in relaying the voice and 
testimony of the observer. We set our sights (whether we want this or not) on the 
mythical situation in which Homer (if it is true that Demodocus was his counter-
part) stands face to face with an eyewitness to the events and wins acceptance for 
the way in which that experience is presented.

This, in turn, leads us into the ethical side of oral history. How far can we go 
in utilizing the information gathered in conversations with narrators cajoled into 
telling their tales? Are there any limits and boundaries? Can we challenge the 
raconteur’s statements? 

The ideal principles regarding the status of the oral historian requires still fur-
ther elucidation. In practice such a code of ethics is not and sometimes cannot be 
maintained. The more we want to treat the products of our interviews as research 
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material, the more we will inject phenomena unknown to our heroes – those 
closer to our time-space continuum and comprehensible only within it. The world 
of potential reflection by Odysseus is one of initial, first reflection upon an experi-
ence of the recent past; the world of reflection by Demodocus is more derivative 
and regenerated. Inasmuch as Odysseus cannot escape the psychological burden 
of the events, the oral historian is responsible for critical consideration of that 
experience as well as its description. Furthermore, Demodocus will often want to 
take advantage of a tale in order to present his own imagination of the past.

These two types of reflection comprise the backdrop for the dialogue which, 
according to Alessandro Portelli, fundamentally defines the ethical and aesthetic 
framework of this methodology. Oral history puts the narrator in first place but 
allows the listener to participate in a sort of conversation with the storyteller. Hu-
mility and formality are dictated when facing the witness, yet the oral historian 
is not prohibited from endowing the dialogue with sense and meaning in current 
cognitive categories. Essentially we are seeking out the sense of history as Rein-
hardt Koselleck saw it when he spoke of the dialectics of the perspective of human 
experience and the horizon of the awaited future. In history, and especially in oral 
history, we want to deepen our experiences and share them with the reader, doing 
so in order to broaden our view of what is to come.

This above-described dialogue has its place in our human historicity which 
shifts and changes; each contact with a new experience influences our understand-
ing of the past as a building block in human identity. Each oral history interview 
plays a role in an individually and socially specific way in which the past affects 
the partners in this conversation. There is no “present.” After all, in our human life 
there is no clear border segregating living tradition from the dead. There is only a 
sense of history in which the past is nearer or farther away. Only past and future 
experiences exist which shape our personalities more or less.

Oral history is likely the most democratic discipline; it is neither contained 
solely within history, nor certainly even limited to academic history. To engage in 
this field one can be a professional historian, sociologist, anthropologist, teach-
er, or anyone with any educational background such as a journalist, clergyman, 
salesperson, or even a real estate agent. Neither class, nor ethnicity, nor age, nor 
gender limits the oral historian: pupils, university students, laborers, seniors, and 
gays can and do conduct such interviews. The minimal financial resources neces-
sary to implement oral history are not great. And the wisdom which is the conse-
quence of this work is created just as democratically. Herein lie the crucial ethical 
principles which oral history has developed over the years of its existence – the 
speakers or groups of speakers are subjects. They are not “objects” of analysis, but 
rather partners and participants in a dialogue about the past.



 From the editors xv

All this means that oral history is gaining popularity in ever more countries 
and cultures; as a result it is becoming richer in shades and tones. In the Anglo-
Saxon world it has been functioning for a long time and has a seemingly stable 
and anchored position in academia and society. Nonetheless, such status does 
not, fortunately, preclude continuing methodological and philosophical dilem-
mas and debates. In Europe – especially in Eastern Europe – oral history is in a 
phase of euphoric development. This blossoming is evident not only in increasing 
research but also in self-conscious reflection based on the body of experience and 
literature accumulated by countries in which oral history was born, enriched now 
by local historical-cultural contexts and the legacy of related fields of scholarly 
endeavor such as folklore studies, anthropology, and history.

The chapters comprising this book represent both the Anglo-Saxon tradition 
and concepts stemming from the relative newcomers to oral history – continental 
European countries. The reader will have an opportunity to familiarize himself 
with articles by authors from Austria, Finland, Poland, and Sweden as well as 
America, England, Scotland, and Ireland. Nonetheless, a segregation of the “old” 
and “new” traditions has been neither a constructive goal, nor the aim of this 
collection. The idea behind this publication was born during a conference orga-
nized in November 2007 in Kraków, Poland; the organizers were the scholarly 
periodical Historyka: Studies in Methodology, the Institute of History of the Jagiel-
lonian University, and the “Artifacts” Association. Acting as symbolic patron for 
this international gathering was – and not without reason – thoughts drawn from 
Alessandro Portelli’s Oral History – The Art of Dialogue.

What exactly is dialogue in oral history? Who takes part in it? Who bears 
the responsibility for the dialogue? In what physical, temporal, and/or cultural 
space can this dialogue take place, in what space can it not? What does it bor-
row from art? What are its principles, traps, and challenges? Contemporary oral 
history poses these questions before itself, just as anthropologists, theologians, 
and above all philosophers have done since time began. The dialogue, according 
to the words of a Polish philosopher and theologian, Józef Tischner, constitutes 
a chance to experience the existence of another human being, showing him his 
humanity and also acceptance for the otherness of another person. The dialogue 
is the heart of the concept of the “meeting,” and poised at the opposite end of the 
axis from objectivization.

The texts found herein either undertake topics associated with the idea of 
oral history dialoguing, or they present concrete situations, research, persons, and 
their own stories built on the solid ground of discourse and within its context. The 
configuration of this book will perhaps recall that of the standard “Handbook of 
Oral History”: the issues developed here correspond to the subsequent stages of 
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research – preparing for and then conducting the interview itself, evaluation and 
analysis of the material, publication in the broad sense of the word, and, finally, 
the dilemmas or philosophical reflections with their accent on ethics. The reader 
will find immediate evaluation of the interviewer-narrator communication situa-
tion and the problems which appear before, during, and after this encounter.

Chapter 1 is entitled “Fieldwork challenges” because the texts it includes il-
lustrate the technical aspects of “field research” – issues of making contact with 
the narrators, evoking recollections, and opening raconteurs up to the researcher. 
Sofie Strandén, a doctoral candidate at Åbo Akademi University in Finland, con-
siders how the empathetic interview should be modeled so as to clarify the bor-
ders between empathy and sympathy. Leena Rossi from the University of Turku 
in Finland poses a very concrete and seemingly simply question: What is one to 
do if we hear our narrator admit to a crime for which he or she has not paid? Are 
we to break the rule of trust and inform the authorities? Kerstin Gunnemark of 
the Department of Ethnology at the University of Gothenburg shares her experi-
ences with “The Memory Closet” experience in which things – personal memen-
tos – act as an extraordinary catalyzer in intergenerational dialogue. Intriguingly 
enough, Liisa Avelin challenges the traditional understanding of the oral history 
interview when presenting her investigation conducted via an internet blog. Has 
dialogue made its way into this form of communication? Conor McGrath, an 
independent researcher from Scotland, describes the peculiarities of a historian’s 
work among lobbyists. 

Chapter 2 opens yet another set of doors in the subject matter: the gender issue 
in oral history. It opens with an article by Helga Amesberger, followed by analytical 
texts by Saara Tuomaala from Finland and Mary Patrice Erdmans from the USA. 
In the latter two cases we are provided with interesting material for comparison of 
the European and American methodological traditions in gender studies.

Chapter 3 continues the theme of narrative analysis. The pieces here present 
research conducted in various national and cultural milieus: James Clapperton 
among the eldest survivors of the siege of Leningrad (today’s Sankt Petersburg), 
Anna Muller following a line of investigation in Poland, and Sarah O’Brien among 
Irish immigrants in England. The variations of these texts are expressed, too, in 
their methodological perspectives. This, in turn, convinces us that oral history 
provides great chances for fruitful studies by scholars of various visions. These 
articles lead the reader to ponder yet another issue: the cultural context of the 
dialogue between a researcher and a narrator.

Dialogue is not just an encounter between two people. The best proof of this 
is the functioning of oral history in the public sphere as public history. Sharing the 
results with a broad audience and repaying a debt to our narrators and the entire 
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society through sociocultural work on their behalf is a practice sanctioned by the 
tradition and ethics of oral history. Adding to this is the digital revolution, rap-
idly introducing new chances as well as new challenges which we try to meet in 
various ways, in various countries and cultures. The internet space is very quickly 
being tamed by oral historians around the world, yet there is still a need for di-
rect, interpersonal engagement among people and for people. Chapter 4 – “Public 
Spaces Challenges – commences with an article by Charles Hardy III who accu-
rately defines the essence of oral history as public history: 

I am in the United States what is known as a ‘public historian.’ I have spent most 
of my career authoring histories for the listeners and viewers of public radio and 
television, for museum visitors, heritage tourists, K-12 teachers and students, and 
the general public. So one of my constant challenges has been to devise ways to 
bring the riches to be found in history, its lessons and morals, its conundrums 
and wonders – whatever select pieces of the great blooming mess that I am able 
to grab hold of – to folks who are free to walk past or turn the channel because 
something more interesting attracts, or promises to attract their attention.

By imparting his years of radio experience, Hardy encourages us to “think in 
sound” and to assume the challenge of contemporary technology, applying our 
imaginations and knowledge. Also included in this chapter is Marta Kubiszyn’s 
contribution, presenting ideas of social education through the oral history pro-
gram of the well-known and esteemed Brama Grodzka – Teatr NN (Grodzka 
Gate Center – NN Theatre) in Lublin, Poland. Next, Zibiah Alfred describes the 
functioning of a vast enterprise initiated by the Museum of London, the London 
Metropolitan University, and 15 refugee organizations: The Refugee Communi-
ties Oral History Project. These two texts, adjacent to one another, facilitate com-
parison of the state of public history in a Central European country vis-à-vis a 
Western one, and of the distinctiveness of each with regards to subject and form.

Dialogue occurs on a level of ethics (subject-subject); its guiding principle is 
the equality of the two sides – the fact that each is autonomous and has the right 
to its own view of the world. Therefore, the closing chapter touches upon philo-
sophical and ethical dilemmas of oral history in general historiography perspec-
tive. Brigitte Halbmayr discusses the problem of conversing with former concen-
tration camp prisoners while her friend, Karin Stögner of the Institute of Conflict 
Research in Vienna conducts a review of oral history in light of Walter Benjamin’s 
philosophy, returning to the eternal pairing of truth and memory.

The volume at hand permits a view of the latest fieldwork carried out in Eu-
rope and the USA, in countries “old” and “new” to oral history. Here the reader 
will be able to compare the two traditions and deliberate upon the issues before 



xviii   Marta Kurkowska-Budzan and Krzysztof Zamorski

which each of us – experienced or beginner, historian or anthropologist – stands 
face-to-face. This compilation of articles embodies the experiences of the authors, 
their efforts, successes, as well as failures in dialoging with narrators. Unveiled in 
these chapters is the extensive workshop of contemporary oral history stretching 
out towards its epistemological and methodological horizons.



section 1

Fieldwork challenges





Trust in the empathic interview

Sofie Strandén
Åbo Akademi University, Turku, Finland

In this article, I discuss the concept of trust in the interview situation. I argue 
that my role, as an interviewer, is important in order to create trust for the 
interviewee. Along with the interviewee’s expectations of what an interview is, 
I consider my own person, my professionalism, and my social background as 
the main factors when creating trust during my interviews. This article is based 
on the fieldwork for my folkloristic thesis to come regarding men’s and women’s 
narration about their experiences of war. 

Keywords: emotions, empathy, fieldwork, interviews, reflexivity, trust

When conducting interviews about difficult subjects, one has to take into consid-
eration that strong emotions will emerge sooner or later. It is difficult to anticipate 
whether your questions will trigger feelings of sorrow, unease, pain, shame, guilt, 
anger, relief, gratefulness, or something else. As an interviewer you also have to be 
prepared that you will react emotionally yourself during the interview. From my 
experience, interviews about war affect both the interviewer and the interviewee, 
and instead of regarding the emotions involved as an obstacle, I consider them an 
opportunity to delve deeper into the analysis of the interviews. The feeling of trust 
is thus important during an interview.

What I have chosen to call the empathic interview, is something that I see as a 
result of trying to understand the interviewees both emotionally and intellectual-
ly, both during the interview itself, and afterwards, during the analysis (Strandén 
2005; Strandén 2007). In this article, I will discuss interpersonal dynamics in the 
interview situation. Above all, I discuss concepts that I feel create a trustful atmo-
sphere during interviews. I use experiences from my own fieldwork in its specific 
context, and by my specific experiences I wish to show, on a more general level, 
how important and useful it is to distance yourself during and after fieldwork, and 
the need for thorough reflection. 
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The material for my forthcoming dissertation consists of twenty interviews 
with men and women who, in different ways, actively took part in the Winter War, 
the Continuation War, and the Lapland War from 1939–1945 in Finland.1

All of them were born and raised in the Swedish-speaking region Ostroboth-
nia, which is situated on the Finnish west coast. Eight of my female interviewees 
were members of the women’s voluntary organization Lotta Svärd.2

In this article, I will refer to them in the singular as a lotta and in the plural 
as lottas, according to the way they are referred to in Swedish. The remaining two 
women interviewed were trained nurses, and worked in hospitals at the immedi-
ate front. The first seven interviews were conducted in a project called “Ensign 
Stål in our memories”, where the main point was to let men talk about their rela-
tionship with the epic saga The Tales of Ensign Stål (1848 and 1860) by the Finnish 
national poet Johan Ludvig Runeberg, and a work of great importance for the 
Finnish nation state.3

Already during the first interview, and particularly during the second, I no-
ticed that the interviewee gradually moved on to talking about his own experi-
ences during the war, a tendency which grew stronger with the following inter-
viewees. Therefore I decided to expand the project into a dissertation on narrating 
memories of the war on the basis of The Tales of Ensign Stål and the interviewees’ 
own experiences. In addition to this amplification I also increased the number of 
interviews – three more interviews with men, and ten more with women (lottas 
and nurses).

In my opinion, you can concisely say that the folkloristic interview is charac-
terized by open questions, where the interviewee can talk freely, and – supported 
by further questions that follow up what the interviewee has said – helped to de-
velop his or her thoughts and reasoning. What is said during an interview is pre-
served as a recording and a transcript. However, an interview also consists – like 
all human encounters – of the emotions and thoughts of all participants (Banaka 
1981: 13). These interpersonal processes are impossible to record, and they are not 
evident in the transcript. Nevertheless, they are important to take into consider-
ation when studying the communication between the interviewer and the inter-
viewee. It has long been accepted that an interview is a two-way communication 

1. The interviews are filed at the Folklore archives at Åbo Akademi University.

2. The name of the organization Lotta Svärd originates from The Tales of Ensign Stål by Johan 
Ludvig Runeberg. Lotta Svärd is the only woman in the epic saga, who has a poem named after 
her. The names “Stål” and “Svärd” are Swedish and mean “steel” and “sword”.

3. The Tales of Ensign Stål is based on the people and events of the Swedish-Finnish war against 
Russia in 180???–1809, when Russia conquered Finland.
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in cultural sciences. Since the mid-1980s, discussions on reflexivity and represen-
tation have led to critical attention being directed to the encounter between the 
interviewer and the interviewee, as to what happens during the encounter and to 
how this is represented in the text (Fägerborg 1999: 56). The researcher’s aware-
ness of the significance of his or her presence, both when the material is created 
and when it is analyzed and interpreted, provides deeper insight into how knowl-
edge is created (See for example Ehn & Klein 1994). According to Billy Ehn, the 
relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee plays an important role 
as to what the story looks like, as well as for social and cultural norms, values, and 
ideas (Ehn 1992: 200–210).

According to Lena Marander-Eklund, trust in the interview situation can be 
increased if you explain to the interviewee who you are, the reason why you want 
to interview him or her, and the purposes of the interview. You can accomplish a 
trusting atmosphere by showing that you have plenty of time, and by asking open 
questions (Marander-Eklund 2004: 98). I personally contacted all the interview-
ees by phone or, as in the case of some of the lottas, directly after a public talk 
given by them about their lotta activities. At the same time, when the first contact 
was made, I presented myself and explained what I do and why I wanted to talk to 
them. At the interviewees’ homes, I told them again who I was, why I was there, 
and what I was doing.

It is not always easy for the people you study in your fieldwork to understand 
what you are actually doing. This is something that, for example, Susanne Wollinger 
also experienced when studying 20-year-old men in military service in Sweden. 
Despite having informed them both verbally and in writing as to why she was pres-
ent in the company, it took several weeks before all of them had truly understood 
the reason why she was there (Wollinger 2002: 5). When I arrived at one house, 
that of a lotta called Lisa, I realised that she thought I was a medical doctor. She 
did not really understand why I wanted to talk to her about the war. I told her that 
I was about to write some kind of book, and she was happy with that explanation. 
As I entered her house, I noticed that she was nervous, though she simultaneously 
seemed happy and full of expectations. The interview was conducted in the winter, 
and as I knew that she lived in an old house, I had brought my woollen socks in 
order not to get cold feet. I told her that I had done so, and smilingly showed her 
how well darned they were. To my surprise, this was when the tension disappeared 
and she told me that she hardly needed to be nervous because I had brought with 
me my socks, which were full of holes and which I had darned. I took it to be 
the darned socks that had increased the interviewee’s personal trust in me. This 
example shows that tiny details may make it possible to be successful in bringing 
about a trusting atmosphere between yourself and your interviewee.
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Gaining trust as an interviewer

In the Swedish dictionary the word tillit, trust, is defined as a “convincing of 
(someone’s) trustworthiness or good intentions in relation to the person in ques-
tion” (Svensk ordbok 1999). In addition to the possible incongruence in the inter-
viewee’s and the interviewer’s understanding of what an interview is, I feel that 
there are three main factors characterising the interviewer which have an impact 
on the feeling of trust experienced by the interviewee in the actual interview situ-
ation: (1) the interviewer as a person, (2) the professionalism of the interviewer, 
and (3) the social context of the interviewer. In the following parts of this chapter 
I will look at the expectations of an interview, followed by the three factors men-
tioned above.

Expectations of an interview

After a lotta lecture given by some of my future interviees, I presented myself to 
the six lottas present, and asked them whether I could interview them individu-
ally. Some of them were uncertain about what new knowledge they could pos-
sibly bring to my work. I believe that their insecurity concerning this was part of 
their idea of what an interview is, and their expectations of the knowledge gener-
ated in an interview. When I use the word “interview”, I mean a situation where 
you, according to Eva Fägerborg, can “reach people’s thoughts, their dreams, 
ideas, norms, fears and hopes” simply by letting the other person talk (Fägerborg 
1999: 61). It seemed to me as if they thought they were supposed to present me 
with correct facts. To the interviewees, the facts seemed to be the most important 
thing, while the narration of their experiences is much more important to me, as 
a folklorist. Something that most folklorists probably agree with Lena Marander-
Eklund about, but nevertheless is important to point out, is that it is not the facts 
that are important, but the narrating itself (Marander-Eklund 2004: 97). 

The expectations of what an interview is supposed to contain varies drasti-
cally from interviewee to interviewer. It became my task as an interviewer to draw 
the interviewees’ attention away from the facts, and make them tell me about what 
they had thought, done, and experienced, without paying attention to names, ex-
act times etc. Several of my interviewees wondered if they really could contribute 
anything of importance to my work, and if they would be able to remember all 
the dates and names correctly and so forth. This became especially evident in the 
parts of the interviews dealing with The Tales of Ensign Stål. Quite a few of the 
interviewees thought it would be better if I contacted an “expert” if I wanted to 
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know about Runeberg and his Tales. When I explained to them that I wanted to 
hear about how and where they had learnt the poems, what they thought of them 
etc, they were all willing to tell me. Many of them relaxed when they noticed that 
I was not about to discipline them for failing to know everything correctly, and 
several said to me with a smile as I was packing up my things and was about to 
leave: “I thought it was going to be much worse!”

The interviewer as a person

According to Charlotte Hagström, variables such as sex, age, geographical home 
district, ethnical background, profession, education, hobbies, or sexual preferences 
can be significant to what is experienced as possible to talk about in an interview, 
and also to how well the interviewer and the interviewee understand each other. 
Hagström also stresses the importance of being aware that you are so much more 
than just an interviewer (Hagström 2002: 50). According to Hagström, there are 
similarities and differences between you and the interviewee, which you can either 
emphasize or suppress according to what you want to talk about and study. Other 
qualities are constantly present and impossible to ignore (Hagström 2002: 44). Ac-
cording to Hagström, the use of similarities and differences is a part of her way of 
working when she does interviews, but it happens more or less unconsciously in 
the interview situation. She stresses that everything that the interviewer and the 
interviewee are, do, and stand for – either consciously or unconsciously – have an 
impact on the other part of the interview. All of this is significant to what questions 
are asked and what answers are given (Hagström 2002: 48).

Ethnicity, including language and varieties of language, sex, and age are the 
factors that I categorize as belonging to the interviewer as a person. The age dif-
ference between me and the interviewee was in some cases more than sixty years, 
and I am very much aware of the fact that this had an impact on what they told 
me. But I am not at all as sure that age had a very great importance for their feel-
ing of trust.

All of my interviewees were, like me, born and raised in the Swedish-speak-
ing region of Ostrobothnia on the Finnish west coast. Because of this we had a 
geographical background in common, even though we grew up at different times. 
Most of my interviewees had backgrounds as farmers, and even though my fam-
ily were not farmers, I grew up in a small village in the countryside. My language 
background is, as that of my interviewees, Swedish. I consider both the local rural 
dialect and the, so to speak, normal Swedish variety spoken among the Finland 
Swedes to be my own languages. The interviews were conducted in the variety 
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that I felt to be closest to the interviewee’s. I am convinced that my Ostrobothnian 
rural background had a positive impact on the possibility of gaining the inter-
viewees’ trust.

After I had completed the first seven interviews with the men, I started to 
expand my material to comprise interviews with the women. I had a feeling that 
it would be different to interview women even if I did not know exactly what the 
differences would be (See for example Wollinger 2002). As a child I was much 
more familiar with elderly women than elderly men. My maternal grandfather 
died when I was a child, and my other grandfather and I were never really close. 
On the other hand, I grew up with my maternal grandmother, because she lived 
in the same house as my parents and I. My other grandmother and I became close 
when I was in my teens. Later, she said on several occasions that I am her only 
close female relative, and that she feels that I am the only one she has really been 
able to talk to, even about things she considers hard, such as her first years as a 
married woman. According to Birgitta Meurling, gender reflexivity has not had 
a prominent position in research. She feels that we have to become much more 
aware of the significance of gender when we create our sources. According to her, 
the interviewer’s or researcher’s sex has been noted to matter during fieldwork, 
but no profound conclusions have been drawn (Meurling 2002: 29–30). I dare say 
that my relationship to my two grandmothers, both as a child, and as a teenager, 
and an adult in the case of my paternal grandmother, has been valuable in my 
fieldwork with the women of my study.

Meurling writes that some researchers prefer and recommend homo-gen-
dered and homo-social interview contexts, since they feel that these contexts 
favour the interaction and the production of knowledge (Meurling 2002: 31). 
According to her, they assume that women and men are different, that women 
understand other women better, and that women prefer to talk to women and 
men to other men. According to Meurling, there are examples when this has been 
the case, as well as it has been the other way round (Meurling 2002: 38).

At first, my interviewee Tilde had some doubts about letting me interview 
her. She had been misled in a previous interview for some other purpose, and she 
told me that she had promised herself never again to be interviewed about her 
time as a lotta. However, Tilde told me that she counted on me being different to 
the previous interviewer for two reasons. First, because I had been introduced to 
her by her good friend Ingegerd (another of my interviewees), and secondly be-
cause she thought that I would understand her better since I was a woman. Tilde 
seemed to be one of those who think that women understand other women better, 
and that a female interviewer is different in a positive way than a male interviewer. 
Tilde was very keen on making sure that I would not treat the things she told me 
in a bad way, as she had felt that the previous interviewer had done. I tried to 
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explain to her how I intended to use the material. I also made a copy of the tapes 
from the interview and gave them to her. However, I will probably never get rid 
of the thought that Tilde might also be offended and feel misunderstood by me, 
even though I try to analyze and interpret what she and the other interviewees 
have told me as honestly as I possibly can, and also to present them in such a way 
that the interviewees will be able to accept them as just and fair.

I feel that I, in relation to the women, gained a lot of trust because I am a wom-
an, something that was also commented on by some of the women themselves.

The professionalism of the interviewer

Going into the field with questions and a voice recorder requires preparation. 
You have to know how the device works and feel at ease using it. I decided to 
consider the voice recorder as a kind of notebook, which was also what I called it 
when I talked about it with my interviewees. The way you conduct the interview 
is obviously also a factor that creates trust. Among other qualities in the inter-
view, flexibility has an impact on how the interview transpires (see for example 
Marander-Eklund 2004). Qualities such as interest in and respect for people are, 
according to Bo Nilsson, necessary for the interviewer, as well as skills in show-
ing understanding and a certain amount of smoothness in reactions. A certain 
amount of patience makes it possible to sit calmly and listen to what is being said 
(Nilsson 2002: 16). 

Of course, preparations of other kinds are needed before you can enter 
the field. You study the theme you are going to ask about in order to ask well-
thought-out questions. According to some researchers, it is very important to 
have thorough background knowledge. Sarah Forssell and Anita Marcus have 
done so-called Shoah interviews, which mean interviews that follow a certain 
pattern and which are done with survivors from the concentration camps during 
the Holocaust. The world wide goal is to collect stories of 50,000 survivors. Fors-
sell and Marcus point out the importance of extremely thorough preparations, 
where the interviewers are expected to be familiar with the terminology used in 
the concentration camps and the war, they should know about the history, the 
politics, the society structure, and the language of the country from which the 
interviewee comes. According to Forssell and Marcus the interviews are supposed 
to be characterized by respect, trust, and knowledge (Forssell & Markus 2002: 68). 
In the beginning of my fieldwork I had in mind to ask questions primarily about 
The Tales of Ensign Stål. Consequently I had read a great deal about this subject. 
Already during the first interview I felt that I should have read much more about 
the 1939–1945 wars than about Runeberg and The Tales. According to Bo Nilsson, 



10 Sofie Strandén

ignorance and awkwardness can, however, be of assistance in an interview situa-
tion. The interviewee can instead show that he or she is an expert in a certain area 
that the researcher knows much less about. Nevertheless, the interviewer may 
never be so ignorant on a subject that he or she cannot ask essential questions 
and inspire confidence (Nilsson 2002: 16). I believe that the trust I might have 
lost due to my lack of knowledge about the war, I regained by honestly admitting 
the shortcoming, and showing that I did not know much about it. If you look at 
this from the perspective of power, my possible power position from being an 
academic and an interviewer might have been softened because of this, and thus 
brought me closer to my interviewees.

Furthermore, something that creates trust in an interview situation is self-po-
sitioning during the interview. It is important to show where you stand in relation 
to the theme. In interviews about difficult subjects such as war, where there have 
been strong opinions that, at times, have divided the nation, I found it neces-
sary to, as neutrally as possible, show my own views on the matter. Anything 
else would have probably been impossible. If I related that both my grandfathers 
had been in the war, or that they had had nightmares for as long as they lived, I 
would probably have received other kinds of answers than if I had not. On one 
hand, I could show my gratitude and admiration towards the veterans and lottas, 
while on the other I could feel sympathy for the young men that chose not to stay 
in Finland and fight, but went to Sweden in order to escape the war. If I had not 
shown my position, I would probably have been regarded with some scepticism, 
and it seems likely that I would not have been given the amount of trust that I 
actually received.

My role as an interviewer was also important when gaining the personal trust 
of the interviewee. I tried to make it clear for the interviewees that it is the same “I” 
who will conduct the interviews and who will continue to work with the material. I 
regard this academic “I” as a combination of my personal and private “I”, and of my 
education. I wanted to appear as ordinary, but at the same time the unique person 
that I am, who is interested in listening to what precisely they can tell, and, at the 
same time, as an academic who wants to carry out research on that interest.

To me it has been very important to try to reach an emic understanding of 
what I have been told. In the interview situation, I felt it was problematic to ask 
questions about something of which I did not have an emic perspective. On the 
other hand, the interviewees, in many cases, seemed eager to recount their experi-
ences to a – from their point of view – young person. To them, my lack of emic 
perspective did not seem to cause any problems. I also showed clearly that I really 
wanted to find things out, things of which I did not know that much, and that I 
did not just want to verify facts that were previously known to me. I asked several 
of my interviewees to think of me as an interested grandchild when they talked 
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to me. For her master’s thesis on roles, Anna Grönholm has interviewed elderly 
people. Grönholm talks about, among other subjects, lived roles, such as the one 
of the apprentice in the interview situation (Grönholm 2003: 30–31). I feel famil-
iar with this role and see that it could be very much a variety of the grandchild 
listening to grandma or grandpa. My request that the interviewees tell me things 
as if I was a close relative might also have contributed to the reduction of the dis-
tance between them and myself in the interview situation.

The social context of the interviewer

In the category of the social context of the interviewer, I include kinship between 
the interviewer and the interviewee, or knowledge of the interviewee’s relatives. 
The fact that the interviewer and the interviewee are acquainted, or in one way or 
another have mutual acquaintances, I also put here. The persons’ home district is 
also of significance in this case.

My interviewee Joel is a relative of my father and, consequently, also my rela-
tive. It was he himself who contacted my father and wanted to be interviewed by 
me. The fact that he let me know that he wanted to be interviewed, I took as a sign 
of trust on his behalf. Henrik’s wife was also a distant relative of mine, and dur-
ing the interview we discussed several times whose granddaughter I was. Margit, 
Åke, and Ingegerd knew my parents from their previous engagement in the local 
congregation. Brita had been asking friends about me, and she had found out who 
my parents and grandparents were. She told me that she was, so to speak, a bonus 
grandma to the children of a family who were acquainted with my parents. As a 
child, I had heard about her, but I had no recollection of having met her before. 
Despite this family research, I felt that Brita did not feel at ease with the interview 
situation. However, I am convinced that her research made her trust in me grow. 
I also regard her strivings as a sign of the importance of the person who conducts 
the interviews. The interviewee made, in this case, an effort to find out who I was 
before I arrived at her home and she was able to ask me more about myself and 
my relatives etc when I met her in person. To her it was important to be able to 
put me in a social context. 

I also felt it important to be able to bring greetings from someone who I had 
already interviewed and who had recommended the person I visited. When I 
called Lisa, I told her that it was Margit who had thought that she could be a 
“good” interviewee. Axel had said the same thing about Vilhelm, as well as Janne 
about Henrik and so forth. This means, at the same time, that several of the inter-
viewees knew each other and therefore might have had a certain idea of what they 
should talk about because the recommendation came from a specific person.
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During a walk in my home village, I met Alice before I had even planned my 
dissertation project. By chance I found out that Alice hade been a lotta, and that 
she gladly wanted to tell me about her activities, if it turned out to be relevant 
later. I knew Alice because we used to live in the same village where I grew up, and 
because she was the grandmother of one of my classmates. I had also interviewed 
her previously about her handicraft skills for my master’s thesis. Gunhild and I had 
known each other for one or two years because we had almost been neighbours 
and shared an interest in flowers and gardening. Axel and I had met earlier when 
I worked at a museum which was run by an association in which he was involved. 
Maria was shy in a way, and seemed afraid of putting herself forward. I did not 
know Maria, but it turned out that her son and I had attended the same handicraft 
course a few years earlier. I felt that this was important to her when it came to her 
trust in me.

Being part of the same community as the interviewees is, of course, not al-
ways a requirement for a successful interview. Sometimes it might be easier for 
someone to open up and recount his or her experiences to a total stranger, with 
whom he or she might not ever meet again. In those cases, a much larger empha-
sis is put on the professionalism of the interviewer. Nonetheless, in my work with 
the creation of the material, I made tremendous use of the fact that the interviews 
were conducted in a small community, of which I was considered a member by 
the interviewees. They placed and located me in their mental landscape, and thus 
I was attributed with certain qualities as a person who awoke trust within them.
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Oral historian – neither moralizer  
nor informer

Leena Rossi
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In this paper, I discuss oral historian’s roles in interviews in which crimes are 
revealed. First, I look at cases with the primary aim to collect information about 
statute-barred crimes. Second, I discuss cases in which the researcher does not 
study crimes, but the interviewee wants to disclose them. In the first case, the 
historian encourages the narrator to talk about crimes; in the second case she 
encourages her to keep silent. Oral historian should never accuse, reproach, or 
give therapy. She should not inform the authorities but encourage the narra-
tor to do it herself. Finally, I suggest that the oral historian should be bound to 
professional secrecy.

Keywords: interview – oral historian’s role, statute-barred crime, professional 
secrecy

Background and purpose

I originally got the idea for this paper several years ago when I examined the 
smuggling of spirits in the Finnish coastal township, Koivisto (since 1944 known 
as Russian Primorsk) during the prohibition in the 1920s and 1930s. I also guided 
students who interviewed local people concerning smuggling in the Southwest 
Finnish archipelago. In addition, I studied sailors’ lives and their involvement with 
smuggling and prostitutes in my hometown Turku. (Rossi 1999, 2003a, 2003b). 
While working on these projects I began to reflect on ethical problems, which 
arose during the interviews and in archives; and since then I have kept reflecting 
on them from time to time.1 

1. I want to thank Professor Bruce Johnson, the University of Turku, for his inspiring com-
ments on the topic as well as for editing my English. However, all the shortcomings remain 
mine.
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In this paper, I will discuss the role of oral historians in particular cases in 
which crimes are revealed. Among others, David Henige (1982: 114–115), Steinar 
Kvale (1996: 115), Herbert J. Rubin and Irene S. Rubin (2005: 99), as well as Linda 
Shopes (2006), have briefly raised this issue in connection with the confidentiality 
of interviews and the code of ethics. Mark Israel and Iain Hay have also dealt with 
the problem in a few pages of their book about research ethics in social sciences 
(Israel & Hay 2006: 83, 86, 88, 92–94). In addition, John A. Neuenschwander has 
written the book Oral History and the Law in which he discusses criminal cases 
(Neuenschwander 2002: 55–57). Yet, a more extensive discussion about the topic 
is welcome, to which here I will only make a small contribution. 

First, I will look at cases in which the oral historian’s primary purpose is to 
examine old criminal acts, which have already been protected or barred by the 
statute of limitations; in other words, cases in which the ‘criminals’ can no longer 
be punished. Second, I will talk about cases in which the scholar does not study 
crimes at all, but in which the narrator, either accidentally or intentionally, reveals 
certain illegal acts. What is the oral historian’s role in these cases? What are her 
rights and duties? To whom is she ultimately responsible – to the narrator, the law 
enforcement officers, or to herself? What can or should she do? Who should she 
protect: herself, the narrator, or society?2

In her work, the oral historian meets with the same ethical problems as any 
other historian. Yet this is what makes oral history special: interviews in which the 
scholar, together with the interviewee, creates the most essential research material. 
It is the reciprocity of this face-to-face situation with the subjects that makes oral 
history emotionally, psychologically, and socially more challenging and demand-
ing than ordinary archival research. No matter how hard their lives have been, 
people from the past in written documents are easier to deal with than living nar-
rators. In an interview it is not enough for the researcher to simply listen attentively 
to the interviewee’s account, but she must simultaneously encounter and manage 
not only her own emotions but also those of the narrator (Hochchild 1983).

Certain professionals – for instance, attorneys, clergy, psychiatrists, psycholo-
gists, and social workers – are frequently exposed to criminal and other more or 
less disturbing revelations by their clients. That is part and parcel of their daily 
work and they have special training for these encounters: encouraging the clients 
to disclose their secrets, hearing unpleasant news, or in dealing with their emo-
tions. Very few oral historians have any professional training in human relations 
that would help them in interactive situations like interviews. Thus, they must 
work with the layman psychological and social skills and emotional intelligence 

2. Being a woman, I use the feminine pronoun “she” for both the researcher and the criminal.
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that they happen to have. While some have naturally better abilities than others, 
they can be trained (Goleman 1998: 7).

It is not only crimes that cause ethical dilemmas in oral history but educa-
tional principles, child-rearing practices, and sexual matters as well as religion, 
politics, and practices of social policy that can cause similar problems; but these 
do not concern us here. Besides, I will only deal with ‘milder’ crimes and leave 
untouched the most serious ones, for instance, genocides and war crimes, which 
must be and have been discussed elsewhere (see, e.g. Evans 2002; Rousso 2002). 
Still, any crime, old or fresh, minor or major, might make the researcher feel anx-
ious, angry, embarrassed, frightened, or perplexed.

Crimes wanted

In terms of breaking the law, smuggling of various products might not be a legally 
demanding or difficult subject, particularly if the crime is already barred by the 
statute of limitations. However, it could interest social and cultural historians as 
a way of life or as a means of livelihood. Smuggling or any other comparable of-
fence of the law, offers the oral historian real challenges, even in cases which have 
occurred a long time ago. Here, the researcher’s major problem is how to make the 
prospective narrator accept the invitation to participate in the project and start 
recollecting her experiences and memories.

Indeed, all the interviewees are not necessarily willing to inform the researcher 
about past illegal acts that she or other members of the local community have com-
mitted. By refusing to co-operate they may be trying to protect their own identities 
and public images or those of their relatives, neighbours, and acquaintances. For 
these people, secrecy seems to be more a question of personal or public morals 
than a matter of legality. They often seem to be afraid of losing face, fouling their 
own nest, or the possible disapproval of other members of the community. In some 
cases, they might even be afraid of the researcher’s disapproving reactions.

When studying the everyday life of the inhabitants of Koivisto, I wanted to 
know about the smuggling of spirits in the 1920s and 1930s, which was quite 
common on the coast. That is when I first noticed that people were somewhat 
reluctant to talk about the traffic. But when they realized that I would not con-
demn them or anyone else who was involved, they began to talk, interestingly, not 
about their relatives but about ‘some villagers’ or ‘men in another village’. In the 
beginning, some people seemed to be slightly ashamed or embarrassed, though 
they had had nothing to do with the illegal actions, as they had been children at 
the time of prohibition. Realizing that I appreciated their experiences and even 
folk stories, they obviously felt relieved and began to narrate. The interviewees 
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gave very lively descriptions about children’s plays, which imitated the activities 
of adults, that is, those of the smugglers and law enforcement officers. A woman 
revealed, indirectly, that her family was involved, too: while thirsty, she drank 
water from a pitcher on the table, and when it tasted bad she realized that it was 
filled with diluted spirits (Rossi 2003a: 353–358).

In three communities in Southwest Finland, which had been very active cen-
tres of spirit smuggling during the prohibition, local people were very interested 
in the research project. They proudly brought various objects and photographs 
to exhibit, but most were reluctant to discuss the topic, despite the fact that the 
illegal activities had taken place more than sixty years ago. For several reasons, 
people wanted to keep silent. One reason might have been that the spirit traffic 
had not ended with the abolition of the prohibition law but had continued until 
the recent past. Another reason could be that several houses in the village had 
been built with smuggled money and every villager knew which houses these 
were. In addition, many inhabitants had profited in other ways. There were also 
those whose relatives had suffered badly for participating in the illegalities; for 
instance, they had been killed or confined to prison and lost their civil rights for 
a certain period.

An illustrative example of the reluctant villagers was an old sea captain who 
I wanted to interview because several neighbours had told me that he “knows a 
lot”. When I asked him if he would like to be interviewed, he emphatically stated 
that he knows much more than others about smuggling, but nobody else would 
ever learn what he knows and he will ultimately take the information with him 
to his grave. While saying this to me he looked happy and proud of keeping his 
secrets. The skipper seemed to enjoy the power that he knew he had over me as a 
researcher and other contemporaries, as well as over the future generations (Rossi 
2007; Rossi 2008). In addition, he obviously had a definite idea about what the 
right kind of history is and what is worth recollecting. He must have considered 
the smuggling of spirits to not be suitable material for public history. Of course, 
he might have wanted to protect certain people’s reputations, including his own. 
He was so determined that it was impossible for me to convince him that his in-
formation would be worth recording and saving for future generations. 

On the other hand, many of the retired sailors I interviewed in Turku quite 
willingly described how they or their colleagues had succeeded in smuggling 
brandy, chocolate, coffee, or nylon stockings after the Second World War, when all 
those luxuries were badly wanted at home. They did not seem to have any moral 
scruples about their deeds. Some also spoke openly (although not in first person) 
about the harbour prostitutes and their visits on board as well as the attitudes of 
captains and sailors towards the women. They did not find these matters disgrace-
ful or embarrassing, but more or less amusing (Rossi 1999: 305–312). 
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When attempting to interview people of certain illegal activities for cultural 
history, the researcher might need all her skills to establish rapport with the inter-
viewees-to-be and to convince the reluctant ones of the significance of the infor-
mation they have in their memories and of the importance of their participation 
in the research project. She also has to convince them of the confidentiality of the 
interviews and guarantee their anonymity. The narrators must always feel safe and 
unthreatened both during the interviews and afterwards, no matter what they tell 
the interviewer (Kvale 1996: 114–115; Rubin & Rubin 2005: 98–99; Israel & Hay 
2006: 77–94). 

Confidentiality in oral history means that the researcher does not pass any in-
timate or even neutral information about the narrator or about her recollections 
to anybody that she wants to keep secret – neither during the research process 
nor in the finished publications. She is also supposed to protect the anonymity of 
the narrator with a pseudonym or code if she wants to keep herself unidentified 
(Caunce 1994: 197–198; Rubin & Rubin 2005: 98). Of course, the identities of all 
parties to the crime discussed in the interviews should also be concealed. Con-
fidentiality covers even the information that is irrelevant to the research topic or 
does not belong to the primary interests of the researcher.

In order to save valuable information for the future, the interviewer can sug-
gest a compromise for the interviewee so that contemporary researchers would 
not have access to her recorded recollections but future scholars would. She might 
agree with the researcher to seal all the interview material or certain parts of it for 
a certain time, for instance, for the narrator’s lifetime or until all the people have 
died who have been mentioned in the interview or who are otherwise concerned 
(Shopes 2006: 146).

Thus far, I have spoken about old, statute-barred crimes that the researcher 
expressly wants to study and hear about, and for which the culprits can no longer 
be punished. Now, I will turn to cases in which interviewees reveal illegal acts, 
though the researcher does not particularly look for them and does not absolutely 
want to hear about them.

Crimes not wanted

Regardless of her research topic, a historian might discover illegal acts while she 
is studying written documents in archives. She could learn of crimes that are not 
yet or never will fall under the statute of limitations: for instance, murder will 
never become statute barred. Although she does not have to face the lawbreaker 
face-to-face, it might not be easy for the researcher to decide what to do in such 
a situation – especially if she knows that the criminal is still alive. Should she 
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simply forget what she has discovered in the documents or should she inform the 
law enforcement authorities? Does she have some moral obligations? For what 
or to whom is she responsible? For the order and justice in the society? To the 
victim(s)? Is she responsible for the integrity of the subject in the documents, or 
for her own sense of justice or peace of mind?

There are no simple or categorical answers to these questions. Usually the 
researcher has to decide alone if she will keep the crime a secret or if she will take 
certain judicial measures. In any case, the very same acts that create ethical prob-
lems could also generate powerful and even contradictory feelings in the mind of 
the researcher reading the documents (Bosworth 20020).

Oral historians can also encounter similar problems during interviews and 
will have to answer the same questions. Face-to-face interaction with another liv-
ing person makes the situation emotionally, psychologically, and socially compli-
cated. An interview in which the conversational partners produce research mate-
rial together should always be an enterprise of mutual respect and confidentiality. 
As oral historians know, narrators tend to speak more during the interview when 
they are asked or encouraged to do so. Now that somebody is attentively and em-
pathetically listening to them they could feel tempted to talk about their long bur-
ied secrets, which might burden their hearts. They simply cannot hold it back any 
longer, so they let the cat out of the bag, so to speak (Neuenschwander 2002: 55). 

Is it still possible for the interviewer to keep up the respectful and confiden-
tial atmosphere if the impertinent information given by the interviewee concerns 
recent illegal activities? In this situation, the delicate balance of power could also 
be endangered and tipped even more to the side of the interviewer, who already 
has the upper hand since she is ultimately responsible for the conduct of the re-
search. Nevertheless, a successful interview is not and should never be the scene 
of a power struggle between the researcher and narrator. The primary rule for 
the oral historian is: Do no harm to your conversation partner! (Rossi 2007: 92; 
Rossi 2008)

In oral history interviews the researcher hears many interesting things. Some-
times it can be difficult for her to keep silent about ‘harmless’ matters, for in-
stance, love affairs of a well-known or even anonymous interviewee, which would 
be ‘juicy’ gossip. It could be even more difficult if the interviewee happens to dis-
close more morally questionable or downright unlawful activities she or someone 
else has been caught up in, for instance, drunken driving, drug trafficking, sexual 
abuse, shoplifting, or tax fraud, which could be taken to court if the authorities 
were informed.

I argue that from an ethical point of view, an oral historian is first and fore-
most a historian in the interview situation. She is definitely not a therapist or 
social worker and she should not try to be one by listening to criminal confessions 
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and by trying to interpret the narrator’s behaviour. Thus the questions are: What 
does it mean to be a historian in such a situation? What is her role? Does she have 
certain duties? What can or should she do?

Researchers’ choices

Anticipating ethically awkward situations that may occur during an interview, an 
oral historian might take certain measures in order to fulfil her primary obliga-
tion to be a historian. She could aim to completely avoid such problematic situa-
tions and consequential moral conflicts; or she could at least try to minimize the 
negative effects of the release of unwanted information. She can do that by acting 
either in advance, before any revelations have been made, or during the inter-
view proper. If she suspects that the interviewee wants to unburden her heart too 
much, the interviewer might ask the interviewee not to give information that, if 
revealed, would put the narrator or other persons at risk of legal sanctions, public 
embarrassment, or other adverse consequences (Shopes 2006: 146; Israel & Hay 
2006: 83). So far, this kind of warning is not standard procedure, but it could be 
made such in all oral history interviews.3

The interview situation is, however, psychologically and emotionally very del-
icate. The researcher can very seldom judge before the narrator begins her account 
if she has something unlawful on her conscience. Besides, the narrator might feel 
offended if she believes that the researcher even imagines that she could or might 
have done something illegal, and refuse to relate anything at all. But if the prohibi-
tive suggestion against revelation of illegalities were a standard paragraph in the 
instructions at the beginning of every interview, there should be no reason for the 
interviewees to feel offended.

Even if she has not taken any precautions before the interview, the oral his-
torian can take certain measures at the moment the narrator begins to uncover 
illegal undertakings that the historian is not looking for. Sometimes the narra-
tor only mentions certain behaviour in passing, for instance, drunken driving. 
In such a scenario, it might be wisest to ignore the revelation and just continue 
with other questions. But if the interviewee intentionally begins speaking about 
illegalities, the researcher has two alternatives: either she finishes up the interview 
immediately or continues it on the condition that the interviewee refrains from 
telling about any illegalities. If the researcher finds the whole situation too ethi-
cally demanding, the ultimate alternative is to stop the interview, which may 

3. Zibiah Alfred brought this possibility to my attention in the Krakow congress.
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 sometimes be the best solution. Yet, if she chooses this course, she must clearly 
explain to the narrator why she has decided to drop the project. In addition, she 
might also recommend that the narrator seek a therapist, who could certainly 
help her work with the past, or that she should turn to the police if she absolutely 
wants to be punished for her crime.

If an oral historian expects to get essential information for her research topic 
from the interviewee and therefore absolutely wants to continue with the inter-
view, but she does not want to learn more about any unlawful acts, she should ask 
the narrator to refrain from further disclosures. Then it is up to the interviewee to 
decide what to do: to continue on the researcher’s conditions or miss the oppor-
tunity to participate in the project and contribute to research by recollecting her 
experiences. Of course, if the narrator decides to quit, the researcher might lose 
very valuable information. However, losing an interviewee and her account usually 
causes smaller damage for the researcher than losing her own peace of mind.

In his book about oral history and law, Neuenschwander writes that there 
is certainly no privileged relationship like that of doctor-patient or lawyer-cli-
ent that would prevent the interviewer from informing law enforcement officials 
of serious crimes that a narrator has admitted. However, I argue that in any in-
terview situation in which the researcher has learned about crimes, albeit not 
yet protected by the statute of limitations, it is not the researcher’s duty to let 
the police, or any other authority, know about the narrator’s revelations. And she 
has to make it absolutely clear that she will not report her. Moreover, as Neuen-
schwander says, there is no legally enforceable duty for an oral historian or any 
other citizen to report a past crime unless a special statute imposes such a require-
ment (Neuenschwander 2002: 56).

The researcher’s promise of confidentiality for the interview requires that she 
assure the interviewee that nothing about the conversation will leak out, and then 
keep her promise. In my mind, the researcher must not report crimes, even if the 
narrator asks her to do so. It is the interviewee’s duty to confess her illegal acts 
herself. A historian is not a law enforcement authority whose duty it is to protect 
the law and order in society. If the researcher regards her primary obligation to 
get criminals arrested and punished, I suggest that she changes her profession. 
Neuenschwander also urges caution in reporting a crime that the interviewee has 
knowledge of or actually has admitted to. In addition to statutes of limitation, the 
interviewer should carefully consider other important legal issues, for instance, 
potential defamation or claims of defamation, and legal sanctions for breach of 
confidentiality (Neuenschwander 2002: 57).
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No moral lectures

Regardless of what the narrator says, in my opinion it is imperative that during 
the whole research process the oral historian refrains from any kind of reproach 
and reprobation. Moral condemnation and lecturing is not a part of her role. 
Naturally, as a private person she might have many opinions or attitudes, but as a 
professional historian she should be committed to good manners and empathy in 
and out of the interview situation. 

However, the researcher has the right and – I would say – duty to question 
the justification of the interviewee’s illegal deeds and to express her own attitude 
or those of other laypeople and authorities in a ‘civilized’ manner and in general 
terms. She would hardly offend or hurt the narrator with the following statements: 
“I understand your behaviour in that particular situation very well but I cannot 
accept it, and I am afraid, neither would the authorities or other citizens”, “Have 
you thought that people might morally condemn your behaviour or consider it 
unlawful?” or “You probably know that the police would immediately arrest you 
if they learned about the activities you spoke about”.

Moral reproach in an oral history interview situation would certainly destroy 
whatever remains of the rapport between the historian and the narrator, if there 
ever were any. Probably the researcher would also destroy all her and her col-
leagues’ chances in the future to enter the field to interview the same person or 
other members of her community. 

Hearing about past criminal acts not only causes moral dilemmas but also in-
stigates various and often very strong emotions in the researcher’s mind towards 
the narrator, victim(s), or authorities; for instance, anger, anxiety, disgust, fear, 
hatred, malicious pleasure, pity, rage, sadness, or shame. (Wincup 2001: 24–27; 
see also Rossi & Aarnio 2008) Such feelings could be seen as normal, adequate, 
and appropriate provided they are expressed in an acceptable way. However, as 
Rubin and Rubin say: “If you find yourself sympathizing with interviewees who 
are killers, racists or religiously intolerant, or who are abusing public trust, you 
might begin to question yourself ” (Rubin & Rubin 2005: 33).

In an oral history interview, it is not enough that the researcher encounters 
and manages her own feelings, but she also has to encounter and control those of 
the narrator, who might experience and express very strong emotions while rec-
ollecting past events. In socially interactive situations both parties tend to follow 
the rules for managing and expressing emotions they have learned earlier in their 
lives. In scholarly communities one of the elementary ‘feeling rules’ (Hochschild 
1983) is that nobody should direct any physical aggression towards others. Even 
shouting and loud speaking are considered neither appropriate nor desirable. The 
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same rules are also valid in the research interview. Most historians are probably 
rather good in controlling their emotions, since the academic community favours 
restrained behaviour and veiling one’s feelings, but they are often helpless in en-
countering interviewee’s emotions. Here it might be natural to follow Juliene G. 
Lipson’s advice: “trust in your own gut feelings about what is right in the immedi-
ate situation” (Lipson 1994).

In the last section I will only briefly stress the main points of the oral histori-
an’s roles and suggest that they should be bound to professional secrecy in their 
work, as professionals are in many other fields. I will also connect these issues 
with the current discussion in oral history.

Professional secrecy

If an oral historian wants to study old or statute-barred crimes that are interesting 
in social, societal, or cultural respects, her major problem is more often than not 
in convincing the interviewees-to-be of the importance of their recollections and 
in persuading them to participate in the research project. On the other hand, the 
interviewer’s role is to keep the narrator silent if she begins disclosing unlawful 
deeds that she or someone else has committed in the past, regardless of the re-
search topic and the historian’s interests. This she can do either in the beginning 
or during the interview. 

An oral historian should always remember that she is primarily a historian: 
she is not supposed to be a moralizer, informer, or therapist, even if an interview 
can have a therapeutic impact on the conversational partner. She should never 
accuse, lecture, or reproach. If she feels that encountering recollections of crimi-
nalities disturbs her too much, she might perhaps choose another less upsetting 
research project or field of history. 

“What duty if any is there to report past criminal behaviour that the narrator 
either has knowledge of or actually admits to during the course of an interview?” 
asks Neuenschwander, adding that the question has surfaced repeatedly among 
oral historians at gatherings and on electronic discussion lists (Neuenschwander 
2002: 55). It is difficult or impossible to find a conclusive answer to the question 
since different countries and states have different legislation and historians, and, 
thus far, lack a common code of ethics. Thus I suggest that oral historians apply 
and adapt the code of ethics in the neighbouring disciplines of anthropology  
or sociology.

According to the American Anthropological Association’s Code of Ethics 
(Approved 1998), researchers have primary ethical obligations to the people, spe-
cies, and materials they study and to the people with whom they work. In cases 
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of conflicts of interest, these individuals must come first. The researchers must 
do everything in their power to ensure that their research does not harm the 
safety, dignity, and privacy of the people with whom they work, conduct research, 
or perform other professional activities (Shopes 2006: 146). The anthropologists 
make it clear that their primary responsibility is to the narrators, who are usually 
their subjects, too.

Since I firmly agree with the anthropologists, I suggest that we oral historians 
commit ourselves to professional secrecy, like professionals in the fields of law, 
therapy, and social work, although we are not required to give any vow or promise 
of silence. If we cannot, in general, keep secrets we should perhaps pursue another 
profession. Having promised confidentiality to the interviewees we should not 
break it and inform the law enforcement authorities of illegalities learned dur-
ing interviews. We should only encourage the narrator to do it herself. In health 
sciences, Lipson also recommends the promise of secrecy to researchers dealing 
with persons with criminal background or who are otherwise stigmatized (Lipson 
1994:  348). 

It is true that “professional ethics may conflict with the researcher’s perceived 
civic duty or moral sensibility” as Shopes says. In other words, as a private per-
son the professional might want to report a client or an interviewee, but her pro-
fessional secrecy binds her to silence. She continues: “researchers must live with 
themselves and thus decide for themselves how to handle such conflicts” (Shopes 
2006: 146). Here, I definitely agree with Shopes. 

I make my suggestion despite Rubin and Rubin emphasizing that if they keep 
silent, oral historians, at least in the U.S., are not immune to court sentences, as 
certain other professionals are. They also say:

Because of this threat that hangs over research, researchers need to be very clear 
about what they will do if they somehow become embroiled in such legal pro-
ceedings. If you cannot imagine yourself going to jail for contempt of court for 
refusing to turn over interview notes, then you should not promise confidential-
ity to an interviewee who might be engaged in some unlawful activity.   
 (Rubin & Rubin 2005: 99)

Interestingly, there are a few cases in which researchers have gone to jail rather 
than reveal information disclosed by their subjects (Kvale 1996: 115; Israel & Hay 
2006: 88). Indeed, I would call this civil courage.

As long as the information given by the narrator is kept secret and in a safe 
place, confidentiality does not cause problems. But if, for one reason or another, 
unconcerned people come across information rendering someone guilty of cer-
tain crimes, they can take legal action against her. We should try to prevent this 
by protecting our oral history material as well as possible. 
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Memorable belongings

Kerstin Gunnemark
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The aim of this article is to present a methodology which highlights the neces-
sity of integration between oral history and artefact collection. Memory Closets 
are evaluated to give opportunities for dialogues in geriatric care and schools. 
In the creation process of the closets employees and volunteers were invited to 
workshops with emphasis on autobiographies, elderly people were interviewed, 
and pupils wrote essays. Even if many people are not used to talking about 
materiality, everyone finds it enjoyable when they understand how selected 
things can awaken memories of their own, their cultural heritage. The dialogues 
around the Memory Closets, when the past can be used in the present, support 
their quality of life for the elderly as well as younger persons.

Keywords: Memory Closets project, dialogues, workshops, cultural heritage, 
quality of life

People are usually able to draw attention to objects and places that they associate 
with special occasions, events and feelings they can easily remember. When the 
intention is to search for further memories more things begin to stand out. Dif-
ferent kinds of belongings connected with everyday life are generally good tools 
when the issue is to try to remember earlier decades and describe experiences 
in an autobiographical manner. Many listeners and readers find individual nar-
ratives very interesting. Their ability to imagine previous times increases when 
the narrator makes references to subjective opinions within the narration of the 
past. It is also advantageous when artefacts in museum collections are associated 
with narratives of this kind. Lack of contextual references with regard to personal 
preferences is often problematic (Silvén & Björklund 2006). The methodological 
approach should be further evaluated for this purpose. The aim of this paper is 
to present the possibilities for maintaining a methodology which highlights the 
necessity of integration between oral history and artefact collection. The method 
of narration and collection is also favoured within geriatric care and schools.
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Memory Closets

In homes for the elderly, the residents in their eighties and nineties do not usu-
ally converse with each other about all kinds of memories. The expectations of 
appropriate subjects can be rather limited. Of course there are some canons on 
what older men and women are interested in. For instance everybody has espe-
cially good memories from their childhood and youth, and love to retell episodes 
from those days. Men speak about their jobs and sports interests, while women 
tell about their family and home. These are common assumptions amongst the 
elderly as well as the staff at many homes. The employees sometimes find it dif-
ficult to communicate with the elder people and stimulate them to talk more with 
each other. There is also an issue of time. Practical duties generally get priority at 
homes for the elderly in Sweden. Time for conversations is not usually prioritised 
in the weekly routines or evident in the employers’ time schedules. Dialogues 
sometimes take place without any preparation, trusting to spontaneity. Often this 
has a satisfactory outcome. However, most elderly people want more opportuni-
ties for dialogues and the staff are often frustrated that they do not have enough 
time (Anebäcken 2002). 

My project is regarded as a national initiative by the Swedish Government to 
stimulate enterprising innovations within the sector of geriatric care. As an eth-
nologist I have cooperated with the head of a library and a culture and leisure co-
ordinator in an old district of Gothenburg. We have evaluated a series of Memory 
Closets, and I have written a book about the methodology to create and use them, 
entitled ‘Gallery of Memories’ (Minnenas Galleri, Gunnemark 2004). The aim is 
to give opportunities for dialogues within and across generations, and to arrange 
meetings around Memory Closets with employees or volunteers of different ages. 
With cooperation from geriatric care and schools, it is also possible to invite el-
derly people and children into dialogues.

Creation and narration

In the series ‘Gallery of Memories’, five Memory Closets were created on differ-
ent themes. Common to all items in the closets is their relation to narratives. The 
purpose in interviewing elderly people, staff, and residents of different ages about 
memorable belongings was also to inform them about the project and stimulate 
an interest in using the Memory Closets when they were completed. Two themes, 
‘Birthdays’ and ‘Holidays’, had a time spectrum from the beginning of the last 
century to the present. The contributions to these themes from children and teen-
age pupils were drawings and school essays. The other themes were limited to 
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particular decades, for example, old districts of ‘Gothenburg’ with special atten-
tion to the time before the extensive demolition and modernisation of old blocks 
in the 1960s and 1970s. 

In the workshops the participants got the opportunity to decide on a theme 
for ‘their’ Memory Closet. One group of female employees chose ‘Teenage Time’. 
They were teenage girls in the 1950s and 1960s and very interested in clothes 
and fashion. The aim was also to create a closet with reference to a subject, to 
which young employees could associate their own experiences. The members of 
the second workshop were volunteers between 50 and 75 years of age who wanted 
to recall their memories from their homes in the 1950s. At each meeting the par-
ticipants read or retold their individual narratives and discussed why they had 
remembered theses belongings. Sometimes they brought photos or objects with 
them, which they had found in attics or cellars. At the end of the workshops we 
went to flea markets together, to search for things they had mentioned in their 
narratives. There was no obligation to give any personal belongings to the closets, 
although some of the participants in the workshops enjoyed doing so. 

The Memory Closets were decorated by the employees in different colours 
and patterns associated with the themes. They also made protective covers for the 
closets and for some of the chinaware. I have selected narratives, school essays, 
drawings, and interview quotes in files for each closet. The files are together with 
some novels and magazines in pockets inside pockets in the doors. There, one can 
also find instructions for the conversation leader. The sizes of shelves and drawers 
vary inside the closets, depending on the space each object needs.

Reminiscence of everyone

The process of narrative documentation as well as using the completed Memory 
Closets has obviously been to encourage subjectivity. No one is participating as 
a representative for an entire group with reference to class, gender, or ethnicity. 
Here individuality is emphasized and desirable. It also means that the members of 
a conversation group must respect the differing opinions and experiences of the 
others. The main aim of Memory Closets is not to teach cultural history, but to 
stimulate memories. And everyone is an expert on his or her own life.

The conversation leader makes a reservation for a Memory Closet and ar-
ranges meetings once a week. The purpose is not to show every single item at the 
first meeting. Some artefacts are hidden in drawers or behind small doors in the 
closet and can be revealed later. At the beginning, the leader can encourage some-
one to pick up an object and talk about it or introduce the meeting with a personal 
narrative. During each session it is also important that everyone in the group gets 
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time to express some reminiscences of their own. After four or five meetings the 
group can choose another closet or a new group may be established. However, it 
is important to have some kind of stability within a group if the engagement of 
the members is to increase. It is not desirable to have to take time introducing new 
members at every meeting. 

The ability to remember varies between elderly people. The most important 
issue when a group is constructed is to invite people with comparable abilities 
to ensure the quality of the dialogues. The Memory Closets are not created for 
individuals who suffer advanced senile dementia, even if the concept also gives 
opportunities for their comprehension. The series ‘Gallery of Memories’ is not 
‘owned’ by any special group. Different groups with varying abilities to remember 
can use them in a variety of ways. Too often elderly people with good memories 
are regarded as expressing independence. But they also need stimulation on their 
own terms.

Dialogue

If a dialogue is to be successful it is important to exchange roles during the con-
versation, giving the narrator the opportunity to also be a listener. Many times 
when children are visiting homes for the elderly or the seniors are in schools the 
dialogue is unbalanced. The adults are narrators and children just listeners. The 
most common subjects are memories from the time when the elderly were chil-
dren. From this point of view the children would not have any interest in the his-
tory of everyday life without these narrations of childhood. The duty of the elderly 
is to teach cultural history through their memories. It used to be that the adults 
showed no interest in listening to children’s descriptions of what it is to be a child 
nowadays. And the hierarchical structure of generations was evident (Johansson 
2005: 23).

In the Memory Closet project the approach is different, with special attention 
to the opportunities for dialogues. If the purpose is to create meetings for school 
pupils and the elderly, it is important to shape the closets with belongings from 
both generations. When the children are narrating their memories with regard to 
things they find in the closet they also become aware of what the listeners do not 
know. It is encouraging for 7–10 year old girls and boys to have something to give 
the adults. These conversations are on more equal terms and are usually interesting 
for the elderly when they realize how joyful it is for the children to explain their 
games and their attitudes to the belongings. As adult listeners it becomes easier 
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to make comparisons over time and discuss likenesses and differences. In these 
dialogues the adults are not supervisors in all aspects and the children get the role 
of experts in their own lives.

This example shows the curiosity of the elderly for the present and other gener-
ations when they are listening to narrations of everyday life from subjective points 
of view. Within the Memory Closets project it is evident that the elderly are not just 
interested in the past when they were young. They have lots of memories from dif-
ferent eras of their lifetime and can make many comparisons with the present day. 
During the 1950s this generation was middle aged. They had already settled down 
and were generally not moving to newly built areas at that time, but they bought 
new things. Many senior citizens are very fond of talking about the 1950s. When 
they touch objects from this decade they remember individual events and the na-
tional spirit of the time. By focusing on the 1950s they can stimulate each other to 
compare the times before as well as those after (Gunnemark 2006).

Deposits of everyday life

Generally when people talk about memorable belongings, they have heirlooms in 
mind. Anecdotes about these things are sometimes related at Christmas or other 
occasions when relatives of different generations are together. But the interpreta-
tion of what constitutes an heirloom is rather limited. Many families only count 
their old things which also are attractive at the antiques’ market. However, there 
are other objects in a home which have symbolic value. They have been kept for 
years in closets, drawers, and wardrobes for different reasons. The owners have 
preserved these belongings because they are memorable. But even if they are 
reminders from different phases of a lifetime, the owners have seldom told any-
one why they have been collected or any episode in connection to them. From 
the perspective of the owners it is obvious that collections of belongings have 
been made on a scale from very conscious to entirely unreflective. Some things 
bring special memories alive directly. When the owners look at them, emotions 
of joy or sorrow are evident. Other belongings have been kept in attics and cel-
lars more like deposits of everyday life. They are more or less hidden in boxes 
waiting to be sorted out some day. The owners’ hesitation to throw them away 
is obvious. These things generally have very little or no financial value but they 
correspond to experiences, lifestyle, and identity. And on reflection it is also pos-
sible to recall the historical context with subjective references to these belongings  
(Löfgren 1998). 
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The art of dialogue

Meetings around Memory Closets are activities in the present where the cultural 
heritage of everyday life is in focus. This means, for instance, that the histori-
cal perspective to living memory is regarded differently by different generations. 
Comparisons between past and present are also considered. There are no specific 
chronological demands. A meeting can start with a dialogue about a thing which 
is fairly new. The same principle is also used for the narration of life stories. The 
varied themes of the Memory Closets provide opportunities for autobiographi-
cal presentations without the predictability of beginning in childhood and end-
ing in old age. With regard to belongings, the memories usually bring narratives 
with different contents to the surface. There is no requirement to construct links 
between various memorable belongings or the contexts which surround them. 
Like photos in an album, the narratives describe situations from different places 
and times. Using Bruno Labour’s actor-network theory it is possible to analyse 
how belongings are reminders and interact with the narrator in the recall process 
(Latour 1999). When separate situations were in focus, many aspects of life were 
mentioned in rather unexpected and contrasting ways when comparison with the 
canons of elder’s interests (Bergvall 2007: 45).

The employees in geriatric care have been given new opportunities for dia-
logues with elderly men and women. When they arrange meetings around Mem-
ory Closets, nothing else should be done. The conversation activity is registered in 
their time schedules. With the obligation of conversation leaders to relate memo-
ries of their own, their contact with the elderly people often deepens. With the ex-
change of life stories, unknown aspects come to the surface. When all participants 
are confident in the group, recalled emotions of grief and pain are as welcome as 
joy and pleasure, and then the quality of the dialogues develops (Armitage 2002). 
In addition to the staff, volunteers have also found that talking about collected 
belongings is very useful when new people are introduced at a home for the el-
derly. The activity makes it easier for them to get to know other residents. With 
the creation of Memory Closets and the dialogues around memorable belongings, 
the pleasure of work has increased.

During a lifetime there will be several requirements for socialisation in each 
new phase (Liljequist 1993). For instance, when a person leaves the working life 
or later moves to a home for the elderly. It is not surprising that these adaptation 
processes sometimes take time. The elderly must be comfortable in their new liv-
ing situation. The quality of life will be strengthened when elders feel that their 
experiences can be useful. Few activities stimulate narration of everyday life with 
historical perspective. Culture programs are generally directed at the elderly as 
passive consumers rather than active participants. There are also expectations as 
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to which events are worth relating with reference to established historical genres 
(Portelli 1998). With the obligation to speak about trivial things in the Memory 
Closets, the traditional concepts of historical genres are challenged. Even if many 
people are not used to talking about materiality, everyone finds it enjoyable when 
they understand how these selected things can awaken memories of their own. 
The dialogues around the Memory Closets, when the past can be used in the pres-
ent, support their quality of life.

A genuine apprehension towards using reminiscence perspective is common 
within geriatric care in Sweden. But as far as I can understand, the extent to which 
this approach was realized in practice, varied a great deal. It is a question of the 
interests of the managers of homes for the elderly, and also which models assistant 
nurses have. In England, as described by Joanna Bornat, the practice of reminis-
cence methods has been widespread. There were also workshops for working class 
history established in the 1970s and the Centerprise Publishing Project was suc-
cessful in editing narratives of everyday life (Bornat 1998). In Sweden this kind of 
workshop was rather common 1975–1985 concerning industrial work with refer-
ences to Industrial Archaeology in Great Britain (Alzén 2005). I have also been 
inspired by this field of oral history. In various projects I invited inhabitants of 
Gothenburg to write autobiographies which focus on everyday life in their neigh-
bourhoods. As a workshop leader for groups of one or three generations, with 
only females or both men and women, I share experiences with other oral history 
researchers. The participants do not merely deliver everyday life stories; they are 
also to a large extent self-reflecting on their lives (Armitage 2002; Bornat 1998). 
When their narratives were published, and they got response from the readers, 
they also became conscious of the values of cultural heritage within living mem-
ory (Gunnemark 1991, 2000). It is seldom possible to arrange a workshop of this 
kind within a home for the elderly. The task of writing autobiographical narratives 
is, for most elderly people, too ambitious. The meetings around Memory Closets, 
however, have methodological links to workshops with writing obligation and es-
pecially to those which emphasize materiality as reminders. Memory Closets can 
be created on various themes and the art of dialogue about memorable belongings 
is also useful in museums for contextual documentation of oral history. 
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Oral history & e-research
Collecting memories of the 1960s  
and 1970s youth culture

Liisa Avelin
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Whether we like it or not, computer-mediated methods are no doubt becom-
ing more and more a part of an oral historian’s toolbox. I describe here one 
online data collection method – the blog – which is part of the ever-increasing 
e-research family. I highlight the process, benefits, and challenges of this form 
of data collection and analysis with one case study, which was undertaken to 
collect memories and data for my cultural history study: 1960s and ‘70s disco 
culture in Finland. 

Keywords: computer-mediated research, online data collection, blog, pop-cul-
ture in Finland

When a researcher’s purpose is to find out people’s thoughts and the meanings 
they give to things, interviewing has traditionally been his/her main method. The 
interviewer usually records the interviews in one way or another and also very of-
ten transliterates them. If not always using the practical paper-and-pencil (P&P) 
method, he/she will exploit some computer-aided system and text processing 
software for turning the oral data to textual format. I view oral history as a meth-
od of historical documentation, which uses interviews and other methods with 
living “survivors” of the time under investigation. Let us not forget all the ben-
efits that the use of ICT tools (for example, computer-assisted interviews, digital 
voice recorders, and software for managing data) provide for the researcher. Can 
ICT tools provide additional help to a researcher? Is it worth to use the Internet, 
instead of interviews, when collecting oral history data? Does the data obtained 
from such methods differ from traditional methods – and if so, how? 
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What is e-research?

“Is the computer [ – ] a genie in the bottle which, once released, will transform the 
activity of field research in unnoticed and unwelcome ways?” Nigel G. Fielding 
and Raymond M. Lee ask this question while discussing the possibilities and chal-
lenges ICT offers in qualitative research (1991: 6). Their article was published in 
1991, and until now we have been wise enough to know that the computer does 
nothing by itself, and we hopefully do not conduct research led by computers. 

The use of the Internet and other new technologies such as voice recognition 
systems, e-mail systems, Internet telephones, virtual interviews, and the blog are 
all considered to be electronic data collection methods, known as “e-research” 
(Singh & Burgess 2007: 29). Innovative tools and technologies can be applied to 
case study research, focus groups, surveys, as well as the analysis of data, which 
makes doing research a more interesting experience. 

Web sites and web pages are potential sources of data that support both quan-
titative and qualitative research. The most simple e-research method is virtual 
interviewing, or interviewing by Internet. This means an interview where the re-
searcher is communicating virtually with people by computer who can be physi-
cally far away. Virtual interviews are done by e-mail or via the Internet among 
groups or individuals, in public or private, synchronously or asynchronously. 
E-mail can be used to do structured or unstructured interviews (Tiittula et al. 
2005: 264–266; Mann & Stewart 2002). Oral history research is well suited for 
virtual interviews, which I will point out while considering the requirements of 
this method (Mann & Stewart 2002: 603–628). 

Computer-mediated communication (CMC) creates a base, which CSSN 
(computer-supported social networks) gives life to. Internet blogs – defined here 
as frequently modified web pages in which dated entries are listed in reverse 
chronological sequence – are an increasingly popular form of communication in 
the World Wide Web. The first present-day format appeared in 1996, and the term 
“blog” was first applied in 1997 (Herring et al. 2007). In a blog the author (blog-
ger) writes something and publishes it for others to read. The more public a blog, 
the more important is the rhythm of the news the blogger posts. A conversation 
becomes possible when readers are allowed to comment on the written entries. 

How to use blogs for research purposes

Using a blog is quite a new method for collecting oral history research materials. 
The literature of the subject is wide, but it seems to concentrate on giving advice 
to bloggers on technical and content matters, not for research purposes. As far as 
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I have been able to ascertain, Torill Mortensen and Jill Walker – who are research-
ers of online games, texts, and culture – are two of the few academics using a blog 
for research (Mortensen & Walker 2004). Cameron Barrett, who runs the popular 
“CamWorld” blog, encourages people to build a blog for one’s special industry, 
speciality, or occupation. According to him the world is in need of more spe-
cialised blogs (Barett 2002: 33). David Kline and Dan Burstein describe how the 
blog is “the Internet’s fastest growing communications phenomenon”, and how it 
is changing politics, business, and culture. Even they do not pay any attention to 
its effect on science (2005: passim). 

Blogs are a form of CMC, which means that communication through blogs 
comes with certain changes compared to face-to-face (FTF) communication. 
In some ways communication will be poorer and in others it will be enhanced. 
Through a textual conversation people will have a different experience than when 
the same people have a face-to-face conversation. On the other hand, when using 
the Internet it is possible to communicate in a simple and inexpensive way with 
people on the other side of the world (Wijnia 2004). In my research I found the 
blog to be the best way to get in contact with my target group, now middle-aged 
and spread out, working and living all over the world.

My blog <http://disco.kymp.net> was built as a forum to discuss and share 
memories in public. I launched it in 2006 and ran it for 45 weeks. In addition to 
the fact that the people were able to share memories (by reading and writing about 
them), they could participate in the research and also follow the progress of the 
research. Everyone had equal access to the blog community, because there were 
no passwords. I introduced a new subject every week, so there were 45 themes to 
discuss.1 

The blog was read on all continents and in more than 80 countries. It had 
over 50,000 visitors altogether, 74–636 per day. It is very important to have a real 
conversation in a blog, especially when you try to collect data with it. The writers 
really built up a living on-line community. In almost all occasions they knew each 

1. Music was absolutely the most popular theme from the beginning to the very end.

Table 1. Top five themes in the blog

A week’s headline Comments per week

Pop generation is speaking 263
Nothing is useless, if it give you memories 226
Let’s recall past, as long as we still remember 209
Messages, hints questions and links 208
Twelve point for Finland in the Eurovision Song Contest 205
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other from the ‘60s–’70s and continued the conversation which was interrupted 
nearly 40 years ago. The blog made it possible for people to join the community 
once again.

For me as a researcher the blog was a very interesting and stimulating way to 
collect oral history data from certain themes. As a matter of fact, we can consider 
the process as one kind of interview, in which the writers answered my questions 
consequentially and where the questions were absolutely the same for everyone. 
On the other hand, to be honest, the blog proved to be very demanding as a re-
search tool. Running it took much more time and effort than I could have ever 
imagined. While it took almost all my leisure time for one year, I started to feel 
sympathy for the bloggers, who were also suffering from burnout. Nevertheless, 
the highlight for a blogger is when you find out that you are not writing a mono-
logue in a dark space. 

What was my blog’s meaning? From a research point of view, the results are 
very remarkable, but from a subjective point of view they are very embarrassing. 
At first it was a way to collect memories for research purposes, but it soon be-
came something else, too. It offered the people a forum to share memories, make 
contact with old and new friends, get rid of depression, and develop love affairs. 
The data is still plentiful: the blog covers 4,698 comments, more than 100 photo-
graphs, and plenty of other contemporary material and documents from the ‘60s 
and ‘70s. There were many regular writers who wrote almost every day. 12.5% of 
the visitors produced all the research data.

It is important to remember ethical principles, especially in the world of ICT, 
where knowledge can be reached freely by anyone. Several difficulties may occur; 
for example, it is not simple for the blog writer to direct his/her text. I mean, it 
is impossible to know all the readers on the Internet. What should one say about 
his/her youth experiences to the whole world? The need for the conversation is 
private and human; but, on the other hand, when you satisfy it openly, it is full of 
risks. As a form of media, blogs can be too public.

How to use e-research in interviews 

Couper and Hansen see computer-assisted interviewing (CAI) simply as a method 
where the interviewer reads the questions from the screen and types the answers 
during the interview (2002: 557–560). Obviously, this annoying method is differ-
ent from the traditional method, both from the interviewee’s and the interviewer’s 
point of view. It has a huge effect on their communication and interaction. We 
must say, that it is strongly recommended to print the questions on paper. The 
interaction between the interviewer and interviewee remains alive, and the inter-
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viewer can concentrate better on the situation itself and observe, for example, the 
respondent’s speechless communication.

What benefits are found when one records an interview using a computer? 
I approach the problem from the point of view of my research question. What 
kind of data is relevant to my research? How do we infer meaning when my 
respondents describe their youth experiences? I recorded my interviews using 
open-source software and a digital voice recorder.2 I wanted some interviews to 
be transliterated, and for that purpose I used different open-source software de-
signed to manage qualitative data.3

An interesting feature of the software is that it creates graphics from the 
speech which can in some cases be used when analysing the meanings. Some-
times, when the interviewer is telling a very remarkable story for him/her, the 
volume goes up and the speed increases. On other hand, speeches slow down, 
pauses between words become longer, the voice lowers and it can sometimes even 
fade away as you see here: 

Figure 1

A researcher needs to be very careful with this. As oral historian Alessandro 
 Portelli points out, the matter is not a simple one. The speed and changes of a 
respondent’s speech vary during the interview, but there are no fixed interpreta-
tive rules. When the speech is slowing down, it may mean greater emphasis but 
also greater difficulty. Also, acceleration may show a wish to glide over certain 
points (Portelli 1998: 34). Still, one benefit using this method is that graphics can 
in some cases give extra information when analysing.

Interviews recorded on a computer can be transformed by certain software 
which offers tools for transcribing, identifying analytically interesting clips, 
 assigning keywords to clips, arranging and rearranging clips, creating complex 

2. The software is called Audacity 1.2.6. See <http://audacity.sourceforge.net>. 15 February 
2007.

3. Transana was originally created by Chris Fassnacht. It is now developed and maintained 
by David K. Woods at the Wisconsin Center for Education Research, University of Wisconsin-
Madison. The newest versions 2.20 and 2.21 are not open source anymore. Transana Website 
<http://www.transana.org/about/news.htm#NotFree>. 3 January 2008.
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collections of interrelated clips, exploring relationships between applied key-
words, and sharing the analyses with colleagues. The researcher can simultane-
ously listen to the interviewee’s speech while transliterating and categorising it. 
All can be done with the same equipment. However, in oral history research it is 
always important to ask if it is really dependable, from a validity and reliability 
point of view (not to mention economical) to transliterate the interviews. 

For example, Portelli raises the question of the value of authentic spoken 
words. According to him transcription is not necessary in oral history research 
at all; on the contrary, in a careless transcription you may even spoil the data. 
Language is composed of traits which are bearers of meaning – for example, tone, 
volume range, and the rhythm of popular speech. Portelli points out that while 
the transcription turns aural objects into text, it will inevitably make changes and 
leave room for interpretation. That is why he also believes that it is unnecessary to 
give excessive attention to the quest for new and closer methods of transcription 
(Portelli 1998: 33). Historian Raphael Samuel also warned to the perils of the tran-
script already in 1971. Some distortion is bound to arise, whatever the intention of 
the writer, simply by cutting out pauses and repetitions. In the process, the weight 
and balance of the spoken word can easily be upset (Samuel 1998: 389–392). 

In any case, if you still want to transcribe your data, e-research can be a lot of 
help. Qualitative research software can help you manage, shape, and make sense 
of unstructured information. But one must remember: it does not do the thinking 
for you.

As the use of computers in qualitative research develops, do qualitative research-
ers need to be reminded, as quantitative researchers have long been, of the “gigo” 
principle – “garbage in, garbage out”?  (Fielding & Lee 1991: 15)

The anxiety comes from the fear that the machine will “take over” the analysis. 
There is the possibility that the use of computers may tempt qualitative research-
ers into “quick and dirty” research, with its attendant danger of premature theo-
retical closure. Qualitative research software can be used in analysing your data.4 
For example the Ethnograph allows one to import text-based qualitative data, 
typed in any word processor, straight into the program. 

The main point in using this kind of software is that you must carefully study 
the possibilities it offers. That is the only way to find out how to correctly and ef-
fectively use it in your research. The larger your data, the more important it is to 
keep your own thoughts clear. The program does not do anything by itself; it is 
your problem to decide, for example, the indexing categories, segments, and code 
words. It takes time and is not easier than when using traditional methods. The 

4. For example, NVivo, XSight and Ethnograph.
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point is that once you have created the categories, you can easily do searches and 
selectively or globally modify existing coding schemes, or construct a possibly 
large and highly structured hierarchical indexing database into the documents to 
be analysed. I am sure this method suits some of us extremely well. For example, 
on Transana’s website, one user’s comment was: “Oh my god!!!! This is $&#%ing 
brilliant!!!!”

How to do e-research?

  Does my interviewee really exist?
  Where did he disappear during the interview? 
  How could I politely end this two year long “interview”? 

When you are not familiar with e-research, it is easy to encounter problems such 
as those described above (Tiittula et al. 2005: 264–265). That is why it is important 
to discuss some basic things in using e-research methods, virtual interviews, and 
blogs. They have many similar problems, which I will now introduce. 

Virtual interviews are, according to Christine B. Smith, an economic alterna-
tive to labour intensive and expensive face-to-face and/or telephone interviews. 
She emphasises that e-mails are rapidly becoming an indispensable tool for gath-
ering detailed information on selected populations (Smith 1997). Persuasive ar-
guments for using e-mail surveys are: extreme cost reduction, quick turnaround, 
ability to facilitate interaction between the researcher and respondent, collapsed 
geographic boundaries for research, user (respondent) convenience, and can-
did and extensive response quality (Mann & Stewart 2002; Smith 1997; Singh & 
 Burgess 2007; Tiittula et al. 2005).

Arja Kuula reminds us that a researcher always has to respect the respondents’ 
self-determination and give them a chance to decide whether to take part in the 
research or not (Kuula 2006: 59). Chris Mann and Fiona Stewart add that one way 
for researchers to dispel respondents’ feelings of caution and to increase trust is to 
be as open as possible about the purposes and processes of the research. They want 
to know if the faceless researcher is trustworthy. It is also important to note that 
the more individuals know each other in a virtual community, the more likely it is 
that trust, satisfaction, and a sense of being in a safe communication environment 
will ensue (2002: 616–617). In a blog, this requirement is extremely important to 
understand, to make and keep it a living forum. In virtual reality all those require-
ments mentioned are highlighted because of the lack of physical contact.

A researcher needs ICT skills, but also interactive skills when launching a 
blog or doing virtual interviews. Good relationships are important. Otherwise the 
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researcher suddenly discovers that he/she is the only writer in the blog, the inter-
viewees disappear, or they do not bother to answer your questions at all. A blog 
conversation requires that a blogger continually keeps his/her eye on the page 
and tirelessly follows the discussion. Mann and Stewart put it this way: human 
relationships have the same kind of variability and rules on-line as they do in real 
life. Rapport on-line is possible – it comes from being very up front with what you 
are doing and responding as you would with anyone (2002: 613, 617). 

A virtual environment is text-based, which is also a challenge. The primary 
ways for the writer to express him/herself are the choice of the words, verbal de-
scriptions of feelings, and the structure of the text. The interviewer or blogger can-
not be seen face-to-face, but the respondent can use emoticons, big letters and 
punctuation to show his/her feelings (Tiittula et al. 2005: 264, 271) (see, for exam-
ple, the above-mentioned Transana user’s enthusiastic comment). Nevertheless, 
misunderstandings on the Internet are embarrassing but possible, when the ex-
pression given is different from the expression received (Goffman 1971: 39–40).

The researcher’s feedback is emphasised in a virtual world. Participants may 
need regular confirmation to make sure that they are communicating in an appro-
priate way and that their contributions are valued. Participants may experience an 
interviewer’s or blogger’s pause to “listen” as absence. Cues that an interviewer 
is listening reassure participants of continuing interest. Mann and Stewart give 
an e-researcher some advice on how to show listening in a virtual world. A re-
searcher may express listening with interest by responding promptly to questions, 
overtly expressing interest in a particular point made, asking follow-up questions, 
or perhaps enthusiastically sharing similar experiences as those described by the 
respondent. Because of the possibility of misunderstandings, it is also worth in-
forming the interviewees when you are absent due to travelling, illness etc. (Mann 
& Stewart 2002: 617–618). 

If I promise to participate in e-research as an interviewee, can a researcher be 
certain that my identity is real and that it is really me answering? Although this 
was not problem in my blog, the fact is that the interviewer can never absolutely 
know for sure who is behind the answers. It is possible for the participants to cre-
ate whole new identities for themselves in a virtual world.5 

5. It happened in my blog that when there was a new writer, one of the regular writers usu-
ally asked: “Excuse me, could you tell us who you are?” People wanted to find out each others 
identities. It is interesting that the demand for revealing each others identities came from the 
writers’ community, not by me. I tried to encourage everyone to join the blog and write using 
their name, pseudonym, or remain anonymous. Common history and the spirit of a virtual 
community seemed to be more important for the writers than the research, and so demanded 
that writer’s real identity should be revealed. 
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If a researcher receives an answer written at 3:10 a.m. on Saturday, what does 
it tell about the person answering? Interviewees and blog writers can choose the 
right time and place for them to write. The e-researcher must pay attention to this 
point. We must also remember that only those with enough technical abilities 
can answer virtual interviews and write in the blogs. Due to this, e-research only 
works with certain types of respondents and the voice is muted of those whose 
voice is normally low. A writer states in my blog: “I think that people who write 
here have things in order. Those people who have a pc at home, laptop in their 
summer cottage or a screen open on the desk. What would those people write 
who don’t have that equipment?”.6 If the target group of the research is not just the 
Bold and the Beautiful, it is the researcher’s task to take care of the research data 
triangulation. 

When a researcher is using a blog method for data collection, he/she has to 
step into the public with unfinished research, which is usually unpleasant and 
even frightening. According to Erving Goffman, we preferably like to show just 
the result when presenting our products to the public. So we make sure that we are 
being evaluated only on the finished, refined, and packed performance (Goffman 
1971: 56). It is typical for the blog that the research goes forward in cooperation 
with the public. That can also be one of the method’s benefits. 

Lastly I want to discuss the quality of the oral history data produced by  
e-research. Is the result different that of traditional methods? Is there a difference 
between the data produced by speaking or by writing? Tiittula, Rastas, and Ruu-
suvuori have, for example, paid attention to this. They point out that the language 
has a tendency to adapt to the tool. Often – but not always – the writers’ language 
is more explicit, considered, straight, and systematic. E-mail allows more time for 
writers to choose their words (Tiittula et al. 2005: 268–269; Pöysä 2006: 230). For 
example, one writer in my blog sketched out his texts for days, checked the facts 
and dates before posting. On the other hand, there can also be certain streams of 
consciousness without checking spelling. As we know, language is developing and 
also reveals something about its time.

As I have pointed out, in addition to its many benefits, the new technology 
has also some potential risks. Those risks should be taken into consideration in 
advance. From an oral history point of view, I see many possibilities in e-research. 
For example, it is hard to imagine another method which has been so comprehen-
sively reached among people as the blog. 

The researcher has to decide how to ensure the storage of the blog and other e-
research data. The material should be filed in its original context. When e-research 

6. Jusu M., comment in the blog http://disco.kymp.net. 18 August 2006.
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methods develop and the usage of the method increases, this will be a big challenge 
for archives in the future.7 

Whatever the method, the most important thing is to make sure that it does 
not weaken the quality of the data. My methodological objectives were to cre-
ate and develop new ways in using ICT tools for oral history research. Transana 
software made the transcribing process easier and more interesting and also pro-
duced visual information of the interviews. The blog made it possible for my tar-
get group to join the online community whenever they wanted. For me it offered 
an information channel to make my study transparent and public in collecting 
oral history material. 

Above all the people found that the public discussion in the blog made them 
remember old things better and clearer. Photos, links, and drawings published in 
the blog helped stimulate memories. The possibility to read one’s own thoughts 
on a screen encourages reflecting on them and also activates long term memory 
processing. The memories become shared, diversified, multiplied, and accumu-
lated. I find the e-research method very encouraging from an oral history and 
cultural history point of view. As a researcher you need just three things: time, 
time, and time.
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Interviewing (and transcribing) lobbyists
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This chapter discusses some of the methodological issues which arose in my in-
terviews with lobbyists in Washington, London and Brussels. While all research 
projects are different, this chapter attempts to highlight some key issues around 
interviewing which researchers need to consider – such as interview structure, 
the ethics of transcribing, and editing transcriptions for publication – and to 
provide an account of how they were addressed in the course of this particular 
project. It ends by urging that such transcripts become generally available to 
other researchers, as they constitute a potentially fruitful data resource of no 
less importance than the quantitative datasets which tend to be more commonly 
available.

Keywords: political elites, oral history interview, ethics of transcribing, editing 
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Introduction

The motivation behind this chapter is centered in my own experience of inter-
viewing a number of lobbyists for a book (McGrath 2005).1 As a former lobbyist 
myself, the thing I have most often found lacking in scholarly monographs about 
lobbying is the lobbyist himself or herself. It is by no means uncommon to read a 
work which seeks to explain what lobbying behavior is likely to be undertaken or 

1. I am deeply indebted to the lobbyists who have been generous enough to speak to me dur-
ing my research. Andrew Roman has suggested that, “Writing authoritatively about lobbying 
is as difficult as writing authoritatively about the practice of espionage. Anyone who has any 
relevant current information is likely not to be writing about it but practising it, yet will not tell 
you how, or with what success” (qtd. in Stanbury 1988: 305). I have been fortunate in having 
spoken about lobbying with so many experienced professionals who have been so willing to 
share their views.
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effective in a particular situation, but for that author not to have actually spoken 
to a single lobbyist in the course of the research. Highly mathematical models of 
lobbying are produced, which are undoubtedly extremely internally rigorous but 
which nevertheless are based entirely on previous mathematical models of lob-
bying rather than on any insights which could be offered by lobbyists themselves 
(for one example, see Grossman and Helpman 2001). One of the aims of my own 
book was therefore to provide a space in which lobbyists could discuss their ex-
periences and expertise at some length, in their own words. What this meant in 
practice was that the final third of the text (approximately 30,000 words) consisted 
of edited transcripts of my interviews with 16 named lobbyists. While others were 
quoted more briefly (and generally anonymously through the text), these detailed 
transcripts constitute the backbone of the work as a whole.

The closing statement of Sammy Finer’s influential work on British lobbying 
pleaded for “Light! More Light!” (1966: 145). Academic scholars can help to in-
terpret and explain what is found when light is shone on lobbying practices, but 
that light itself comes from lobbyists being prepared to speak to us about their 
activities. It is my hope that the contributions recorded in my book may go a little 
way towards encouraging other lobbyists to speak to other researchers openly, in 
detail, and in their own words, about their work.

This chapter, then, discusses some of the methodological issues which arise 
in the interviewing of members of the political elite in Washington, London and 
Brussels, and then moves on to consider how such interviews can best be tran-
scribed and edited. It ends by urging that such transcripts become generally avail-
able to other researchers, as they constitute a potentially fruitful data resource of 
no less importance than the quantitative datasets which tend to be more com-
monly available. 

What I hope this chapter contributes, particularly to early-career researchers, 
is a sense of some of the issues which do need to be considered and resolved before 
interviewing people professionally involved in politics, the questions associated 
with producing an interview transcript, and the importance of finding some means 
by which to create an accessible record of those transcripts in order that they can 
be followed up by future researchers. While this chapter is centered around my 
own particular project, the questions which that work raised with me have a more 
general applicability for all scholars undertaking interview-based research. Inter-
viewing is clearly more of an art than a science. Thus, while the literature abounds 
with advice on what to do and not do, a ‘right’ answer can never be arrived at, and 
so each discussion of how that advice was used in the course of a specific project is 
a valuable addition to our stock of knowledge about interviewing.
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Interviewing political elites

It is common to find expressed in the literature the idea that interviewing elites 
is different from interviewing ‘ordinary’ people. So, what constitutes an ‘elite’ in-
terviewee? According to Seldon, elite interviews are “those conducted with indi-
viduals selected because of who they are or what they did” (1996: 353). Political 
elites are therefore “loosely defined as those with close proximity to power or 
policymaking” (Lilleker 2003: 207). My group of interviewees – lobbyists – cer-
tainly fit Lilleker’s definition as their professional lives are spent intervening in 
and attempting to influence the public policymaking process.

One of the most prolific interviewers of political elites took a somewhat dif-
ferent approach to what constituted an ‘elite interview’. Dexter regarded any in-
terview as elite if the interviewee was accorded what he termed “special, non-
standardized treatment” (1970: 5). By this, he meant that the interview was largely 
steered by the respondent rather than the investigator – instead of simply asking 
everyone a set of common questions and providing them with a range of possible 
answers (as might occur in a questionnaire, for instance), an elite interview is 
characterized by an emphasis on the interviewee’s perception of what is relevant 
and important and a consequent willingness by the interviewer to allow the re-
spondent to set the frame of the discussion. (And, as an aside, my experience has 
very much been that the most productive interviews were those which proceeded 
like discussions rather than ‘question-answer-question-answer’ sessions: those 
elite figures whom I interviewed appeared to strongly prefer this mode, albeit that 
these were discussions between an interviewee with substantial lobbying experi-
ence and an informed interviewer with less personal lobbying experience. Per-
haps political elites positively enjoy ‘teaching’ someone who is keen to learn from 
them?) This sense of “the virtue of allowing the subjects to tell the interviewer 
what’s relevant and what’s important rather than being restricted by the research-
er’s preconceived notions about what is important” (Berry 2002: 681) has, in my 
experience, been at the core of an interview in which both participants feel they 
have enjoyed the encounter and said/heard something useful and interesting.

This was the approach I decided to take with my own interviews: having se-
lected the interviewees largely on the basis that I had, through desk research, es-
tablished that they had a particular set of experiences or expertise which was 
relevant to the overall project, I tended to allow them to discuss that in a form 
and sequence largely of their choosing, while of course always being able to in-
troduce specific follow-up questions intended to encourage them to address a 
particular situation I knew they had dealt with in the course of their work. As 
Dexter put it “the interviewer confronted with genuinely prominent people or the 
prestigious well-informed is unlikely to feel that he can insist on their hewing to a 
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 standardized line of discussion” (1970: 6). Indeed, my own reflection in hindsight 
tends to reinforce this approach, as it seems to me that many of the most interest-
ing nuggets of information which lobbyists offered would have been unlikely to 
have resulted from the confines of a more structured interview technique – “If the 
interviews are individual-specific a list of headings or objectives are often more 
appropriate; this will allow the interview to be fluid and organic and the inter-
viewer can alter the line of questioning pragmatically” (Lilleker 2003: 210). It is 
frequently the case that an interviewee will introduce a new thought or interpre-
tation which can then be followed up in that and subsequent interviews.

Other researchers may well prefer to conduct more structured interviews in 
order to obtain quantitative data which can be analyzed in the light of a specific 
hypothesis. In this project, though, I was primarily interested in ‘soaking and pok-
ing’, in gaining each respondent’s individual opinions and experiences. As Beth 
Leech has commented, relatively unstructured interviews “are most appropriate 
when the interviewer … wants an insider perspective…. [They] are best used as a 
source of insight, not for hypothesis testing” (2002: 665). Even so, my interviews 
were not entirely unstructured, in the sense that my background research had 
identified topics I then raised with each interviewee on the basis that I believed 
they would have something valuable to say on those topics. The precise order in 
which the topics were covered, and the precise way in which I framed questions 
and subsequent probes, were however generally more or less spontaneous or un-
scripted. As Williams wrote of the interviews he conducted while researching a 
political biography:

my object was always to get the informant to talk naturally and spontaneously 
and to limit the use of questions…. The strategy by no means implied an absence 
of questions on my part; just the contrary, it was all the more important to know 
exactly which points one wanted answered, in order to seize any opportunity to 
divert the conversation into fruitful channels.  (1980: 305)

Discussing her experience of interviewing senior politicians, McEvoy concurs 
that such a semi-structured approach both allowed her “to investigate their opin-
ions” and gave her interviewees “the freedom to expand on areas, thus providing 
‘rich’ information” (2006: 185). Similarly, in my own research, I found that a semi-
structured approach – a synthesis between the use of a highly rigid interview 
schedule and an entirely unplanned interview – was most likely to produce an ef-
fective and efficient exchange. Some degree of forethought by the researcher helps 
to ensure that interviews can be systematic in terms of covering a range of sub-
jects (both internally and between interviews, so that it is possible to compare the 
answers of several respondents). At the same time, some degree of flexibility per-
mits respondents to both reply to questions in their own personal and individual 
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manner and to suggest pathways not previously considered by the interviewer. 
Putnam’s study of politicians in Britain and Italy, for instance, relied upon a semi-
structured interview approach which he intended would “suggest certain topics 
for discussion, striving for a formulation as constant as possible across interviews, 
but striving also to maintain the tone of a genuine conversation” (1973: 19).

Whatever degree of structuring is involved, researchers do need to have 
thought prior to the interview about the manner in which questions ought to be 
formulated, even if (as in my case) the exact wording of the questions was not 
determined beforehand. In keeping with the elite or non-standardized approach 
I was using, my questions tended to be rather exploratory or open-ended – 
“Elites … do not like being put in the straightjacket of close-ended questions. 
They prefer to articulate their views, explaining why they think what they think” 
(Aberbach and Rockman 2002: 674). Obviously, follow-up questions asking for 
clarification of a particular point or concrete examples to illustrate a point may 
be less open-ended.

It is also worth considering in advance why one wants to undertake elite in-
terviews as part of a research project: they are, after all, only one of a range of pos-
sible methodologies, and can be very time-consuming and potentially expensive. 
So it is essential to ask oneself what sort of project one wishes to undertake, what 
sort of information needs to be obtained for that project, and how that informa-
tion can best be obtained. Interviews will not always be the most effective or ap-
propriate methodology to adopt. That said, though, I very consciously wanted 
to draw in my book on the thoughts of lobbyists themselves, and felt that it was 
important to allow them to express those thoughts in their own ways. One writer 
suggests that “interviews yield rich insights into people’s biographies, experienc-
es, opinions, values, aspirations, attitudes and feelings” (May 2001: 120); another 
argues that “interviews are only necessitated when a researcher wishes to produce 
a work with textural depth as well as empirical strength” (Lilleker 2003: 208).

Another consideration which affects the decision as to whether or not in-
terviews will be employed relates to the extent to which it is thought necessary 
for the research to be statistically representative of the whole population of (in 
this instance) lobbyists. In the case of my project, I was not attempting to ‘prove’ 
anything about lobbyists as a collective, but rather was seeking to focus in depth 
on some lobbyists selected by virtue of their perceived ability and expertise and 
not because they were deemed to be typical of all lobbyists. In practical terms, if 
one wanted to achieve a representative sample of lobbyists, a questionnaire would 
make much more sense than conducting hundreds or thousands of interviews. 
Conversely, interviews are much more revealing than standardized surveys if the 
aim is to encourage fewer lobbyists to be more open and discursive. My aim was 
not to achieve some kind of balance, but nor was it entirely random or ad hoc; 



52 Conor McGrath

I purposely wanted to interview a selection of lobbyists whom I had reason to 
believe would have useful experiences to relate. Again, this comes back to the 
nature of elite interviews – Seldon and Pappworth argue that an elite interviewee 
“is taken to be someone of interest because of the position he or she holds, rather 
than because he or she is representative or typical of a group” (1983: 6). Interviews 
are thus particularly useful as a means of obtaining a depth of material from a 
relatively small sample of elite figures, while surveys would be more appropriate 
for gathering wider but shallower information from a larger population.

While the implication that elite interviewees are somehow more interesting 
or worthy than anyone else is unfortunate, it is – however clumsily expressed – 
an important and necessary distinction which does need to be made because it 
has implications both for how an interview is conducted and for how it is later 
transcribed.

Transcribing political interviews

Early-career researchers will find much advice in the literature on how best to 
write up an interview. Opinions vary of course, with some arguing in favor of note 
taking – for instance, it is suggested that some people will become unnaturally 
“verbose in front of a tape recorder” and that being seen by an interviewee to be 
taking notes “can be used to guide the conversation” in that an interviewee may 
gauge how valuable his or her remarks are according to how frantically notes are 
being taken (Seldon and Pappworth 1983: 71). The obvious difficulty with note 
taking is that of taking sufficient notes to be able to accurately and comprehen-
sively reconstruct the responses. While a personal form of shorthand can be used 
while the interview is taking place, it is crucial to make a more detailed note very 
soon afterwards. It is also possible to spend so much energy and concentration on 
taking notes while the interview proceeds that inadequate attention is paid to the 
content of what is being said, and thus fail to probe particular comments or ask 
for clarification of a point. There will be some interviewees who find having the 
discussion recorded permanently on tape to be somewhat inhibiting and thus re-
veal less than may otherwise have been the case (but in my experience these tend 
to be civil service officials rather than elected politicians or lobbyists). 

My own practice was to ask when arranging an interview if the person would 
object to me making a tape recording of the interview (none did – it may be 
that political elites are well accustomed to being recorded at meetings and by 
journalists), and to focus during the interview on listening to what was being 
said rather than on writing it all down. That sort of approach, I believe, encour-
ages a greater rapport between interviewee and interviewer, and eliminates the 
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undoubted distraction and lack of eye contact which note taking necessitates; it 
is, nonetheless, important to make a few notes as the interview progresses, even 
if only as reminders of specific observations one wants to return to and probe a 
little more.

Tape recording an interview should not, though, be regarded as simply an 
easy option. For that recording to be of most utility, it then has to be transcribed, 
and this can be a very difficult and time consuming process. To begin with a 
practicality, I initially had some tapes typed up by an experienced secretary, but 
quickly found that reviewing the transcripts thus produced and going back to 
the tapes to fill in blanks was both time consuming and frustrating. The frustra-
tion was eased when I began to type up the tapes myself, although it certainly 
took me longer to type them personally. Moreover, as I had also conducted the 
interviews (or more precisely, had also participated in the conversation which had 
been taped), I was already familiar to some extent with the speech patterns of the 
individual lobbyists, which allowed me to produce a transcript which reflected 
those as far as possible.

Once I had typed up a verbatim transcript of each interview, I would then 
begin to edit it: firstly for punctuation, spelling, grammar and so on, to produce 
a ‘clean’ copy; and then for content. Opinions differ in the literature as to the ap-
propriateness of this sort of editorial work, but in both cases it was necessary for 
this particular project. While one of my aims as interviewer was to provide lobby-
ists with an opportunity to speak at length in their own words about lobbying, as 
high-profile figures within the political elite, one of the aims of the interviewees 
was to ensure that the final text reflected them to their best advantage. Clearly, 
there is always a balance to be struck here; for this project, having considered the 
range of options, I concluded that it was preferable to have each lobbyist speak-
ing on their own behalf, even at the expense of making them appear somewhat 
more coherent than may have been the case. It is certainly true that simply adding 
punctuation marks into a transcript does alter the text, and this must be done 
with some consistency and an awareness that it has implications. Equally, though, 
as Powers has observed: “I apply punctuation for ease of reading and comprehen-
sion. I take it for granted that I influence the transcript in many ways, and I feel 
punctuation is the least intrusion I make” (2005: 45). Given that the subject matter 
was of a professional rather than a personal or emotional nature, that seems to me 
to be a reasonable modus operandi. 

In terms of the actual content of the interviews, I consciously edited the 
transcripts with as light a touch as possible. Sections were deleted if they were 
overly repetitive or digressive, and some sentences were re-ordered for the sake 
of coherency, but the final product remained firmly in the speaker’s own words. 
Idiosyncratic use of language or sentence construction, the ways in which each 
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interviewee defined particular terms, the phraseology employed to discuss an 
event or professional technique – all these were the real meat of the interviews, 
and accordingly were not edited out or standardized across transcripts. There is 
of course another balance to be struck here, between the demands of “precise ac-
curacy of detail” and readability, and here I lent towards the view that “corrected 
transcripts are more straightforward” (Humphries 1984: 44) – in other words, 
what I tried consciously to achieve in the work was to produce detailed and inter-
esting and true transcripts which could easily be read and analyzed and used by 
future researchers. It seems to me that both academic utility and readability can 
be achieved, provided that the author is always conscious of the balance which is 
being struck: Yow cautions the author to “stay as close to the narrator’s words as 
you can while still having a readable text. The least possible tampering with the 
primary source – according the most respect for the narrator’s unique way of speak-
ing – is the best way” (2005: 327) (emphasis in the original).

There are without question potential hazards involved in any transcription, 
and these multiply the more the transcript is edited. People do not tend to speak 
in perfectly grammatical prose as it might appear on paper. Every transcript dis-
torts to some extent – “The oral interview is a multilayered communicative event, 
which a transcript only palely reflects” (Dunaway 1984: 116) – but that ought 
not be an argument for not producing transcripts. Transcripts can remain useful 
academic tools – if they are produced with care. Samuel notes that the degree of 
distortion is dependent “upon how far the writer is aware of the temptations to 
which he is prone” (1998: 389).

In accordance with the commitment I had given each lobbyist at the time of 
the interview, I then sent each a copy of the edited transcript of their interview, 
asking that they review it. My covering letter advised each lobbyist: 

I am very keen that [the book] should not only allow students and profession-
als to learn from the expertise of those whose transcripts are included, but also 
that it should reflect as best as possible the words of those professionals…. I have 
therefore tried in producing the attached transcript to be as faithful as possible 
to the actual recording I made, to your authentic speaking voice perhaps. I hope 
that each transcript allows something of the character and personality of the pro-
fessional to come across; therefore, I would be very grateful if you would review 
the transcript essentially for details of accuracy and confidentiality rather than 
for precise language or grammar.

This seemed to me to be a necessary part of this particular project, certainly in 
terms of gaining the trust of the interviewees when I first met them, as they could 
be reassured that they would have an opportunity to see in black and white what 
they had actually said to me. In the event, only one person refused to allow their 
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transcript to be used, claiming that they did not recognize as their true belief 
a particular view expressed in the transcript (and on the tape recording of our 
meeting). All the other lobbyists read their transcript, returned it promptly, and 
generally made quite minimal suggestions or requirements for change.

Researchers differ on whether allowing interviewees to see transcripts be-
fore publication is appropriate. On one hand, some argue that to do so runs the 
risk “that the informant might become alarmed at what he has said and want to 
make major changes” (Seldon and Pappworth 1983: 86); another scholar notes 
that this practice is considered by many “to be indulgence to the interviewee” 
(Morrissey 1998: 112). Conversely, others believe that it is proper “to try to ensure 
that the representation of the respondents’ information was as accurate as pos-
sible” (Davies 2001: 76). In terms of my book, I felt that since it was important to 
base the work around transcripts of lobbyists, it was reasonable to give them the 
chance to see their transcript before it was published and (hopefully) read by their 
peers: “Review [by the respondent] is especially necessary when all or part of a 
transcript is to be published” (Powers 2005: 89). Other than this practical or prag-
matic rationale, there is too a more ethical principle at play here – as Yow notes 
“there is something about print that gives it a formality that taped sound does not 
have. Therefore, there has been a change and the narrator has a right to see what 
you have done” (2005: 322). Acknowledging that a change has been made, it still 
seems to me to be desirable and useful to produce and publish relatively lengthy 
edited transcripts of interviews; after all, without such publication how do we 
learn of others’ experiences and attitudes and perspectives?

Interview transcripts as a data resource

While many books, journal articles and conference papers on lobbying are based 
in part on interviews with lobbyists, almost always they include only brief extracts 
from each interview. It is therefore difficult, if not impossible, for other researchers 
to use those interviews in their own work: a short quote may be all that the origi-
nal interviewer gets from an interview that is relevant to their particular project, 
but there may have been a great deal of other information that would be useful to 
someone else working on a different project. The problem lies in the accessibility 
of the interview transcript. We tend to think of interview transcripts as ‘ours’, and 
rarely publish them in full or place them in an archive where they can be read 
and used by others. As Bale puts it, “The practice of poring over another politi-
cal scientist’s interview transcripts is less common than playing with the num-
bers those transcripts may even have helped to generate. It is also less common 
than it should be” (1996: 63). There are reasons why this situation has evolved  



56 Conor McGrath

(for instance, some interviewees may have requested anonymity and simply leav-
ing their name off the top of a transcript may do nothing to erase the internal 
clues to their identity contained in what they said; and some academics undoubt-
edly regard transcripts as something valuable not to be shared with colleagues), 
but my own starting point is that it is very much in the interests of the original 
researcher to make his or her detailed transcripts easily accessible in some form. 

As scholars, we all want other academics to find our writings useful and im-
portant, and often how this is expressed in practical terms is through others cit-
ing our work in their own publications. But if I want to quote from an interview 
conducted by another political scientist, the only such quote available to me is 
that which he or she has included in some previous work; it is at the very least 
problematic for me to gain access to the full transcript of that interview, in order 
that I may use a different (and previously unpublished) quote from it. In order to 
do so, I would have to contact the original interviewer, even assuming that that 
was possible and that he or she could be tracked down, and then I am entirely 
at his or her mercy in terms of obtaining copies of the transcripts. Referencing 
and citing very brief and previously published extracts from someone else’s in-
terviews is not always particularly valuable – as an eminent British historian has 
observed: “where [a] source is an oral interrogation of which only the author has 
the text, anything more than a general reference seems pointless: what is the point 
of recommending a reader to check a source which is out of his reach?” (Hugh 
Trevor-Roper, qtd. in Seldon and Pappworth 1983: 131–32). There is, in addition, 
a more internalized notion among academics that they should do their own inter-
views rather than re-analyze those conducted by others – we all want to produce 
original work, but the possibility of producing original work which is partly based 
on interview sources obtained by someone else seems to strike us collectively as 
somehow undesirable.

Why this should be so, is unclear to me. No scholar could write anything 
without referring to material previously published by others – indeed, we con-
sciously want to build on work which has gone before us. Few academics are at 
all reluctant to re-assess statistical data on which previous work has been based. 
Indeed, the funders of academic research generally insist that quantitative datas-
ets are made available in some archival form precisely so that they can be exam-
ined and further tested by other researchers. But, curiously, grant-awarding bod-
ies rarely make the same stipulation with regard to qualitative data (for instance, 
writing in 1996, Bale noted that while the Data Archive at Essex University in the 
UK held 1,322 studies derived from interviews, all of which were easily accessible 
to other researchers, some 1,319 of these made available the statistics which arose 
from the coding of the interviews but only three provided access to the interview 
transcripts themselves). 
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While transcripts can never precisely reproduce every detail of an interview, 
as Powers states “they can be well-crafted forms of the original that allow for fur-
ther appreciation, insights, or analysis” (2005: 3). Unless the transcripts are com-
monly available, though, they can only be appreciated and analyzed by the origi-
nal researcher. From the perspective of interviewees, presumably one motivation 
which lies behind them agreeing to be interviewed is that they wish to make a 
contribution to academic debate and to impress their beliefs and opinions on it. 
They, too, will prefer (as a general rule of thumb) that their comments can inform 
more than one researcher’s work. Certainly, my experience has been that a lob-
byist open enough to talk to me frankly, positively wants his or her words to be 
heard by an audience of more than simply me. The fact that I approached them 
asking for an interview which would eventually result in a detailed transcript of 
their words being published in a book, I believe encouraged some of them to 
make the time available to meet with me: they thought that this was presenting 
them with an opportunity to influence the thinking of the wider academic com-
munity as well as that of their professional peers.

So, what can be done? If it is accepted that interview transcripts constitute 
potentially significant and useful sources of secondary research, and if it is in-
herently desirable that they should be able to inform general academic debate, 
it is essential that such transcripts can be easily obtained by researchers. If the 
interviews which I have conducted provide useful material, why do I include only 
a small fraction of that data in my next book or article, and thereafter hoard the 
full transcripts in a cardboard box in my office for the rest of my career, only for 
it to be thrown out by my children after my death? If the material is actually use-
ful, it deserves to be actually used – and not just by me, but by any researcher 
who can put it to use. As Wallot and Fortier assert: “research findings can only 
be critiqued fully when the sources used in the research are available to other 
researchers. Transparency is needed for any public debate or scientific undertak-
ing” (1998: 370). In other words, if we want our work to be examined by others 
properly, we need to enable them to see detailed interview transcripts rather than 
merely the one or two brief quotes we have extracted from them.

Ideally, bodies which provide research funding will begin to make a pre-con-
dition of such support that interview transcripts are made available to the aca-
demic community generally. But even as individual researchers, we can find ways 
of ensuring that transcripts are accessible. It is possible (though neither easy nor 
fast) to find, as I did, a publisher which was open to the idea of publishing detailed 
transcripts as part of a larger book (for instance, see Reeher’s 2006 book based 
on interviews with state legislators). We can put transcripts on websites so that 
they can be located easily by others – as Thompson notes in a different context, 
“Oral historians can think now as if they themselves were publishers: imagine 
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what evidence is needed, seek it out and capture it” ( 1998: 24). If fellow academics 
take the interest to contact us and ask to see transcripts, we can respond helpfully 
and positively. We can encourage others to make transcripts available simply by 
asking to see ‘their’ transcripts. The pay-off for us is that our work is disseminated 
more widely than would otherwise be the case, and (hopefully) is cited more fre-
quently by a greater range of colleagues than would otherwise be the case.

Conclusion

In any field, interviews can be an enormously rewarding and stimulating activity: 
it is impossible to undertake a number of interviews with a range of people in any 
sphere of life and not come away from them collectively with a sense of knowing 
more about the subject and of better understanding its nuances and interpreta-
tions. They certainly enliven a text, providing textual depth and color to an analy-
sis; as Peabody et al. assert, “One of the most potent, high-yield ways of studying 
political elites is to interview them” (1990: 454). Indeed, the increasing use of oral 
history methodologies in recent decades has vastly improved and expanded our 
understanding of both history as a discipline (‘what constitutes history?’) and the 
practice of historical investigation (‘how to do history?’). Interviewing has been 
key to this, for interviews explicitly presume that history encompasses contempo-
rary events as much as it does those of centuries past; and interviews require the 
historian to consider anew how best to access source material.

In particular, interviewing has been instrumental in simultaneously both ex-
panding the conceptualization of history such that it includes the history of ‘or-
dinary’ people and communities, and also – the particular focus of this chapter – 
enhancing the practice of history by allowing us to probe in detail the experiences 
of elite figures. However, interviews are not always the most appropriate research 
methodology – for instance, questionnaires will be more efficient if a large and 
statistically representative sample is to be questioned, and interviews are less use-
ful in testing hypotheses than they are in providing ‘rich’ insight – and even when 
they are, they still raise substantial issues which the researcher must be aware 
of. When conducting elite interviews, a semi-structured approach allows the in-
terviewer to raise pre-selected topics while permitting the interviewee to bring 
up areas he or she believes to be important. Each interviewer, each interviewee, 
and each research project will bring different requests or demands regarding the 
best way of recording interviews or taking notes during them. If interviews are 
recorded, transcribe them with care and deliberation, and ensure that both par-
ticipants have a shared understanding of what use is to made of the recordings 
and transcripts.
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And certainly interview transcripts constitute a very valuable resource for the 
wider academic community. They should be shared with all who can derive in-
sight and illumination from them. Raphael Samuel has made this argument most 
persuasively:

The collector of the spoken word – of oral history and tradition – is in a privileged 
position. He is the creator, in some sort, of his own archives, and he ought to in-
terpret his duties accordingly. His role, properly conceived, is that of archivist, 
as well as historian, retrieving and storing priceless information which would 
otherwise be lost …. His greatest contribution may well be in the collecting and 
safe preservation of his material rather than in the use he can immediately find 
for it, or the way he writes it up.  (1998: 391–92)

While we all hope and believe that our published work is of some interest or sig-
nificance, the interviews on which they are based are equally of inherent impor-
tance – “in the long run the interviews themselves will prove much more useful 
to scholars than the texts grafted upon them” (Grele 1998: 43). The most practical 
manifestation of this utility is for more and more academics to make freely avail-
able the transcripts of their interviews.
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Doing gender





Doing gender within oral history

Helga Amesberger
Institute of Conflict Research, Vienna, Austria

At the focus of the article is how the process of generating oral history contrib-
utes to the creation of gendered history. I follow two paths to proof my hypoth-
esis that researchers participate in the creation and reinforcement of gender ste-
reotypes and engendering the subject. First, I analyse life story interviews with 
female and male survivors of the Mauthausen concentration camp, concerning 
how the interviewees draw genders, and about which gendered topics do wo/
men speak (or do not speak). Second, I look at the role of the interviewer: what 
kind of questions does s/he ask women respectively men, and do gender-specif-
ic questions produce otherwise non-mentioned topics or reduce interviewees to 
their assumed gender roles. The analysis shows that doing gender is a common 
pattern in oral history interviews and therefore needed to be reflected on. 

Keywords: gendered oral history, concentration camp survivors, role of the 
interviewer

Debates within the (feminist) historiography about gender specificity of the Hol-
ocaust and the National Socialist persecution have been going on for more than 
two decades. These discussions roughly oscillate between two positions: one that 
traces disparity to the different socialization of women and men, and another 
that places women’s “openness to violation” (‘Verletzungsoffenheit’) at the centre of 
analysis (Bock 2005: 7–21). At the same time, historiography still suffers from ob-
livion regarding the gendered aspects where general history is concerned. This is 
not due – as one might assume – to a lack of oral or written testimonies by wom-
en. As Maria Ecker (2004) discovered in her research about Holocaust testimo-
nies in the USA, more female than male survivors wrote about their experiences 
in the period from 1945 to 1960. Even after this period the number of publica-
tions written by women or men was rather equal, whereas we have much less oral 
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accounts of women survivors from 1945 up to the late 1970s.1 Ecker, therefore, 
rightly concludes: “It’s not that women wrote or talked less than male survivors, 
but that they received less attention” (Ecker 2004: 5). Most of the time, women are 
only focused on in the specific context of the history of women. General history 
is seemingly genderless, meaning that the history of men is the standard, from 
which the history of women deviates.

In my article I want to address the conflict between the use of the gender 
category to render women’s history visible and the danger of enhancing gendered 
stereotypes through the research process. Therefore, the focal point of this paper 
will be the way the research process – or more precisely, the process of generating 
Oral History – contributes to the creation of (non)gendered history. 

I will follow two paths to prove my hypothesis that researchers participate in 
the creation and reinforcement of traditional genders and of (non)engendering 
the subject. First, I analyze life story interviews with female and male survivors 
of National Socialist concentration camps: In which way do interviewees produce 
gender and what gendered topics do women/men speak (or not speak) about? 
Second, I will look at the role of the interviewer: What kinds of questions does 
she/he ask women or men, and do gender-specific questions produce otherwise 
unmentioned topics or reduce interviewees to their assumed gender roles? 

Before elaborating on my findings, I would like to clarify my premises con-
cerning the production of oral history/narration and my definitions of “gender” 
and “doing gender”. 

Premises 

Concerning the production of life stories, in my view two premises are important 
for the understanding or classification of the data obtained:

1. Life stories are never (exclusively) purely subjective constructions, nor are 
they entirely “true” events. Rather, they reflect social conventions, norms, val-
ues, and rules of discourse (Scholz 2003: 141–144; comp. Scheffer 2003: 99) 
and, thus, gender relations. 

1. Constanze Jaiser, who did a similar research about published testimonies in Germany re-
ported at the workshop “Experiences of Sexualised Violence during National Socialism”, organ-
ized by the Institute of Conflict Research in Vienna in November 2007, that in the immediate 
aftermath of the Holocaust (1945–1949) half of the memoirs were written by female survivors, 
until the 1960ies the percentage of women’s memoirs decreased, and in the 1970s and 1980s the 
number of publications by women and men are equal again. Later on published memoirs by 
women outnumbered testimonies by men. 
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2. Every interview – and also, therefore, the narrative-biographical interview – 
must be read as an interaction between at least two individuals. Even if the 
interview is directed as little as possible by interview guidelines, as is the case 
in the narrative interview, it must be assumed that the interviewer is “co-
producer” (Scholz 2003: 143; comp. also Ecker 2004: 5) of the biographical 
construction. Socio-demographic characteristics (of interviewees as well as 
interviewers) such as age/generation, gender, educational background, etc. 
influence the content and course of the interview as does the concrete social, 
political, and economic situation. Similarly, expectations placed on the per-
son opposite (and in the interview) affect the biographical (re)construction.

From (1) and (2) follows that, essentially, narratives are related to the present, the 
situation, and the addressee. Biographical accounts are, therefore, rather “stories 
about what her life is and more importantly, what a life should be like” (Welzer 
2003: 186). This means that the (re)construction of a biography cannot occur 
completely arbitrarily. Through our specific social situation, we perceive things 
in a specific manner, interpret them in our own individual manner, and incorpo-
rate them – matching with our recollections – into our memory. This means that 
these biographical identities change and vary in their emphasis. In this context, 
Welzer (2003: 199) mentions that autobiographical memory is always also a so-
cial memory.

3. A basic constant of modern societies is the engendering of individuals, 
whereby the engendered identity is constructed as strictly two-gendered and 
essentially hierarchical. In everyday life when assigning gender to individu-
als, we almost exclusively fall back on appearance, such as hairstyle, clothing, 
or figure since biological criteria such as chromosomes or genitalia cannot 
(usually) be seen. Besides, these features are not always as unambiguous as it 
might seem. (comp. Gildemeister & Wetterer 1992: 209; West & Zimmerman 
1998: 169–170) Simultaneously with the assignment to a gender category, a 
connection is made to seemingly intrinsic, behavioural, and psychological 
traits, which are based on the different reproductive functions of the genders. 
Although the two-gender construction is a result of history, it is viewed as a 
“natural” consequence and as an unquestioned fact. (West & Zimmerman 
1998: 169–170)

Consequently, if engendering is a basic constant of our society and if the narra-
tives are essentially related to the present, the situation, and the addressee, then 
the production of gender is part of everyday communication/interaction and, 
thus, of every interview situation. Gender assignments and productions of gender 
images are seldom deliberate, but rather an unconscious act.
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Therefore, we need to ask how gender is produced during (biographical-nar-
rative) interviews by both the interviewee and the interviewer alike and how pro-
cesses of doing gender co-design the construction of life stories. 

What is “doing gender”?

I am unable to refer here to the extensive debate about or justified criticism of the 
differentiation between sex as a biological and gender as a social sexual category.2 
The term “doing gender” emphasizes that gender is not determined by biological 
traits, which in turn produce gender roles, habits, attitudes, behaviour, and so on, 
but by the meaning attached to such physical traits – especially the difference in 
reproductive functions – that produces gender. “Doing” refers to the production 
process of gender; a production done not only by men but also by women. We can 
define “gender” as the accomplishment of normative concepts of “(true) feminin-
ity” or “(true) masculinity”. Cancade West and Don Zimmerman conclude: “Do-
ing gender means creating differences between girls and boys and women and 
men, differences that are not natural, essential, or biological. Once the differences 
have been constructed, they are used to reinforce the ‘essentialness’ of gender” 
(West & Zimmerman 1998: 178).

Database and approach

Although doing gender is not confined to the phase of data gathering, but is part 
of the entire research process, I will focus on the interview situation as far as it 
is reflected in the following interview transcripts. The basis for analysis are life 
story interviews with female and male survivors of the Mauthausen concentration 
camp, conducted in 2002/2003 by various researchers in various European coun-
tries, Israel, and the USA. This documentation about survivors of the Mauthausen 
concentration camp was conceptually developed and organized by the Institute 
of Conflict Research, in co-operation with the Ludwig Boltzmann-Institute of 
Social Science History, and the Documentation Centre of Austrian Resistance. 
The interviews were conducted by regional teams. Most of the interviews I used 
are translations from various languages into German. This fact implies several 

2. For a thorough discussion comp. Gildemeister & Wetterer (1992). The theoretical differen-
tiation of sex and gender produces according to the authors two main aporias: first, a “shifted 
biologism” since sex is still biologically determined; and second, a “latent biologism” because of 
the tacit parallelizing of sex and gender.
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 problems such as the difficulty to transfer the specifics of one’s mode of narration, 
of sentence construction/syntax, and so on into another language. Still, this data-
base has the advantage that all interviews are conducted according to one single 
guideline. That is, (theoretically) the differences regarding our topic cannot be a 
result of different research interests and/or research methods. 

In the following article I elaborate on the process of doing gender in inter-
views regarding:

a. content level, that is, what is talked about; and
b. interactional level; that is, how does the interaction/communication between 

interviewee and interviewer produce gender? (Scholz 2003)

Within these levels we can distinguish direct and indirect references to gender.

Doing gender at the content level

At the content level, the evidence of doing gender is ample. It would require too 
much time to present a thorough analysis of the content of the various life story 
interviews. Therefore, I shall concentrate on topics that are mentioned in Holo-
caust literature as major differences between women and men, such as the preoc-
cupation with “social bonding” in women’s memoirs (Goldenberg 1998: 335). I 
will also select a few themes that have indirect references to gender, such as soli-
darity versus aggression/violence, family and children, and themes that address 
gender directly, such as depictions of female perpetrators and the representations 
of mothers and fathers. 

Indirect references to gender

Whereas Myrna Goldenberg found a greater preoccupation in women’s memoirs 
with “social bonding” than men, Constanze Jaiser, who compared memoirs writ-
ten shortly after liberation and more recent memoirs, concluded that in early re-
ports the “picture of greater solidarity and of non-violence among women” (Jaiser 
2005: 130) appeared less frequently than in later reports. That is, female survivors 
seem to smooth their narration about women (over time) to fit common repre-
sentations of femininity.

My comparison between the interviews with female and male Mauthausen 
survivors does not confirm Goldenberg’s findings either. Women and men alike 
speak about friends/relatives with whom they were together and shared food 
and clothing, and/or who supported them in various ways. There is no evidence 
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that men construct themselves more than women do as lone fighters, but, in 
sum, they mentioned a smaller number of individuals than women. How about 
references to aggressive acts committed by fellow prisoners and prisoner-func-
tionaries? With respect to this, women spoke less frequently about physical vi-
olence among prisoners than men. Furthermore, aggression and revenge – if 
reported at all – were always less severe than those reported by men. How can 
we explain this difference? Does this mean that women acted less aggressively 
than men? Not necessarily, as all women also mentioned violent female prisoner 
functionaries, the so-called Kapos. There is also the possibility that such deeds 
are not mentioned because they seem to be unwomanly and do not conform to 
the ideal of the peace-loving woman. Additionally, all male interviewees also 
reported that acts of revenge took place, they just denied participating in such 
acts against Kapos, fellow prisoners, or SS perpetrators. Apparently, men merely 
wish to distance themselves individually from violence, but not the group of men 
as a whole. From this it follows that male interviewees do not draw a picture of 
men/masculinity that opposes traditional features of masculinity, but refer – at 
least indirectly – to the “idea of combat/struggle” (Enloe 1983: 12, quoted ac-
cording to Lentin 1999: 75). Thus, both women and men adhere, to traditional 
role models, at least to a certain degree.

Ronit Lentin states in her article about the (en)gendering of genocides 
through mass media that women and children have turned into symbols of bar-
barity of genocidal wars. Women are only seen as victims (not as bystanders and 
perpetrators), whereas the trope of ‘motherhood’ and ‘cracked female beauty’ is 
the embodiment of suffering (Lentin 1999: 72). Do we find such tropes in the 
interviews, too? Are there any differences between memoirs of female and male 
survivors concerning this theme? To answer these questions, I want to draw your 
attention on the representations of children, mothers, and female perpetrators in 
the interviews. Analyses revealed that almost only women narrate about the fate 
of children in concentration camps. Despite the fact that men were also deported 
together with children and that children were also imprisoned in predominate-
ly male concentration camps, hardly any man mentioned children. Our female 
interviewees – irrespective of their age and/or to which group of victims they 
belonged – addressed children’s suffering from hunger and thirst, forced separa-
tion from their mothers, abuse of children for medical experiments, killings of 
newborns, and so on. 

They brought them here together with the children! [moanful] They have taken 
away [entire – Transl.] families, children were among them. Well, the husband 
was with the partisans, they found out about it. /Well, they killed some of them 
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and some/.3 And toward the end, they took most of them to Auschwitz together 
with the children. They took the children from them. Oh, this is a nightmare 
what has happened here! How is it possible? A small child, and they are taking 
her away from her mother! (Stanewa 2002: 26)

These female narratives about children (and mothers) point to three aspects. First, 
there are victims who suffered more than women (from the women’s perspective). 
According to these narratives, the “true” victims are the innocent children. It then 
follows that women do not want to position themselves in the hierarchy of victims 
as the most pitiable (that is, the most powerless and helpless). In fact, female re-
sistance fighters especially represented themselves as women who did not quit the 
struggle even in the concentration camps. Second, along with children, mothers 
were the most afflicted ones. In these narratives, therefore, children and mothers 
symbolize the regime’s barbarity. Third, interviewees of both genders reproduce 
the stereotypical representations of women and men with this (non-) reference 
to children. Women, and only women, are assigned to the reproductive sphere 
and their responsibilities for caring, whereas men are assigned to politics and the 
public sphere, as the quote expresses so clearly. 

Nevertheless we find some contradicting evidence when we turn our attention 
to the topic of separation from ones own children in the course of persecution, 
marriage, and starting a family. Many female interviewees did not speak about the 
separation from their own children while in detention; they hardly mentioned the 
existence of children or being married at all.4 Although we asked about the inter-
viewee’s life story, we usually received information about these aspects of life only 
when asking specifically.5 How can we interpret this contradiction? Is it a contra-
diction at all? First of all we must view this in the context of the complete inter-
view. In general, the interviewees neither spoke at length about their life after lib-
eration nor about their life before the war. Asked for an interview because they are 
survivors of the Mauthausen concentration camp, they focused their narration on 
the period of persecution. This could be one reason for not speaking about start-
ing a family and about children. Another reason could be that in retrospect, this 
part of life was not as important to them. In this case, the rare mentions of family, 

3. A slash indicates that the sentence was not completed by the interviewee.

4. These findings correspond to another study by Amesberger et al. (2004: 275–287). Ecker’s 
(2004: 7–8) findings are slightly different in this respect. The interviews with interviewers sug-
gest that female interviewees tend to speak more about founding a family, children and so on 
than male interviewees.

5. None of our male interviewees had children at the time of persecution, but they, too, rarely 
spoke about founding a family after liberation.
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etc. by female interviewees would be evidence of the ambivalent embodiment of 
gendered norms, values, and concepts of femininity/womanhood, whereas in the 
case of men, it would be congruent with traditional representations of masculin-
ity/manhood. Furthermore, there is the possibility that women themselves share 
and/or reproduce the societal devaluation of the reproductive work of women, so 
that it is not worth mentioning this part of one’s life. Many men, who did not have 
a career, did not speak a whole lot about their later professional life either. 

Direct references to gender

So far we have seen that we can partly trace the process of doing gender through 
indirect references to gender via solidarity, children, and family. Now I want to 
turn to the direct references, that is, when in narratives, women and men are 
directly addressed as such. I will illustrate this with the representations of female 
perpetrators, mothers, and fathers. As an example, I quote a paragraph from an 
interview with a female Belgian resistance fighter:

Then I saw a girl; she worked in the cesspit. I also worked in the cesspit. I say, ‘be 
careful, she is watching us’. And suddenly the girl fainted, and we brought her 
back to consciousness. But the SS woman did not lose sight of her. These were 
female SS soldiers. [peremptory] And [pauses for four seconds] shortly thereaf-
ter, she faints again/. ‘Oh,’ the woman says, ‘if she is unable to work, she might as 
well perish,’ and she pushes the girl into the cesspit and presses her down with her 
foot until the child has drowned [stamps her foot agitatedly]. These are the Nazis. 
[solemnly] That is Fascism. That is Fascism. And then you see that same woman 
a quarter of an hour later as she hangs a bird cage for a little bird into a tree. That 
makes you want to kill her. [solemnly] Afterward she was killed, indeed. And 
then one returned and had to tell the mother, because this we had promised to 
one another, that her child [slowly] had died. This is impossible to tell a mother. 
But I lied. I said that she had fallen asleep. That she had died as everybody else – 
from exhaustion. One cannot tell such a thing to a mother. (Ulrix 2003: 11) 

The SS-woman here stands for the cruelty of the regime and of Fascism. This is 
emphasized through the repeated expression “That is Fascism” and the accom-
panying bodily expression – she stamps her foot. The expression “That is Fas-
cism” further implies that only Fascism “produces” such cruel women; women in 
a democratic society are not cruel, violent, etc. The barbarity of the woman and 
the regime is boosted by the dramatic device to tell how nicely and caring the SS-
woman acted with the bird, an animal. 

The depiction of the so-called Kapos by the interviewees are another exam-
ple where one can trace the process of doing gender. Here quite often the link is 
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made between the beauty of the female Kapo (and also of the female SS) and her 
barbarity. Again, beauty, standing for femininity, boosts cruelty. Sometimes the 
description of violent females is concluded with statements like: “they were more 
barbarous than men” (Vrachoritou 2003: 13). Such comparisons of women and 
men reveal that while the female SS wardens, female Kapos, etc. do not meet the 
expectations concerning women’s appropriate social behaviour, it is well in the 
range of “normal” male behaviour to be violent (comp. also Amesberger et al. 
2004: 78–79).

The process of doing gender is not limited to representations of women. In 
interviews with female survivors we also find depictions of men – prisoners and 
perpetrators. Ms Ulrix remembers the following situation when arriving at the 
Mauthausen concentration camp. 

When the prisoners, the men of Mauthausen – the prisoners who saw us when 
we arrived – the men had, of course, pity with us women. But their pity was sup-
pressed by another feeling. And one could read this in their eyes: the feeling of 
their inability to save us. [with emphasis] I don’t know whether I express myself 
correctly [to tell] you. One could read [with emphasis] this in the men’s eyes. The 
powerlessness these people experienced as they were unable to do anything for us. 
And these unfortunates were themselves mere living corpses. (Ulrix 2003: 18)

Besides noticing sympathy for the female prisoners, the interviewee refers to what 
under civil circumstances is the appropriate role model, behaviour, and duty of 
men – to protect and save women. Their inability to do so causes these men emo-
tional distress, emotions that are deeper even than their sympathy for the women. 
At the same time, their inability rendered them not only unmanly, but unsexed 
and non-human, too, which is emphasized in the concluding sentence: “And these 
unfortunates were themselves mere living corpses”.

Now I want to turn to the representations of mothers in the interviews. The 
interview passage quoted above about the cruel SS female who drowned a girl in 
the cesspit was followed by the interviewee’s account of her difficult duty to tell the 
mother about the girl’s death. According to the interviewee, a mother – that is, a 
“real” mother – cannot bear to hear of her child’s death. Even if we can imagine 
that this was as hard for the interviewee as for the mother, we also have to notice 
the production of mothers and gender in this narration. The interviewee assumes 
that every mother must love her child and, indirectly, that fathers do not suffer as 
much from the loss of a child. She did not say: “One cannot tell parents of such 
cruelties.” She repeatedly refers solely to the mother. We find a similar construc-
tion of motherhood in interviews with male survivors. In their narratives about 
returning home after liberation and their reunion with their families, mothers 
and other female relatives “fainted” or “nearly went mad” because their beloved 
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sons had returned. In interview passages about family reunions, fathers are most-
ly absent, but when present, they do not react as hysterically as mothers. 

In the narratives of men, women are significantly less represented than in the 
narratives of women. This hardly surprising fact can be explained, on one hand, 
by the segregated “world” of civil society of the 1930s and 1940s and especially of 
the concentration camps. On the other hand, it reveals that women are not per-
ceived – besides their reproductive functions – as fellow resistance fighters, fel-
low inmates in ghettos, prisons, concentration camps, etc. Who were the women 
mainly mentioned by men or by women? In the stories of men, female relatives 
prevailed compared to other groups of females (such as individual female prison-
ers and/or resistance fighters), whereas relatives are only one group among others 
in the memoirs of women. Usually, male interviewees spoke about having seen 
female prisoners in the concentration camp only after specifically being asked by 
the interviewer. This question almost always produced a narrative about camp 
brothels and the women who had to work there. The existence of a women’s camp 
in Mauthausen starting in September 1944 was rarely mentioned either.

If one examines the list of other people mentioned in the interviews, it is 
striking that many male interviewees, apart from mentioning other people to a 
significantly lesser extent, mention, above all, “famous” well-respected men. This 
behaviour is hardly found among women. This cannot be read merely as a (sub-
conscious) strategy of self-aggrandizement. Rather, the “world of men” altogether 
is endowed with more weight and significance. 

Doing gender at the interactional level

For an analysis of the interactional level, I investigated who was asked which 
questions. Even though all interviewers underwent the same training program 
for interviewing Mauthausen survivors and were equipped with the same inter-
view guidelines, the outcome varied greatly. One notices that not all interviewers 
agreed to ask questions about life after liberation, especially about the so-called 
private life – family and children. And there is a tendency that male survivors 
were not asked about starting a family, whereas female survivors were not asked 
about their later professional life. A rather common pattern is that interviewers 
ask about the political attitude of the interviewee’s father, but not that of the moth-
er. Not only do we learn nothing about the mother’s political affiliation, women 
seem to be apolitical and their lives are reduced to the so-called private sphere, or 
womanly areas like religion, as can be seen from the following section from the 
quote of an interview: 
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  “Interviewer: But your father was a Communist?
  Interviewee: Yes, yes, yes.
  Interviewer: Yes. And how was your mother’s relation to religion? How was 

your [family’s] attitude to religion? 
  Interviewee: At the time, my mother used to be a singer in our church 

choir. (...).” (Kononenko 2003: 16)

Although the interviewer extended his question concerning religion to the whole 
family, the interviewee only heard the question about his mother’s affiliation. This 
question is followed by a lengthy narration of his mother’s beautiful voice; but we 
do not learn anything about her attitude to politics in the course of the entire inter-
view, nor were we informed about the religious life of the other family members.

However, doing gender is not only a matter of examining what is and is not 
asked to various people; it is also a matter of the questions’ implicit codes. For ex-
ample, the simple question, “How were the female SS wardens dressed?” (Primozic 

2002: 45) does not seem to be gendered. Theoretically, the question could have 
also been asked about the male wardens. But I am sure that the outfit of the male 
SS staff would be of interest only in the rarest cases (and, in fact, in none of the 
analyzed interviews was the question asked at all). Indeed, it is the proper and 
stylish outfit of female SS wardens that became a code for their viciousness. May-
be the interviewer wanted to evoke a story of violence, which the interviewee had 
experienced or witnessed; if so, she succeeded in that, but it also resulted in the 
boosting of the violent act by means of reference to the woman’s beauty. Violence 
seems to be more repugnant because of the female’s beauty.

If the various identities of both the interviewees and the interviewers had an 
influence on the interview itself, then one may ask whether same-sex interview 
settings differ from mixed-sex interview settings with regard to topics addressed, 
style and length of narration, and so on. I heard more than once from female sur-
vivors that they prefer to be interviewed by a woman because of bad experiences 
with male interviewers. I am unable to expand here on the ways in which the 
interview setting influences content and style of narration. Here, I have to limit 
myself to the length of the interviews. Sylka Scholz came to the realization that 
same-sex interviews are much longer than interviews where the partners are of 
different sex (Scholz 2003: 149–153). My analysis cannot support these findings. 
The length of an interview seems to depend much more on the interviewer’s in-
terviewing skills, empathy, and historical knowledge, as well as the interviewee’s 
experience with narration and level of traumatisation, and finally, the rapport that 
developed between interviewer and interviewee.
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Concluding remarks

In this contribution, my focus was on the analysis of the interview situation. The 
analysis proved the hypothesis that interviewees as well as interviewers produce 
and reinforce representations of gender in various and multifaceted ways. Howev-
er, gender – and this I wish to emphasize – has already been produced in advance 
when determining the questions, developing research tools and methods, as well 
as afterward during the evaluation process. Yet, this question also brings about 
the danger of reproducing and reinforcing the seemingly strict duality of the gen-
der categories. When we ask, for example, how women and men experienced the 
National Socialist persecution, our starting point is, on one hand, the dual cat-
egorization of the sexes, and, on the other hand, an implicit assumption that an 
undisputed assignment to one sex/gender is possible (comp. West & Zimmerman 
1998: 173–174). Thus, we (researchers and interviewers) contribute to the process 
of doing gender. We cannot avoid it. Not including gender as a societal relevant 
category would mean to neglect existing power relations and inequalities as well 
as a loss of information with the consequence of inaccurate analysis. Therefore, as 
researchers we have to live with this ambivalence. Yet, we are able – and even have 
an obligation – to reflect on how we do gender in the research process and how 
we encourage our interviewees to do gender, the same way as we have to consider 
how other identities of both the interviewee and the interviewer alike might inter-
fere. Avoiding gender-sensitive questions will not solve the problem.
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The dialogues in-between
Phenomenological perspective  
on women’s oral history interviews
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In this article, I consider aspects of the process of recalling one’s subjectivity and 
body in different experiential levels in oral history interviews of elderly women 
in Finland. I discuss this dialogical process, including the dimension of gender, 
from the phenomenological point of view, especially philosophy and feminist 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological interpretations combined with 
experiential and narrative analysis. 

Keywords: gender studies, the sites of memory. oral narration, body phenom-
enology, experiential analysis

In this article, I approach aspects of the process of narrating one’s subjectivity and 
body in two experiential levels: as a woman in oral history interviews and in her 
past as a girl. I discuss this narrated and embodied gender from the phenomeno-
logical point of view, especially by reading Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenom-
enological philosophy and feminist interpretations of experiential and narrative 
analysis.

My interview material is based on the study of rural childhood and youth in 
Northern and Central Finland, where I interviewed 67 narrators during the years 
1990–96. Narrators were born in the 1910s, 1920s, and 1930s; of these, 32 women 
recalled their lives as girls and their transitions into womanhood. Empirically and 
as case studies, the oral history data of this paper have been previously discussed 
in several papers and presentations, both in conferences and in published articles, 
including my Ph.D. thesis. I have primarily studied narrating the local: how inter-
viewees recall their rural childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood; how these 
personal and intimate recollections are continuously interpreted in various ways 
within cultural and social structures, and therefore, politically. In my research I 
use life-historical analyses and a combination of narrative and phenomenological 
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methods in order to interpret institutional interaction between the peer groups 
of the children and young people, home, school, and civic organizations in their 
localities. I started my oral history interviews as thematically structured, but the 
later interviews transformed into life history interviews.1

In these oral history interviews, the narrator remembers her life course as 
a relationship in which the girl of the past and the elderly woman of the mobile 
present are experientially juxtaposed. In this narrative process, the remembered 
body of the young person overlaps the actual body of the elderly person. During 
an interview this kind of pondering occurs simultaneously, both in alienation 
and recognition of the past self and life. In my research, Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
phenomenological body philosophy offers a starting point to characterize these 
narrated and embodied transitions in the interview dialogue. On the other hand, 
according to feminist interpretations of phenomenology, the lived and living 
body brings its experiential and layered past into each new situation unavoidably 
as gendered and gendering (Young 1995; Butler 1993; Davis 1997).

Experiential narration and the question of “reaching the body”

Oral historian Selma Leydersdorff, among others, has stressed the experiential 
layering reflected in reminiscence narration, within which lived and narrative di-
mensions of recalling become intertwined. In other words, in life-historical nar-
ration individual experience is connected to a broader set of cultural meanings. 
At the same time, conventionally central frames of reference, for example of the 
nation state, are made problematic or left aside. In experiential narration there 
exists the simultaneous existence of many contextualisations and layerings, for 
example, in the meanings of gender and gendering one’s life history. The special 
nature of studying oral history is in listening to and bringing to the surface the 

1. This text is part of the post-doc project: “Rural Youth, Citizenship and Gender in Fin-
land, 1917–1940” at the Academy of Finland. My Ph.D. thesis was published as a monograph: 
Tuomaala, S. 2004a. Työtätekevistä käsistä puhtaiksi ja kirjoittaviksi. Suomalaisen oppivelvollisu-
uskoulun ja maalaislasten kohtaaminen 1921–1939 (From Working Hands to Clean and Writing 
Ones. The Encounter Between Finnish Compulsory Education and Rural Children 1921–1939), 
Helsinki: Suomalaisen Kirjallisuuden Seura; in English, see, Tuomaala S. 2004b. How Did 
 Shepherd’s Life Story Become a Patriotic Song? Narrating past rural childhood of the 1920s 
and 1930s in Finland. In: History and Change, A. Lahtinen & K. Vainio-Korhonen (eds.), 57–77. 
Helsinki: Finnish Literary Society. This paper is based in some parts on the article Tuomaala, S. 
2005. ¿Por qué reía Anna? Fenomenología y género en la historia oral (Why Did Anna laugh? 
Phenomenological and Gender Perspective to Oral History). Historia, Antropologia y Fuentes 
Orales 3(1): 37–47,
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variety of individual experiences. According to Leydersdorff, the study of oral bi-
ographies offers an alternative to research, which has a tendency to define overly-
unifying generalizations of individual and social experiential dimensions. They 
are “powerless to deal with the great variability and cacophonic voices of the ex-
periences” (Leydersdorff 1999: 604). 

In my point of view, elderly Finnish women’s memories narrated in interview 
encounters reflect the dialog and tension between lived experiences and their 
crystallized representations. In other words, memory and information about 
oneself as a girl and a woman, “history of one’s own” (Ukkonen 2000) is created 
primarily through the practices and encounters of everyday life and its altering 
repetitiveness. Furthermore, to get them recalled, these practices and encounters 
are interpreted symbolically through linguistic devices of metaphors and meton-
ymies. In interviews these symbolic levels of expressing and interpretation are 
mingling intensively with the embodied level. 

More specifically the remembered body of the narrator overlaps with her 
present body, and the juxtaposition is presented to the listener as an embodied 
biography, which applies to a variety of verbal, paralinguistic, and physical tech-
niques. This embodied – and constantly changing – “whole” takes shape as expe-
rience narratives, including laughter, sounds, voice stresses, gestures, postures, 
and even as scars on the narrator’s limbs (Barcelona 2003; Thomas & Ahmed 
2004; Tuomaala 2004b).

What data and knowledge do body language or nonverbal communication, 
as a part of reminiscence narration, offer to the researcher? Considering the dia-
logue between the human body and surrounding social world I refer to Jamilah 
Ahmed’s conclusions pointed out in her article Reaching the Body: Future Direc-
tions (Ahmed 2004) about the increasing research on the body and bodily identi-
ties across the humanities and social sciences. Therefore, in her point of view the 
focus is shifting from the theoretic direction toward the historically materialised 
and experiential body:

A concern with the role of the body in the social framework can ignore the more 
immediate issue of what it means to have and be a body (Turner 1984). While ‘the 
body’ has gained a certain currency in sociology, it can also be used as an object 
or symbol for sociocultural constructs without concern for the material realities 
of bodies. (…) This would mean that the representation of the body – as a sym-
bolic construct – might no longer be prioritized over the concept of the body as 
a lived reality.(…) The system of dualisms lingers in contemporary sociology that 
divides private from public, nature from culture, woman from man, and the body 
from the mind.  (Ahmed 2004: 285)
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenological body philosophy offers one start-
ing point for characterizing and interpreting dialogues between narrator and 
researcher in an interview situation.2 According to Merleau-Ponty, the body of 
a person is always part of her/his consciousness and the experienced bodily situ-
ation forms the origin of consciousness. It is the first space and place in the world 
and it cannot be studied objectively from the outside. Subjective consciousness 
and corporeality overlap as inseparable given definitions. As Finnish philosopher 
Martina Reuter has stated, the layering of this phenomenological being is made 
up of “the creation of the construction of meaning through the actions of an em-
bodied subject living in the world” (Reuter et al. 1997: 159). The duality of body 
and subject, as well as their ambiguity and multi-mindedness, permit their layer-
ing. They also offer tools for a historical and reflected body-subject for character-
ization. In other words, the body brings its layered past into each new situation 
(Rautaparta 1997: 132). A person’s models for action, as both a narrator and a 
researcher, are linked to her layered past, which is created in relation to cultural 
expectations, necessities, and possibilities, as well as personal feelings and goals.

Oral and life historical approaches, combined with, for example, a body phe-
nomenological approach, offer an alternative to crossover and tie-together dual-
isms of the body and the mind within human sciences. Andrew J. Strathern has 
stated that according to Merleau-Ponty, the characteristics of our bodies limit 
all our mental functions (Strathern 1996: 132). Merleau-Ponty’s objective was to 
show the subjectivity of bodiedness, carnality, and dismiss the Cartesian juxtapo-
sition of mind and body. Active subjects show their intentions in their movements 
and gestures with their bodies, while simultaneously expressing their relationship 
to the past. As a radical example, Merleau-Ponty uses a lost or paralyzed arm, 
which subjectively feels present or even usable to its owner. According to him, 
this phantom limb is not caused by cognitive error or an emotional protection 
mechanism, but instead there is a question of a bodily layered past. Objectively, 
a lost limb does not exist, but it still exists in the armless person’s experience of 
himself. It still affects his feelings, decisions, and actions. The issue here is of a 
lost body part’s “ambiguous presence”, not of a conscious or unconscious decision 
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: 76–81, 103–141).

2. Among Finnish researchers, the philosopher Sara Heinämaa has particularly studied the 
body phenomenology of Merleau-Ponty in connection with gender and sexuality. Heinämaa 
defines the phenomena of concepts in philosophy as relative to research, according to which 
generalizations related to reasons and consequences are only abstractions of “what is really ap-
parent” (Heinämaa 1996: 42). Merleau-Ponty describes the relationship between the phenom-
ena and science by comparing it to “the relationship of landscape and map”: scientific informa-
tion is like a map drawn for certain movements in relationship to “the landscape, in which we 
have learned what is ‘a forest, meadow, or lake’ ” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: iii).
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The presence of the embodied past as a subjective sediment 

The past is part of a narrator’s bodily and subjective layering, which also affects 
the present and actual experiences in the interview situation. In other words, a 
personally experienced and interpreted past supports historical probabilities, 
which contain different phenomena, such as narratives dealing with the narrator’s 
early age experiences. According to Merleau-Ponty, this past – although it might 
not be determinative – at least has a special emphasis: it is not the remote sum 
of the events one has left behind, but it shapes one’s atmosphere in the present 
(Merleau-Ponty 1962: 442). 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty calls the presence of the past a sediment (la sédimen-
tation), which, as a habitual body, shapes a subject’s repetition and reinforced pos-
tures in special historical and social situations (Merleau-Ponty 1962: 441). In the 
historical study of women (and therefore, of girls), there is reason to stress that 
even the life history of a single individual is made up of different subjects and body 
politics shaped at different times. The body-subject of a child, its freedom, limits, 
and circumstances are different from those of a young person, an adult, or an el-
derly person. However, a personally experienced childhood, for example, is a layer 
which the narrator brings to the interview situation. It is positioned and directed 
both inward (as the presence of the narrator’s past and her lost subject) and out-
ward (as dimensions of present and future, including the interview encounter with 
the historian). Therefore, the narrator is composed of two interwoven dimensions: 
her present body and her habitual body, which are shaped over the course of her 
life and adapted in certain positions from interacting with the world.

Merleau-Ponty has received criticism because he concentrates on an inten-
tional, moving, and acting subject. Visibility and direction outwards are stressed 
in this body-subject, which is not gendered and left sexually undefined. Luce Irig-
aray has stated that Merleau-Ponty “takes reversibility too far because he does not 
acknowledge that certain tactile experiences cannot be rendered visible” (Parkins 
2000: 62). Nevertheless, Monika M. Langer and Andrew J. Sthrathern, among 
others, have stressed that Merleau-Ponty’s goal was, in any case, to characterize 
the body from the perspective of the world lived in instead of the objectivistic 
and mechanistic concept of body politics. The body contains the memory of the 
subjective “project” and “bodied intentionality”. In this manner, observations are 
formed as conditions of memories of bodily personalities. A person is the com-
prehensive center of her/his memories, which builds the past and its meanings 
in present and in everyday life situations. As Langer states, the Merleau-Pontian 
phenomenological concept of the body is essentially “an expressive space”, a term 
of the significant world, through which other expressive spaces are formed (Weiss 
1999: 122; Strathern 1996: 37; Langer 1989: 25–34, 40, 47). 
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Layering of oral narration: A bodily site of memory 

According to Merleau-Ponty, the existence of an individual unfolds in a social 
and temporal context, relative to other people around her/him. Memory, which is 
a condition and prerequisite of reminiscences, is created essentially in a dialogue 
between people and their encounters. The horizon of the shared past – which 
means simultaneously personal and common interpretations of human observa-
tions, directions, and actions – is formed in memories. 

The body is a structure that expresses and in which shared meanings change 
and become layered. The continuous overlapping of language and body is es-
sential to the process through which personal and shared meanings are formed. 
The spoken word creates new meanings in which culture becomes carnal and 
personal, and is transmitted forward. At the same time, this carnal historicity 
is crystallized when spoken (Merleau-Ponty 1964: 18; Langer 1989: 18; Strathern 
1996: 38–39). Thus, historicity means the realization of a person in certain spaces 
and events, in which s/he is oriented towards situations of human contact, such as 
in an interview of one’s life history. Therefore, lived situations are a central part of 
actions creating cultural meanings, which begin when people meet and interact 
both as narrative and embodied beings.

In experiential narratives of one’s past, the most important is the question of 
once lived, material, and continually bodily experiences from which linguistic 
and symbolic marks have formed. Therefore, the narrativity and narrative nature 
of these life-historical marks permit their construction as material and bodily 
memories, able to be interpreted with the assistance of concepts like the site of 
memory and history (Nora & Goldhammer 1997; Peltonen 2003). A bodily site of 
memory is a trace or mark associated with an experiential narrative, which shapes 
the actual metaphorical space of speech, performance, writing, or illustration that 
is orientated towards the past. As such, the environment, buildings, objects, texts, 
pictures, as well as oral narratives associated with one’s lived past are also able to 
form the specific sites of memory (Peltonen 2003; Korkiakangas 2001).

The oral memories that deal with one’s own bodily expressions are included 
in the life-historical category of reminiscence as sites of memory, as well as the 
marks of the recalled life (such as scars or paralinguistic marks like laughter or 
tears) that are associated with the history of body. They shape, for example, the 
sites of memory of a personal girlhood and womanhood. This circumstantial 
nature directs and takes an attitude towards the past as a primarily subjective 
and bodily process, still revived in different phases of one’s life cycle. Also, these 
expressions invoke different cultural meanings in narrators’ and researchers’ in-
terpretations. The personal nature of these meanings strengthens the connection 
to the past as “history of one’s own”, in other words as experiences, feelings, and 
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interpretations as both personal and shared that are present in the here and now, 
in actual and performed interview speech.

Conclusion: The formation of historical narratives in oral and  
embodied contexts

Life-historical experiences are created, for example, as physical marks, move-
ments, symptoms, and feelings. As such, bodiliness is simultaneously a physical 
and social process, which is localized historically and produces different kinds 
of identities. Examined from a phenomenological perspective, this multilayered 
body is a historical process, which is expressed as subjective attitudes, movements, 
and actions in a cultural and material space. From the perspective of body phe-
nomenology, in Merleau-Pontian’s sense, the bodiliness of narratives is expressed 
as a layering of personal experiences. It is also expressed in the specific situation 
and social setting. In the interview dialogue and situation, I interpret these sub-
jective dimensions of bodiliness as historical traces, which are produced in differ-
ent interdependencies that are layered in terms of time, space, and community.

When the embodied expressions included into the narration of women’s pasts 
are interpreted as expressions regarding the life those people have lived, they be-
come socio-cultural recorders and, as such, (auto/biographical) historical sources. 
Therefore, the interpretations regarding historical sources and experiential narra-
tives form different kinds of historical narratives (Feixa & Nilan 2006). Historian 
Hayden White, who has remarkably analysed the formation of historical narra-
tives from different traces concerning the past, concentrates on the textual world 
(White 1978, 1987). The view ignores the idea that history – and hence historic-
ity – is continually bodiliness and subjectivity, which is expressed and takes shape 
in the realization of the past in voice and silence, as skin and on skin, in gestures 
and in other bodily expressions. In other words, according to my interpretation, 
history is not “just a narrative”; instead, it is the continuation of materiality, as 
loaded linguistic-social forms of being and action, which are expressed in the 
body and as bodiliness. 

Therefore, bodily and non-verbal traces can be interpreted as historical sourc-
es and at the same time life-historical narrative constructs, which bring up the 
special learning experiences of one’s life span. As Finnish cultural researcher Ilona 
Reiners concludes in her study of the bodiliness of subjective memories in the 
context of the Holocaust, the presence of the past is expressed as a potential world 
of meanings in the here and now, in the actual world of remembering and inter-
preting (Reiners 2001). Thus, in an interview situation, the elderly narrator’s body 
and its expressions are, through meanings embedded therein, partly combined 
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with the body of the child and young person s/he used to be. The expression of 
this kind, as a reflective site of one’s own experiences, also acts as a bodily-giv-
en meaning through which the narrator historicizes her/his past. Therefore, the 
meanings of subjective embodied expressions are created in a particular historical 
and cultural context.

The construction of gender produces vitally important means for the narra-
tion, recollection, and interpretation of one’s life and identity within cultural and 
political discourses, which girls and boys, women and men encounter in their 
social environment. Their gendered experiences are implemented in the private 
and public institutions of production and reproduction, and they are reflected in 
the autobiographical and literal data (Yuval-Davis 1997; Skeggs 1997). However, 
questions still remain for further study of gender and femininity in oral history 
narration: How do these two levels, discursive and embodied, differ from each 
other, and how do they converge? And, in methodological terms, how should one 
interpret both, paradoxically, differentiating and homogenizing embodied and 
narrative processes for recalling girlhood and womanhood in a specific culture, 
society, and era?

One possible way to start approaching this question, which I mention briefly 
here in my article, would be through analyzing the intermingling metaphors and 
metonymies. They are constantly polarizing and connecting experiential narra-
tion and embodied narratives. The metaphorical and metonymic level with si-
multaneously embodied and discursive practices, structures the processes of re-
calling subjective girlhood and womanhood. In other words, this symbolically 
and bodily-laden level spins together meaningful relationships, places, and mate-
rial objects. As diversified combinations, they construct the cultural, unavoid-
ably gendered, and material space of subjective experiences (Tuomaala 2004a; 
Tuomaala 2004b).

As Finnish social scientist Anni Vilkko has observed, the use of familiar 
metaphors in life stories, through feminine and masculine images and figures, 
offers us a glimpse of how one’s lifetime can be conceptualized in our culture 
(Vilkko 2003: 49–51, 61). Intensively charged metaphors and metonymies not 
only disclose the way in which the narrator articulates her life experiences to her 
listener, but they also communicate them to other people. Therefore, symbolic 
and embodied narratives represent life by shaping and ordering it. On the other 
hand, the oral story may be incoherent and fragmentary, but it is created anew in 
the interpretative acts of listening and telling, and later on, in reading. From this 
perspective, the woman actively constructing her embodied subjectivity in oral 
reminiscence practice is emphasized. 

The gendered voices of women and girls are construed as both verbally and 
non-verbally embodied sites of memory, where their personal experiences are 
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framed by differentiating cultural models and social processes. By combining 
oral history interpretation with a phenomenological gender perspective, elderly 
women’s oral narration and reminiscence of their early age become embodied as a 
function of recalled subjective actions of their girlhood. Therefore, narrators cre-
ate bodiliness and subjectivity of their own, by constantly negotiating with repre-
sentational resources and gendered images of both the ideal and averted girls and 
women in their specific culture. In an interview narrative, a recollected age-bound 
life history is reflected as the presence of different “times”. More definitely, the ex-
periential dimension of life sequels is historicized. It is the subjectively placed and 
socially located positioning of the past, in which different historical meanings are 
constantly created and interpreted.
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The problems of articulating beingness  
in women’s oral histories

Mary Patrice Erdmans
Department of Sociology, Central Connecticut State University, USA

Based on an analysis of women’s oral histories, this article examines the problem 
of articulating motherhood. Despite the fact that motherhood is a primary 
identity, self-reflections on being mothers are circumscribed for several reasons. 
First, the omnipresent and ethereal nature of the mother identity makes it dif-
ficult to capture in words. Moreover, everyday routines are taken for granted 
and less visible unless they become problematic. Finally, activities in the public 
sphere are perceived as more significant and worth discussing than those per-
formed in the private sphere. In sum, when using oral histories to document the 
lives of marginalized populations, it is important to consider how the subordi-
nate position influences the content and form of the narrative. 

Keywords: marginalized people, content and form of oral narratives, mother-
hood 

The oral history program at Columbia University was established in the late 1940s 
for the purpose of documenting and preserving a record of “significant lives.” 
Beginning in the 1960s, however, social historians interested in writing history 
“from the bottom-up” began collecting oral histories of ordinary people. The oral 
histories of significant people and ordinary folk differ in both content and narra-
tive style. Significant lives are usually public lives, and public figures are used to 
speaking on record, putting their thoughts into words, and having others value 
their opinion. They generally believe that what they think and what they do is 
important. In contrast, ordinary folk are not public figures: they are not leaders 
of industry, government, or military; they are not in front of the camera as sports 
stars or entertainers; they are not artists and writers who produce work for public 
consumption. For the most part, the thoughts and actions of ordinary people are 
not a part of the public record and they seldom, if ever, have anyone tape record 
their words. These differences between significant and ordinary lives suggest that 
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when we write history from the bottom up, we need to take into consideration 
how being “at the bottom” influences the story told and the story telling. 

In this article, I examine how subordinate status shapes the life stories of white 
working-class women, focusing on the content as well as the language and organi-
zation of the narrative. The private lives of white, working-class women are often 
overlooked in the literature. Oral historians, in the mid-twentieth century took less 
interest in the lives of women and as a result the earlier focus on significant lives 
was almost exclusively a focus on men. In the 1970s, a new generation of feminist 
scholars began addressing this oversight. Most of the early feminist writing docu-
mented the lives of white middle-class women. Later scholarship focused more 
on the lives of women marginalized by race, class, nativity, and sexual orientation. 
Often scholars conflated race and class so that studies of white women were de 
facto studies of the middle class, and studies of women of color were studies of 
poor and working-class women. This bifurcation obfuscated our understanding 
of white working-class women. When combined with white middle-class women, 
the voices (and disadvantages) of white working-class women were lost. When 
grouped together with working-class racial minorities and immigrants, white na-
tive-born privilege was overlooked. Correcting for these two-dimensional limita-
tions, this article focuses on white, working-class women in the more complex 
“matrix of domination” referred to by Patricia Hill Collins (1990) within which 
groups are simultaneously privileged and disadvantaged.

Another way that women are overlooked is when the gaze is on the public 
sphere alone. Labor scholars studying white working-class women tend to ana-
lyze women working outside the home. Their monographs document the lives of 
women working in factories, restaurants, and secretarial pools while ignoring the 
labor of women in the home. When scholars turn their focus to women at home, 
they usually use an exclusive gender lens for analysis and almost never include 
class. This is problematic because subordination is once again taken to be one-
dimensional rather than occurring within a more complex matrix of domination. 
We cannot understand the gender experience apart from the class experience. For 
example, in the mid-twentieth century, middle-class women who earned college 
degrees and yet did not have careers outside the home were the ones most likely to 
suffer from the unnamed depression that Betty Friedan described in The Feminine 
Mystique. In contrast, working-class women who did not experience motherhood 
as competing with a professional identity were more likely to feel privileged rather 
than frustrated when they stayed home to raise children (Fox-Genovese 1996; 
Seifer 1976).

White working-class women represent a population whose private lives and 
unique experience of marginalization are not fully documented. Oral history, as 
a method for including those excluded from the social record, is a useful tool for 
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documenting the everyday lives of these women. When collecting their oral histo-
ries, however, we need to pay attention to the ways in which their marginalization 
influences both the content and form of their oral narratives. Feminist scholars, 
and oral historians in particular, advocate an interpretive methodology that makes 
imperative an examination of how power relations and social position, in the pub-
lic sphere and the face-to-face setting of the interview, influence the construction 
of a life story (Alpern et al. 1992; Anderson et al. 1990; Behar 1996; Belenky et al. 
1986; Geiger 1986; Gluck 1977; Joeres and Mittman 1993; Laslett 1999; Patai and 
Gluck 1991; Reinharz 1992; Reissman 1997; Romero and Stewart 1999).

The life stories of five sisters

Between 1997 and 2002, I collected the oral histories of five sisters. These white 
working-class women were born in the United States in the 1920s and 1930s. 
Their stories formed the basis for my book The Grasinski Girls: The Choices They 
Had and the Choices They Made. Four of the Grasinski sisters – Caroline, Fran, 
Nadine, and Mary – are my aunts, and the fifth sister, Angel, is my mother. 

All five sisters were mothers. Caroline, born in 1923, was married at the age 
of 19 and after 65 years of marriage she is the matriarch of a large family: three 
children, eight grandchildren, and two great grandchildren. Fran was married 
in 1948 at the age of 20; she has three children and four grandchildren. Nadine 
joined the Felician Order of nuns when she was 18. After 25 years as a Felician 
sister, she left the convent and married. At the age of 45, she conceived and de-
livered her only child. Angel was born in 1936 and was married in 1956. She has 
six children and twelve grandchildren. Mary, the youngest of the sisters, had just 
turned 20 when she was married in 1958. She has four children. As was typical of 
women in their era, the Grasinski sisters married young (except for Nadine), and 
they were career mothers. They began having children soon after they were mar-
ried, and except for Mary, they all remained married.

 At the beginning of this project, I explained my intentions to the Grasinski 
sisters by telling each one of them that I wanted to understand their lives. I began 
the initial taping session with a grand-tour question: “Tell me about your life, 
start from the beginning.” I wanted them to construct their narratives in whatever 
form or direction they chose. The interview sessions took place over a period of 
several days for some of the sisters, and months for others. I recorded between 
four and twenty hours of taped oral narrative for each of them.

In my initial analysis of their oral histories, I discovered that the discussions 
of themselves as mothers were not lengthy or well articulated. Although their 
children were central to their lives, when they told their life stories, the years 
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they were most likely to gloss over were those years when they were primarily 
occupied with the tasks of mothering. Their narratives were more detailed and 
descriptive when discussing those years before they were married and those years 
after the children were grown. In the first session, Fran talked exclusively and 
extensively about the first sixteen years of her life; she stopped narrating her life 
story at the point when she met her husband. Caroline’s stories were also more 
detailed and vivid when describing her pre-motherhood years and her present life 
as compared to those in-between-years when she was raising her three children. 
These same years were also missing in Angel’s narrative. She remembers the seven 
pregnancies and six births, and she tells her life in relation to the births, but there 
was very little in her story about those years when she was raising children. In all 
three cases, the mid-adult years (from about 25 to 50 years of age) were sketchy.

Nadine talked more about her child than did the others, but this still did not 
take up a large number of pages in her overall transcript. She talked more about 
the pregnancy (which was difficult at the age of 45), than about mothering her 
child. Only Mary, the mother who sent her children to live with her sisters for a 
few years after her divorce while she worked and went back to school, narrated 
her life story in relation to what was happening with her children. The children 
did not enter her narrative as central characters, however, until the divorce dis-
rupted their lives and her motherhood had to be negotiated.

After the first set of interviews, I wrote a life history for each of the sisters 
based on information in the transcripts. I sent each of them the written narrative, 
asked them to read it and provide me with comments, and then contacted each of 
them individually. What I learned, unfortunately, was that they thought that I “got 
it all wrong,” as one sister said. One particularly glaring problem with my written 
construction of their oral narrative was that I underestimated, underplayed, and 
undervalued their role as mothers. They expressed their frustrations with what 
they saw as my inaccurate and incomplete representations of them.

Nadine: And then, you kind of emphasize that I was so happy being free in my 
apartment [this was after she left the convent], but you didn’t say anything about 
Marie Chantal [her daughter] being, that was like, I had beautiful beautiful days 
of my life when I became the nun, black veil, white veil, the day I got married, 
absolutely beautiful, but nothing can compare to the day that I held her in my 
arms. That was like the most beautiful, that was my high point in my life, that was 
above everything and she still is. I just wanted you to emphasize that more than 
being free in my apartment [laughs].

Caroline also informed me that I had not written enough about how happy she 
was being a mother: “Most of my life was with my kids. I thought it was such a 
special thing to be able to mother children. I had the privilege of having children 
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and raising them.” And Fran wondered why I had not mentioned her being a 
mother. Despite the fact that she would not narrate her life story to me beyond 
her 18th birthday, she assumed that I would construct a narrative that included 
her three children.

As a result of these comments, I returned to collect more of their life story 
and this time I asked them specifically about being a mother. Through this direct 
probing I elicited more information about their histories as career moms; how-
ever, their “mother” narratives were still limited in the ways I discuss below. 

The hidden mother

I refer to the Grasinski sisters as career moms because their identity and behavior 
were dominated with the role of being mothers: as young girls, they imagined be-
ing mothers and made life choices to make this possible; as adults, they invested 
a significant amount of time and resources in having children and raising them; 
and as women, their children gave them an existential reason for being. As such, 
motherhood was a moral career as well as an occupational career. Yet, while moth-
erhood was a primary identity and the tasks of mothering occupied their lives, nei-
ther the identity nor tasks appeared as prominent features in their oral histories.

To understand this absence, I analyze their oral histories using a framework 
first developed by Ronald Grele (1985) which focuses on: 1) the linguistic struc-
ture (grammar, phrasing patterns, and organization); 2) the relationship between 
the narrator and listener; and, 3) the relation between the narrator and larger 
society. Attending to these three levels, I note that motherhood is often missing 
from the oral transcripts because: 1) it is an omnipresent and ethereal identity 
that is difficult to articulate; 2) my relationship as a daughter and niece made me 
an insider and they took it for granted that I would narrate their lives as moth-
ers; and, 3) the private sphere has less value than the public sphere, especially the 
activities of marginalized groups, and as a result the activities performed in the 
private sphere can seem mundane, trivial, and not worthy of discussion. 

The language of motherhood

When I asked Caroline to explain those 25 years in the middle of her life that she 
had not talked about in the initial sessions, she said, “well, then I was a mother.” 
What does that mean? Mothering includes caring for the physical, psychological, 
emotional and spiritual development of family members as well as engaging in the 
kinship work necessary to keep the family together (DeVault 1991; di Leonardo 
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1987; McMahon 1995). But when I asked them to tell me what it was like to be a 
mother, or to talk about being a mother, they did not talk about these tasks. 

Mothering is hidden in the commonplace routines that are often overlooked. 
Everyday chores run into each other as a bleary stream of washing, cleaning, nurs-
ing, storytelling, feeding, bathing, ironing, and vacuuming, wiping noses, wiping 
bums, dusting lamp shades, picking up dirty socks, and folding clean socks. Rath-
er than being itemized, the physical tasks are lumped into a monolith of mother-
ing, which gets spoken as: “well, then I was a mother.” In addition, the years when 
women are engaged in these tasks – multiplied by the number of children they 
have – are often the years when women are most tired. Angel, who at the age of 
27 was pregnant with her fifth child (and her oldest was only six years old) said, 
“There are whole years I don’t remember.” When I asked specifically about these 
child-raising years she said, “life was a blur.”

While the physically-tiring manual-labor tasks blur into forgettable years, the 
emotional work of mothering can be even harder to talk about because it is less 
concrete. The emotional work of mothering can be done while standing in front 
of a sink full of dishes or driving a child to baseball practice. For example, along-
side the daily chores of getting children ready for school, the mother listens to 
her children’s hesitations and excitements and offers nurturing murmurs of fond-
ness and gentle caresses. Unlike my “at-a-glance” schedule book that records the 
activities of my career as a professor, a mother’s emotional tasks are not written 
down and often are not even spoken. 

Motherhood is a being as much as, if not more than, a doing. And it is a sacred 
beingness. When I pushed Caroline to describe what it means to be a mother, she 
said, “I always thought that was such a big honour.” Fran wrote: “I thank God for 
giving them to me.” Angel also defined motherhood as a gift from God: “I like 
my life and I like all the people I produced, and the grandchildren. I think I’m 
blessed.” For Angel, the six children were acts of creation that gave meaning to 
her life: “I realized that what I was doing was really important. I was creating little 
bodies, and little babies, and bodies, and more bodies, and more bodies. [laughs] 
But I always felt that each one child was like a real special gift.” As a part of the 
sacred act of creation, motherhood, like all sacred things, is shrouded in mystery. 
The divinity of motherhood loses something when forced into words. 

In sum, motherhood is a difficult identity to articulate because it involves ev-
eryday tasks that are easy to overlook and emotional work that is often invisible. 
Moreover, because the mother identity is ensconced to their core self, they do not 
have the distance necessary to see it. 
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Insiders already know

The stories produced and presented in this study arose not out of my separation 
from, but a strong connection to these women. When telling an oral history to an 
insider, narrators may assume a ‘taken-for-grantedness’ and not articulate aspects 
of their lives that they share with the interviewer. I was an insider in this study be-
cause I was a blood relative and I grew up with these women. Even though femi-
nist scholars are less bothered by the necessity for distance between the researcher 
and the researched than are positivist traditional social scientists. It is nonetheless 
analytically important to examine how this closeness shaped their life stories.

As family, they took it for granted that I knew their biographies as mothers. 
This is one reason they were upset with their initial narratives. They expected me 
to write about them as mothers because I knew them, and knowing them they 
assumed that I saw them as mothers. Angel, my own mother, told me more about 
the early years when the babies were born and not as much about the years of 
mothering. In part, she was so tired during those years when she was raising six 
children that she does not remember much, but it was also because I lived those 
years with her, so I would already know what the household was like. When I 
pushed Fran to talk about the years when her children were young she said, “Well 
you know your cousins, you remember what that was like.” The fact that Fran’s ini-
tial oral history stopped before she became a mother and yet she expected me to 
write about her life as a mother, suggests that she took it for granted that I would 
write about her getting married and having children. 

Only Mary’s transcript had a significant number of pages devoted to her chil-
dren and the problems she had mothering. This story, I believe, was an attempt 
to set the family record straight. Mary was estranged from the family for a long 
period of time because of her extramarital affair and divorce. Because of this es-
trangement, I did not know her story the way that I knew the others’ life stories. At 
one point during the taping when she was describing the affair and the problems 
during the divorce, I said explicitly, “wow, I never knew all that was happening.” 

She could not take it for granted that I knew her story, nor could she take 
her motherhood identity for granted. Mary’s motherhood identity was compli-
cated by the divorce. Like many other women in her situation, after the divorce 
she had significantly fewer resources. She temporarily relinquished her mother-
hood tasks by sending her children to live with her sisters. She enrolled in college 
and worked nights. After she completed college she tried to resume her role as 
mother but it was more difficult; her children were scattered around the country, 
some were angry with her and others had moved into adult roles. Mary’s pursuit 
of a professional career was also complicated by her mothering responsibilities. 
Several of her occupational career choices were made in relation to the needs of 
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her children. It was often in describing the competing needs of school, work, and 
motherhood that her children entered into her life story. 

None of her sisters shared those same tensions with mothering. Nadine and 
Caroline only worked outside the home when it did not interfere with child rear-
ing. Fran worked only before her children were born. Angel did feel some tension 
during those periods when mothering and paid labor conflicted, but like her other 
sisters, Angel depended on her husband to provide basic needs – shelter, food, in-
surance, clothes. Mothering was easier for her because she was financially stable.

When an identity has to be negotiated, that is, when it becomes a problem 
identity, it can no longer be taken for granted. Mary’s life deviated from her sisters 
because of the divorce. Of all of the sisters, she talked the most about her role as 
a mother because she could not just assume that I knew what had happened in 
her life, and because life events forced her to be cognizant of her mothering roles, 
duties, and obligations.

Pulling the public out of the private

Narratives are constructed worldviews that include hierarchies for ranking, le-
gitimation, routines, and value systems; they situate the narrator within this value 
system thereby showing their place within a moral world (Grele 1985; Linde 1986; 
Yans-McLaughlin 1990). People tell stories within cultural groups, as Norman 
Denzin notes:

The stories that members of groups pass on to one another are reflective of un-
derstandings and practices that are at work in the larger system of cultural under-
standings that are acted upon by group members. These understandings contain 
conceptions of persons’ lives, meaningful subjective experience, and notions of 
how persons and their experience are to be represented. (1989: 81)

In dialogue with the larger society, speakers are conscious of the value systems 
that underscore dominant group ideology. 

In U.S. society, the public sphere holds more power than the private sphere, 
and these women were aware of this. They had internalized the societal belief that 
the public sphere is more important than the private sphere. For example, Mary 
said her biggest disappointment in life was, “not making more of a contribution to 
society. I helped a lot of people, but I think I would have liked to have done it on a 
broader scale.” She implies that public identities have the potential to do more vo-
luminously good work and as such they are more valued than private identities.

Motherhood is performed mostly in the home, but the identity has tremen-
dous value in the larger cultural sphere. There is a public reward for being mothers 
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because that is what women are expected to do (especially women in their genera-
tion). Despite this affirming social location in the larger culture, their routines are 
enacted primarily in the private sphere – they do not have public identities. 

While mothering is private, the oral history interview itself is public, both 
in its immediate telling and the later retelling to a larger audience. When people 
tell their private stories, they are consciously or unconsciously aware of the larger 
value system in which their cultural and social groups are situated. It is not sur-
prising, then, that when I pushed them to describe what they did during those 
child-rearing years, they talked about public activities. I asked Caroline, “So what 
did you do between the time you were 30 and 53?” (the missing years in her initial 
oral history). 

I was just, um, I was just a housewife and kids, I did a lot of things in church. 
I mean, I worked on bazaars; I volunteered, and stuff like that. I still do a lot at 
church. I volunteer at the blood bank, and I work in the pantry. I still do that, 
and I work at the bazaars and stuff like that. And I like to do stuff like that, I 
mean, what did I do? Just the doing regular stuff, I did not do anything eventful 
or anything like that.

She did not narrate her children’s lives, nor detail the tasks of mothering (neither 
the concrete everyday tasks nor the emotional tasks). Instead, she described her 
work for a church, blood bank, and food pantry – all activities performed in the 
public sphere. In contrast, the events that took place in the private sphere were 
not described. 

Fran also replied to my questions about mothering by pointing to activities 
in the public sector. When I asked her how she would “define herself as a mom,” 
she talked about the importance of teaching children that Jesus “loves them” and 
teaching them how to genuflect in church. Then she told me how she had been an 
assistant catechism teacher and she had thought about becoming a kindergarten 
teacher but chose not to after the certification process changed.

So, then, that’s why I guess I got into Boy Scouts. [laughs] Fifteen of them in my 
kitchen every week. And campfire girls for nine years, about sixteen girls, going 
all around, to the beaches and everything with all of them. So sort of always there 
was children involved. And then I was a teacher’s aide there for a while at Holy 
Spirit. That’s when you did it for volunteer. And then I also went for noon hour, 
watching the kids at noon hour, lunch time. I did that too for a couple years, two 
or three years.

Like Caroline, Fran does not talk about the private tasks of mothering, but her 
public role as an educator, a kindergarten teacher, a scout mother, a Campfire 
leader and a religious instructor.
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When asked specifically to describe those years when they were preoccupied 
with the task of mothering, the years they were not working outside the home but 
instead were at home with the children, they chose to focus on those activities 
that pulled them into the public sphere.

Conclusion

While oral histories may be a useful method for studying women because they 
allow access to their private nuanced everyday world, this methodology can also 
create problems for the same reasons. Oral histories about public events and pub-
lic identities are often anchored in action. People tell “stories” by moving from 
one action to another, for example: “I did this, and then I did that.” The structure 
(or narrative) of a story is its plot; the narrative connects events and gives them 
meaning. In stories, something is happening. For ordinary women who have 
spent their lives primarily in the private sphere, everyday routines often do not 
have compelling story lines.

Moreover, the oral history requires a language necessary to articulate feelings 
and thoughts, and a belief that one’s life is worth narrating. People in marginal-
ized positions may feel uncomfortable speaking publicly because they have less 
education which influences their vocabulary and verbal acumen. For example, 
some of the Grasinski sisters repeatedly used generic filler phrases such as “wat-
chamacallit” to stand in place for more specific words, illustrating, perhaps, that 
they did not have the language necessary to speak their thoughts nor the assur-
ance that what they had to say was worthwhile. It is in the blank spaces of the oral 
history – the absence of content, the jumbled language – that we see the effects of 
subordination. 

When people cannot articulate identities, they will be hidden or missing from 
oral histories. Identities that represent a person’s existential beingness are likely 
to be inseparable from an individual’s core self and ubiquitous in their everyday 
routines. The person is usually most conscious of these identities when they be-
come problem identities. Moreover, when the routines of the identity take place in 
the private sphere they can be dismissed as less relevant or overlooked for being 
ordinary. And finally, identities that are the basis for marginalization are the same 
identities that are less valued in the larger society. When this marginalization is 
internalized, then those “at the bottom” may see little point in articulating those 
aspects of their life that they do not consider “significant.”
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section 3

Behind and beyond the stories





Conversations with survivors  
of the siege of Leningrad
Between myth and history

James Chalmers Clapperton
University of Edinburgh, Scotland

The following article is based upon a series of interviews conducted by the 
author with thirty survivors of the siege of Leningrad (1941–44). The purpose 
of the research was to explore the potential which oral history has in demo-
cratically repositioning our view of history away from grand master-narratives 
towards personal recollections. I sought to embrace various urban myths and 
stories which are often overlooked by historians because of a lack of supporting 
documentation. Consequently, it is hoped that these testimonies can illuminate 
our knowledge of the siege by bringing into focus the sights, sounds and smells 
of besieged Leningrad and the myths of everyday life. In addition, memories are 
examined which acutely recall the transformed topography of a wartime city 
ravaged by famine and without transport or electricity.

Keywords: Siege of Leningrad, myths and memories, historiography

Background behind the project

This project originated in the late 1990’s when the author visited St. Petersburg 
several times to perform as a concert pianist. During these visits he became ac-
quainted with elderly relatives of colleagues in the musical community who had 
survived the siege of Leningrad (1941–44). The author was struck above all by 
the clarity of their recollections and the passion which fuelled them. These initial 
meetings subsequently inspired a doctoral thesis which was completed at the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh, Scotland in December 2006 (Clapperton 2007).

Thirty survivors, or blokadniki were interviewed. The testimonies were re-
corded onto tape and last in total around sixteen hours. Extended individual 
interviews each lasting at least one hour were contrasted by group interviews. 
The sessions took place in the centre of St. Petersburg and in outlying districts 
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including the small town of Kolpino. The respondents came from a wide variety 
of backgrounds.

For example, one group comprised of retired employees from the Elektrosila 
plant situated in the south of the city while other respondents were former aca-
demics, school teachers, musicians and ordinary working people. The interviews 
were subsequently compared with over three hundred testimonies disseminated 
recently in a wide range of Russian publications. Correspondingly, an overview 
was ascertained of the recurring themes in published testimonies which could 
then be compared with the interviews conducted for this project. The actual 
names of the respondents have been replaced by pseudonyms.1

History as story

From the first months of the war, besieged Leningrad became what historian 
Pierre Nora has defined as a lieu de memoire (realm of memory) – one of those 
events that are immediately invested with symbolic significance and treated, even 
as they are unfolding, as if they are being commemorated in advance. 
 (Kirschenbaum 2004: 106) 

In this passage Lisa A. Kirschenbaum identifies a key challenge for historians of 
the siege. The blockade she asserts, “easily lent itself to mythmaking” and be-
came an event commemorated as an evocation of personal sacrifice. At the same 
time “individuals wove state-sponsored images and narratives into their ‘personal 
stories’ thereby “investing their wartime experiences with historic significance” 
(Kirschenbaum 2004: 106). 

Svetlana Boym reminds us that in Russia the study of history does not sole-
ly concern facts and archival material. The Russian view of history is fluid and 
embraces literary and even poetic aspects which form an “intergeneric dialogue 
between fiction and history” (Boym 1994: 240). Soviet historiography forged an

1. The additional testimonies were taken from numerous different sources. The most impor-
tant of these was Adamovich, A and Granin, D. 1979 (rev. 2003). Blokadnaia Kniga. Nezavi-
simoe Izdatel’stvo “PIK”: St. Petersburg. The journals Druzhba Narodov, Kriticheskaia Massa, 
Neva, Novaia Russkaia Kniga, Novyi Mir, Oktiabr’, Peterburgskii Soiuz Zhurnalistov, Ploshchad’ 
Svobody, Smena, Znamia and Zvezda. Newspapers including Izvestiia, Komsomol’skaia Prav-
da, Nevskoe Vremia, Pravda, The St. Petersburg Times and Trud as well as transcripts of radio 
broadcasts by stations such as Radio Rossiia and Radio Svoboda. Finally, various internet web-
sites provided further examples of siege testimonies. Among these were the agenstvo evreiskikh 
novostei, <www.aen.ru>, <fontanka.ru>, <www.iremember.ru>, <www.knews.ru>, <www.
megapolis.org>,<www.nv.vspb.ru>, <www.pobeda-60.ru> and <www.vesti.ru>
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epic tale around the “hero city” (gorod geroi) of Leningrad which was portrayed 
both as the birthplace and defender of Bolshevism. During the Soviet period siege 
narratives were primarily tales charting military tactics and manoeuvres. Local 
patriotism was regarded as acceptable only within the parameters of the wider 
war effort. The concept that Leningraders were acting independently of Moscow 
and that their patriotic fervour was expressed predominantly as a love of their 
city and its unique history was often overlooked. Yet, as discussed later, surviv-
ing blokadniki assert repeatedly that while Leningrad was in effect cut off from 
the rest of Russia its populace drew their inspiration from local and spontaneous 
expressions of patriotism.

The problem for historians is encapsulated by the reality that even a bare 
statement of the facts surrounding the siege appears to belong to the realms of 
the mythopoetic imagination. Whether one believes the official Soviet estimate 
that 632,253 Leningraders perished during the siege or the Leningrad Funeral 
Trust’s figure of 1.2 million deaths the toll of human suffering was immense 
(Kirschenbaum 2004: 122). Therefore, it is not surprising that western historians 
have also been inclined to portray the blockade as a legendary tale of human for-
titude. Harrison Salisbury, who was virulently anti-Soviet asserted that bickering 
and petty disputes between Leningrad’s artists and musicians all but disappeared 
during the blockade. “During the worst days almost all of this had vanished. Le-
ningrad had become one family” (Salisbury 1969: 517). 

Consequently, Leningraders, baptised through co-suffering or sostradanie be-
came “a special breed, a special people” (Salisbury 1969: 557). Even clinicians such 
as Svetlana Magaeva concluded that Leningraders behaved differently during the 
siege. “What happened in Leningrad suggests that the human organism possesses 
reserve capabilities unknown to science that are manifested when the situation is 
extremely serious” (Magaeva 2005: 123, 140). 

Myth or history?

Dostoevsky once described St. Petersburg evocatively as “a fantastic vision of fairy-
land, like a dream which in its turn would vanish and pass away like vapour in the 
dark blue sky” (Dostoevsky 1841. 1972: 88). The image of St. Petersburg’s fragility 
as a city of phantoms and hallucination was intensified in September 1941 when 
it faced the very real prospect of oblivion. Hitler had already demanded that Le-
ningrad be wiped “from the face of the earth” and that its inhabitants be starved to 
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death.2 Consequently, the later canonisation of the “hero city” was founded upon 
the fact that its struggle was essentially a vernichtungsschlacht or battle of annihi-
lation. The difficulty for oral historians interviewing survivors of the blockade is 
considerable in that disentangling myth from history is potentially almost impos-
sible. On the other hand it could be argued that veterans refer to various urban 
myths as a means of explaining the extraordinary circumstances which they faced 
on a daily basis during the 900 days. They are also part of a mechanism which 
helps to unravel some of the mysteries of human behaviour observed by Magaeva 
above. For example, the blokadniki interviewed for this project stressed above all 
the importance of a shared understanding of what it meant to “live one’s death in 
the everyday, to confront it, and to assume it” (Wyatt 2001: 8–9). The enduring 
myth of a united wartime community continues to be regarded as a fundamental 
motivating factor behind their quest for survival. As one survivor asserted, “Vy 
ne predstavlaete!” – “You simply cannot imagine it!” (Rozanova 2003). Retired ge-
ography teacher Aleksandra Arkhipova asserted that remaining active was vital. 
She maintained that women tended to regard the home as a place of work and do-
mestic chores. Men, on the other hand saw the home as a place of rest (Arkhipova 
2003). It was striking that almost all of the respondents lost their fathers during 
the early months of the siege. Tat’iana Letenkova described the terrible day she 
dragged the corpse of her uncle Sasha to the cemetery. She was filled with terror 
as she realised it was getting dark. Suddenly, she was aware that she could either 
freeze to death herself or be attacked by criminals. She abandoned the body and 
headed for home (Letenkova 2006). These are the living nightmares of a shared 
past which creates a realm of unspoken understanding amongst blokadniki. Cor-
respondingly, siege testimonies express a deep sense of membership of a commu-
nity which is both real and imagined (Anderson 1983). 

The myth of the wartime community while undoubtedly romanticised in siege 
testimony should not be dismissed as a means of diverting us from more factually 
based statements. It is an expression of that shared comprehension of sostradanie 
which created a community baptised through suffering. As Arkhipova under-
lined, “This was not propaganda… all you heard was who had died, who was 
being buried… that people were dying. We knew we had to break the blockade” 
(Arkhipova 2003). 

The narrative of a cohesive wartime community emerged during the inter-
views as a topic which was also founded upon the widespread belief amongst 
Leningraders that being a citizen of Piter was inherently something special or 

2. Hitler issued the following directive concerning “The Future of the City of St. Petersburg” 
headed: 1. The Fuhrer has decided to raze the City of Petersburg from the face of the earth. See 
also Salisbury, H. E. 1969. The 900 Days…350–52 (High Command Order no.44, 1675/41).
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unique. Ol’ga Rozanova portrayed the “Sankt Peterburgskaia Intelligentka” as a 
refined woman who was clearly distinguishable from other Russian citizens. Len-
ingraders were regarded as “brighter” and “purer” than provincial citizens. “Len-
ingraders were loved”. While referring to wartime patriotism she asserted that, 
“Our patriotism was simply for our city. We loved our city” (Rozanova 2003). 
These sentiments were echoed time and again by various other respondents. 

Besieged Leningrad emerges in the reminiscences of blokadniki as a ghostly, 
otherworldly place. In the absence of transport or electricity the freezing streets 
of old Piter became a place of darkness, danger and eerie silence. Veterans do not 
recall the siege as historians do because they view the blockade from street level. 
Each small journey on foot, whether to collect water from ice holes on the frozen 
river Neva or to collect meager rations from the bakers was a formidable chal-
lenge. In the midst of such suffering and the constant presence of death a tapestry 
of tales and urban myths became prevalent. As quoted below there are stories of 
guardian angels and community spirit but also deep seated fears expressed about 
the existence of cannibals. Tat’iana Letenkova recalled one terrifying encounter 
with a group of criminals while making her way across the ice of the Neva. She 
was pursued but managed to escape to safety (Letenkova 2006). While urban 
myths of guardian angels and lurking cannibals may not always be backed up 
with documentation they tell us about how blokadniki perceived the transformed 
landscape and atmosphere of besieged Leningrad. These stories often focus upon 
certain sights, sounds and smells. Taste also becomes a major topic in siege testi-
mony as well as a range of improvised and unusual wartime dishes. In addition, 
there is a vocabulary which binds these veterans together and a range of objects 
whose associations retain iconic significance.

Above all, survivors are still attempting to comprehend and evaluate what 
happened to them during the nine hundred days between September 1941 and 
late January 1944. It is also important to recognise that they grew up during the 
Stalinist era and in many cases retain almost a quasi-religious attitude towards 
the Red tsar. The key difference between Soviet era historiography and siege rec-
ollections is that this group of blokadniki at least were less concerned now with 
Communist ideology itself. Certain statements certainly reflected their Stalinist 
education but what emerged was a sense that Stalin himself somehow possessed 
special powers. He was more akin in this respect to the princes of ancient Rus’, a 
batiushka, or father to his people.



106 James Chalmers Clapperton

Myths of everyday life

Stephen Legg wrote that, “Memory can challenge dominant interpretations of the 
past and stress the local and particular…” (Legg 2004: 99–107). In this regard in-
dividual memories can bring about a democratic repositioning of how history 
is remembered. This is certainly the case with siege testimonies which turn our 
attention towards what could be described as the myths of everyday life. These 
particular narratives focus upon the maintenance of mundane routines which 
would go largely unnoticed during peacetime. Nevertheless, after the daily ra-
tion for dependents shrunk to a mere 125 grams during late 1941 maintaining 
any semblance of normal life became an act of heroism in itself. As might be ex-
pected the topic of food and various improvised recipes is repeatedly discussed by 
survivors. Tat’iana Letenkova recalled how she survived freezing to death in the 
bread queues. “It was possible to wrap a blanket around yourself and tie a piece 
of string tightly around your body”. She went on to describe the agonizing wait. 
“Sometimes they would come out and shout, ‘delivery coming!” On other occa-
sions there was despair when the call came out that there would be no delivery. 
Nevertheless, on one occasion she was ecstatic to receive a ration of black maca-
roni (Letenkova 2006). 

Letenkova recalled that the director of the bakery was a ‘gentle and wise fel-
low’. He was well aware of the suffering outside his shop and was revered as a kind 
of guardian angel. Even though the macaroni was “black, absolutely black and 
grey and made from dreadful flour” it was nevertheless a veritable lifeline. The 
tale of the kind and wise baker recalls the chapter entitled, “U kazhdovo byl svoi 
spasitel’” (“Everyone had their saviour”) in Ales’ Adamovich and Daniil Granin’s 
Blokadnaia Kniga (Adamovich, Granin 2003: 155).

It is notable that in charting the activities of their daily lives blokadniki of-
ten recall stories which would have been censored during the Soviet era. This is 
particularly true in the case of reminiscences of acts of cannibalism. Natalia Ve-
lezhova stated that, “I had to do everything. Go out and collect water and so on. 
My mother was a large lady. She could not go out because those people that were 
engaged in cannibalism might spot her”. Velezhova maintained that, “Yes, the 
blockade is about cold, hunger and darkness but the absolute worst thing about it 
was the cannibalism” (Velezhova 2006). 

Tat’iana Letenkova recalled that

(...) then mama found out from a friend that a man was selling meat on the side 
of the street. Mama and I got two small pieces of meat from him. These were 
small pieces of rosy coloured meat. Possibly it was human meat. We thought it 
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was maybe rabbit but I don’t think these pieces of meat were rabbit. Maybe it was 
rabbit…I don’t know’. (Letenkova 2006)

Perhaps the most chilling aspect of this story is that Letenkova is haunted by 
the reality that completely innocently she may have consumed human meat. It 
should be underlined though that blokadniki do not regard such stories as hav-
ing the potential to undermine the master-narrative of the “hero city”. Therefore, 
crude oppositions between Soviet master-narratives and personal testimonies do 
not reflect the sentiments of veterans. Their stories and valedictory statements 
emphasise heroic themes but unlike Soviet historiography do not gloss over the 
sinister aspects of siege life. Therefore, it could be stated that blokadniki do not re-
ject official narratives outright. Nevertheless, they continue to feel that they have 
something extra to add to the overall story.

During the immediate post-war period though distinct fissures began to 
appear between representations of the siege in Leningrad and Moscow. Harri-
son Salisbury and Lisa Kirschenbaum underline that the authorities in Moscow 
sought to erase “the scars of war and local commemorations of it”. The most strik-
ing example of this tendency was the sudden closure of the “Museum of the De-
fence of Leningrad” in 19493 (Kirschenbaum 2006: 147; Salisbury 1969: 579). In-
terestingly, this topic still appeared to be a sensitive one for survivors. Letenkova 
was the most stridently anti-Communist of the respondents. She recalled a mem-
ber of her family being arrested on account of his German surname. She also 
asked, “What did Lenin have to do with the history of this city?” (Letenkova 2006) 
Letenkova dismissed the name Leningrad as an alien and superficial imposition 
upon the former capital. 

At the other extreme was the stolid patriot Valentina Kuznetsova. When asked 
about post-war repressions during the period of the “Leningrad Affair” the author 
received a firm rebuff. “I have no idea what you are talking about”4 (Kuznetsova 
2003). These topics do not therefore illicit a uniform response from blokadniki. 
On the other hand, even the most ardently pro-Stalinist of the respondents did 
not appear to shy away from the grim realities of siege life. Natalia Rudina recalled 
with great pride how her female classmates took up work in the munitions fac-
tory. She maintained that dystrophic children ate, worked and slept at the factory 
and that they toiled ceaselessly for the war effort. Yet, her most enduring and 

3. Salisbury maintained that “without notice or public announcement, the museum of the De-
fence of Leningrad was closed”. The museum’s director Major Rakov was subsequently arrested. 
Salisbury, H. 1969. The 900 Days… 579.

4. The Leningrad Affair began in 1948 when Stalin initiated a crackdown on the cultural and 
political elites in Leningrad.
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terrible memory was witnessing her mother’s violent death after an incendiary 
bomb exploded. 

One day in November my mother said to me that the shelling had stopped and 
that we could go out. Suddenly there was an explosion… Mama was standing 
outside and was killed. I was left alone. (Rudina 2006) 

Viktor Lodkin, a retired submariner, while emphasizing the inherent sacrality of 
blockade life also asserted that there was a dark side to one of its most endur-
ing icons. The ticking metronome which replaced radio broadcasts when the an-
nouncers were too weak to speak has often been portrayed as the heroic heartbeat 
of a resilient Leningrad. It is a salient theme in A. Rubashkin’s famous book Golos 
Leningrada (The Voice of Leningrad) (Rubashkin 1980). But for Lodkin its sound 
filled him with terror. He recalled that when the pace of the metronome’s beat 
quickened it was a warning of impending air raids. Its pulse recalled memories of 
shelling and violent deaths all around. He tapped his knuckles grimly upon the 
table in imitation of its steady then accelerating rhythm (Lodkin 2006).

Lodkin remain deeply patriotic and defensive about the sacred significance of 
the struggle which he and his fellow Leningraders faced. For him, and the group 
of veterans who were interviewed in the town of Kolpino the stubborn image of 
Stalin and in particular his wartime speeches remained a source of pride. The 
Kolpino veterans were perilously close to the front lines. As they suffered the bru-
tality of German shelling at particularly close quarter they clung on to Stalin’s 
wartime broadcasts as a sign of their leader’s refusal to capitulate. These narratives 
depict the bloody realities of life at the front and terrible personal loss. Yet their 
sufferings only served to strengthen their sense of attachment to vozhd or boss in 
Moscow.

Natalia Rudina began by resolutely stating that they had given, 

Everything for the front! Everything for Victory! We did this in order to have 
faith that we would be victorious. Life and work! That was it… Then in 1942 I 
fought at the front after the Germans seized a couple of houses on the outskirts. 
The attack was terrible. We did not give in. Not one step backwards! They broad-
casted agitation from loud speakers. We were not frightened because this was just 
propaganda. We knew they did not have the strength to break through. We had 
complete faith in our victory. (Rudina 2006) 

Two phrases stand out in this statement: “Everything for the front! Everything 
for Victory!” and “Not one Step Backwards!” Both of these slogans are striking 
examples of wartime propaganda while the latter recalls Stalin’s infamous order 
no.227 which called for the immediate execution of any soldiers seeking to retreat 
from the front lines. 
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What emerges from the Kolpino narratives is a clear sense of loss, both of 
friends and family. Amidst the surrounding chaos which descended upon them 
due to the proximity of the German lines Kolpino’s citizens appeared to cling onto 
the belief that the Soviet leadership possessed enough tactical cunning to ensure 
victory. Nevertheless, when asked about the importance of Socialist ideology as 
a patriotic source of motivation these and other veterans seemed somewhat per-
plexed. Purely ideological concerns appeared alien and remote yet the image of 
Stalin himself was apparently crystal clear.

This is a manifestation of what Stephen Kotkin has described as “socialism 
with a human face” (Kotkin1995: 227). Stalin’s image functions as a portal which 
veterans use as a means of accessing formative belief-systems. Lidiia Smirnova 
was adamant that, “In 1941, Stalin, that means everything! When you went into 
attack the first cry would be, “Za Rodinu! Za Stalina!”5 The image of Stalin? I 
might be an old person but the image of Stalin is as clear to me today as it was 
then” (Smirnova 2006). Yet, it would be unjust to dismiss her narrative as nostal-
gic propaganda. 

Smirnova’s personal losses were immense. “Mama died. Father died of hun-
ger. My little brother was three years old. He died as well”. Many of the Kolpino 
veterans volunteered for youth detachments during the Spring of 1942 which en-
tered flats and dwellings across the city. They were to discover the true cost of 
the blockade and all its horrors. Rudina remained haunted in particular by the 
discovery of the bodies of a mother and her young child. As teenagers it would 
be difficult for these volunteers to cope with the lasting psychological scars such 
sights can leave behind. 

Correspondingly, several of the veterans recalled how even the sound of Sta-
lin’s voice assured them that the Soviet cause was a just one. In summary, while 
Soviet historiography could be criticised for glossing over the graphic brutality 
of this vernichtungsslacht the overarching theme of heroic fortitude and stubborn 
resistance chimes in with survivors’ personal accounts.

Aleksandra Arkhipova was particularly dismissive of any suggestions that the 
siege story as a whole had been tainted by propaganda. She retorted,“More than 
a million died. Where is the agitation or propaganda in that?” (Arkhipova 2003). 
The tragic death of Natalia Rudina’s mother and the image of the orphaned Lidiia 
Smirnova also remind us of the impact such a calamity had upon Leningrad’s in-
nocent citizens.

5. “Za rodinu! Za Stalina” was the renowned battle cry “For the motherland! For Stalin!”
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Besieged Leningrad: A topography of the Uncanny

While there is little doubt that Stalin’s wartime role retains a strong resonance for 
veterans it is arguably a much less salient theme than sensory memory. Today, 
there remain surprisingly few obvious traces of the siege but there are still certain 
locations which conjure up a “geography of meanings” which merge present ev-
eryday life with the everyday of the blockade (de Certeau 1984: 104).

From the mass graves in the Piskarevsky cemetery to the blue wartime sign 
on Nevskii Prospekt warning citizens about the dangers of air raids such sacred 
sites remind blokadniki that their city conceals a haunted past. During the nine 
hundred days Leningraders found that their focus became increasingly localised. 
They began to concentrate solely upon crucial journeys such as to the bakery to 
collect their meagre rations. For Letenkova and countless others these simple trips 
were fraught with danger. Not only was there the very real prospect of air raids 
but as stated above Velezhova feared the possibility that criminals or even can-
nibals lurked amidst Leningrad’s frozen streets. These journeys form an essential 
component of the myths of everyday life. They also conjoin with the iconography 
of the siege which comprises of a range of artefacts and objects which retain a po-
tent significance for blokadniki. The most emotive of these mundane icons are the 
burzhuika (a small unprepossessing iron stove), sanochki (small childrens’ sleds 
which carried the dead to the cemeteries), sto dvadsats’ piats’ (the crust of black 
bread weighing 125 grams which represents the darkest period of the blockade) 
and the dreaded zazhigalka (incendiary bomb). Each object functions as a mem-
ory trigger which can initiate a series of snapshots recalling life during the siege.

Only a few brief examples can be cited here but the following quotations are 
representative of the enduring significance which these objects retain for blokad-
niki. For Svetlana Gachina, and numerous others the burzhuika retained a dual 
significance. It provided their family flat (in which she still lives) with a crucial 
heat source vital for survival. Yet, as woodpiles dwindled Leningraders fed the 
greedy burzhuika with furniture, books, newspapers and virtually anything which 
could emit warmth. Natalia Velezhova concurred that, “Warmth. All we cared 
about was warm air around us. Chairs, tables, shelves and books were no longer 
important. You just had to get warm” (Velezhova 2006). 

Gachina watched in silent horror as an extensive family library went up in 
smoke. All that remained was the family’s grand piano which still sits in her front 
room today (Gachina 2003). Consequently, for many Leningraders the burzhuika 
became both a giver of life yet a devourer of memories. This small stove under-
lined that threshold between their former lives and the realities of the siege. Ol’ga 
Rozanova associated the sanochki with the death of her father who was dragged 
upon the family sled to the cemetery. 
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My father died on 13 January 1942. I did not go to bury him but my sister, cousin 
and mother went. He was buried deep under the ground. You had to give them 
(the undertakers) bread for this. Money meant absolutely nothing; you had to 
give them your day’s ration in order to get someone buried deep in the ground.  
 (Rozanova 2003)

Several days later she visited the cemetery herself only to witness the abandoned 
cadaver of a women at the gates. A large piece of flesh had been cut from the thigh 
by cannibals. Sanochki which would have represented childish frolics in the snow 
in peacetime became signifiers of death and family tragedy.

The number sto dvadsats’ piat’ embodies what Roland Barthes described as 
the “simplicity of essences”. It “abolishes the complexity of human acts” through 
its ability to signify the blockade as a whole (Barthes 1973: 156). For veterans the 
entire nine hundred days and even the phrase Blokada Leningrada could almost 
be replaced by sto dvadsats’ piat’. 

Aleksandra Arkhipova even referred to this daily ration when discussing 
other periods of the siege. In this regard she was not being entirely factual in 
her recollections but again she was utilising the symbolism of this number as a 
means of depicting the entire calamity which descended upon Leningrad. In each 
case, when remembering this starvation ration blokadniki strive through the use 
of gestures to portray the black rectangular crusts of bread and recall how difficult 
it was to digest their bricklike consistency.

Finally, the zazhigalka represents the unpredictability of siege life and the re-
ality that death could come at any moment. Arkhipova witnessed a women be-
ing killed on the opposite side of the street. “Bukh! (Bang!) and she was gone!” 
(Arkhipova 2003). Viktoriia Ruslanova walked past the corpse of a women lying in 
the street. Moments earlier she had heard the whizzing sound of a falling incendi-
ary. She continued onwards not out of malice but with the thought that, “Well, at 
least this time it was not me” (Ruslanova 2006). These and other similar recollec-
tions conjoin with enduring visual memories of wartime Leningrad. The city de-
scended into an all consuming silence interrupted rudely by air raids. Snowdrifts 
piled up untamed in the streets which concealed thousands of frozen corpses.

In addition, the impact of the searing temperatures cannot be overestimated. 
Natalia Velezhova stated that, “‘I was born in Leningrad. I have lived here all 
my life but I never have seen such cold as during that winter” (Velezhova 2006). 
Velezhova, Gachina and countless others huddled around their family burzhuiki. 
Yet, for them it was both a giver and a taker of life. Each icon has a dual mean-
ing and functions in the memory as a constantly shifting metaphor. Sanochki no 
longer represented the joy of childrens’ play but became hearses. Even food it-
self, the most prized possession of all also represented human flesh. Each image 
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is both sacred and defiled becoming emblematic of a tale which embodies both 
guardian angels and lurking phantoms. The St. Petersburg of today with its hid-
den geography of meanings therefore still alerts blokadniki to the hauntology of 
the past (Derrida 1994: 4).

Within the wider context of historical research emphasis has usually been 
placed upon archival based findings. Our view of history emerges generally from 
the analysis of documents contained within libraries and both public and private 
collections. In comparison, the study of oral history has often been regarded as a 
questionable exercise due to the perceived unreliability of personal recollections. 
It can be argued however that oral history within the context of siege of Lenin-
grad testimonies democratically repositions the overall story away from military 
strategies and Communist ideology towards the myths of everyday life. This is a 
particularly valuable exercise in a society which was hitherto strictly monitored 
by the Stalinist state. As blokadniki enter their final years they also appear eager 
to relate their memories while time allows. Correspondingly, there remains only 
a short window of opportunity before the last veterans finally pass away. Siege 
discourse may also be mythic discourse but it does not entail a journey away from 
reality. For survivors, the myths of everyday siege life make the past more not less 
real to them. Above all, they are describing to us what it was like to “confront 
one’s own death in the everyday” (Wyatt 2001: 8–9). They are merging the sacred 
and the real. Margaret Hiley states that, “The message of the myth is: This really 
happened” (Hiley 2004: 849). In essence, that is the message that blokadniki are 
striving to convey. As Aleksandra Arkhipova stated, “It was a unique era. We sur-
vived for nine hundred days. More than a million people died. That is a fact. You 
just cannot get away from it. No one, not anyone should be allowed to forget it” 
(Arkhipova 2003).

References

Adamovich, A. & Granin, D. 2003. Blokadnaia Kniga. St. Petersburg: Nezavisimoe Izdatel’stvo 
PIK.

Anderson, B. 1983. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. 
London: Verso Editions & NLB.

Barthes, R. 1973. Mythologies. London: Paladin.
Boym, S. 1994. Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia. Cambridge MA: Har-

vard University Press.
Clapperton, J. 2007. The Siege of Leningrad and the Ambivalence of the Sacred. PhD disserta-

tion, University of Edinburgh.
de Certeau, M. 1984. The Practice of Everyday Life. Berkeley CA: University of California 

Press.



 Conversations with survivors of the siege of Leningrad 113

Derrida, J. 1994. Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning, and the New 
International. P. Kamuf (trans). London: Routledge.

Harrison, H. E. 1969. The 900 Days. The Siege of Leningrad. New York NY: Harper & Row.
Hiley, M. 2004. Myth and mythology in Tolkien. Modern Fiction Studies 50(4): 838–60.
Kirschenbaum, L. A. 2004. Commemorations of the siege of Leningrad: A catastrophe in mem-

ory and myth. In The Memory of Catastrophe, P. Gray & K. Oliver (eds). Manchester: Man-
chester University Press. 

Kotkin, S. 1995. Magnetic Mountain: Stalinism as a Civilization, 227. Berkeley CA: University 
of California Press.

Legg, S. 2004. Memory and nostalgia. Cultural Geographies 11(1): 99–107.
Rubashkin, A. 1980. Golos Leningrada: Leningrad Radio v Dni Blokady. Leningrad: Iskusstvo 

Leningradskoe Otdelenie.
Wyatt, N. 2001. The mythic mind. Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament 15(8–9): 13–61.

Interviews

Aleksandra Arkhipova, interview with the author, Edinburgh, April 2003
Svetlana Gachina, interview with the author, St. Petersburg, July 2003
Valentina Kuznetsova, interview with the author, St. Petersburg, July 2003
Tat’iana Letenkova interview with the author, St. Petersburg, September 2006
Viktor Lodkin, interview with the author, St. Petersburg, September 2006
Ol’ga Rozanova, interview with author, St. Petersburg, July 2003
Natalia Rudina, interview with the author, St. Petersburg (Kolpino), September 2006
Viktoriia Ruslanova, interview with the author, St. Petersburg, September 2006
Lidiia Smirnova, interview with the author, St. Petersburg (Kolpino), September 2006
Natalia Velezhova, interview with the author, St. Petersburg, September 2006





Women soldiers and women prisoners
Oral testimonies of Ruta Czaplińska  
and Elżbieta Zawacka 

Anna Muller
Ph.D. Candidate at Indiana University, USA

In this essay I present the stories of two women soldiers, Elżbieta Zawacka 
and Ruta Czaplińska, involved in the Second World War struggle who stepped 
out of the roles traditionally attributed to Polish women. Both were soldiers, 
both engaged in the anti-Communist activities after the war, and both suf-
fered imprisonment for their actions. In the essay, I try to show how differently 
these two women constructed their life stories. While Zawacka saw herself as a 
soldier who was always determined, Czaplińska’s story is full of doubts, sadness, 
and reflection. I hope that these oral stories reveal how within one culture and 
similar set of values, defined by devotion to Poland, there is space for various 
models of women’s engagement. 

Keywords: women soldiers, Polish women, the Second World War, life stories, 
anti-Communist activities 

When I began my dissertation research on the experience of women imprisoned 
for anti-state activity in post-1945 Poland, I knew that there are two institutions 
which gather women who could become principal informants for my disserta-
tion: the Association of the Women Political Prisoners, called Fordonianki, and 
the Foundation of the Pomeranian Archive and the Military Service of Women, 
called FAPAK.1 In the archives of these institutions as well as among people af-
filiated with them, I hoped to find documents, such as letters and memoirs, and 
make contact with women who were involved in the pre and postwar conspiracy. 
I indeed found everything I had expected and more. What I unexpectedly found 
was the extent to which these two groups of women with similar life stories and 

1. The name Fordonianki refers to Fordon, the prison where most women served their sen-
tences.
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backgrounds differed in the ways in which they understood the meaning of their 
experiences and the nature of women’s involvement in Polish history.

Motivated by the fear that the predominant, male-centered public discourse 
would sweep the women’s experience away, both FAPAK and Fordonianki bring 
together women with similar life stories, many of whom were politically involved 
then repressed as a consequence of this involvement. There are clear differences 
between them. While FAPAK is mostly focused on women’s involvement in the 
struggles for independence from the 19th c. through WWII, Fordonianki deal 
with post-1945 women political prisoners punished for their anti-Communism. 
These differences find further reflection in their public activities and the political 
profile of both groups.2

To give just one example, in April of 2007, FAPAK finalized its biggest project 
and unveiled a monument of Maria Wittek, the first Polish woman General and 
a commander of PWK (Przysposobienie Wojskowe Kobiet), an organization train-
ing women for military service. The monument was erected in front of the Mu-
seum of the Polish Army and unveiled at the 10th anniversary of Wittek’s death. A 
month later, in May of 2007, Fordonianki organized a meeting with the President 
of Poland, Lech Kaczyński, during which they gathered prison mothers, women 
who either gave birth to their child in prison or, due to the imprisonment, were 
separated from their children. 

The image that FAPAK supports is that of a brave woman soldier, regardless of 
her political affiliation. Consequently, the women that FAPAK gathers represent 
the spectrum of political stances – from women affiliated with the Home Army to 
women from units trained in the Soviet Union. The emasculated woman soldier 
that FAPAK promotes contrasts Fordonianki’s more traditional image of a Polish 
woman who, seeing her home in danger, got involved into a struggle that eventu-
ally led her to prison. Endorsing an image of a suffering mother (or a potential 
mother) in prison, a symbol of women’s commitment to Poland, Fordonianki are 
open to women who at least since 1945 have been anti-Communists. 

In order to probe these differences further and ask about the individual 
experience behind the stories and ideals that these two organizations support,  

2. While Fordonianki publish mostly memoirs or documents, testifying to women’s life in 
prison, in its publishing activities FAPAK mostly publishes articles and bios of women soldiers. 
Examples of Fordonianki’s publishing activies are: Otwinowska, B. (ed). 1995. Przeciwko złu. 
Wiersze i piosenki więzienne 1944–1956. Warszawa: Akces, Otwinowska, B. (ed) 1999. Zawołac 
po imieniu: księga kobiet więzniów politycznych.vol. 1–2. Warszawa: Vipart. The examples of 
FAPAK ‘s books are: Zawacka, E. and Biernacka, M. (eds.). 2004. Słownik biograficzny kobiet od-
znaczonych Orderem Wojennym Virtuti Militari. Toruń: FAPAK and Kabzińska, K. (ed.). 2003. 
Sylwetki Kobiet Zolnierzy. Toruń: FAPAK, Zawacka, E. (ed.) 1998. Służba Polek na frontach II 
Wojny Swiatowej, vol. 1–V. Toruń: FAPAK.
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I look closer at interviews that I had with Professor and General Elżbieta Zawacka 
and Second Lieutenant Ruta Czaplińska. Zawacka is the founder and, despite her 
age (99), the key figure behind all FAPAK initiatives. Czaplińska was one of the 
first to begin organizing former women prisoners, which eventually led to the 
establishment of the Association of Fordonianki. The interviews I had with both 
women were not structured around a pre-prepared questionnaire; rather, my plan 
to gather answers to questions had to change since both women preferred telling 
me their life stories rather than answering questions. In the end, my intervention 
in their narrations was minimal. 

Investigating the interviews I conducted with Zawacka and Czaplińska entails 
drawing from their memory, which is in turn filtered through their present. Their 
memory is not a passive depository of facts, but an active process of creation of 
meaning. Describing in detail the people and events they wanted to remember 
and passing in silence the rest, both women re/created their life stories for me. 
These stories, thus, became unique not because of the “logical, casual sequence 
of the story,” but because of “the way in which the story materials are arranged 
by narrators in order to tell the story” (Portelli 1998: 67). Following Alessandro 
Portelli’s suggestion to pay attention to the ways through which people recreate 
their coherent life stories, I attempt to look into how both women make sense 
of the past: how they organize their narratives, what modes of story-telling they 
choose, and how they intersect the larger historical framework with their per-
sonal stories. 

Elżbieta Zawacka – a Soldier3 

It is difficult to meet with Elżbieta Zawacka. I called her four times before she 
finally had enough time to meet with me. At the end of our long telephone con-
versation, Zawacka, in a General-like voice, told me what I should read before 
the meeting and told me what questions I should and should not ask. In the end, 
she said: “Call me a day before you come to make sure I am alive. At my age, you 
never know…” 

The beginning of our conversation was difficult. She tested my knowledge 
of military history, the laws concerning women’s military service in European 
countries, etc. I barely passed. And here my role ended. From this point on, it 
was only Elżbieta Zawacka who spoke, paying no regard to my questions or re-
marks. It was her meeting with her life not with me. Gazing at the wall, she began 

3. All the citations of E. Zawacka are taken from my interviews with her. Elżbieta Zawacka, 
interview by author, Toruń, March-April, 2007, Toruń.
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telling me about her childhood when she was raised in a German-speaking Pol-
ish family in Toruń in the middle of the German part of partitioned Poland. 
Every once in a while she paused, looked at me and said: “I need to make sure 
you understand. I was raised in the Pomerania region. It was natural that we did 
not speak Polish. My mom was very ambitious. She wanted all her children to 
be educated, and to do this we had to speak German.” She began learning Polish 
in 1918, when she was 9 years old and Poland regained independence. Zawacka 
finds it difficult to narrate this moment; she begins with a lot of energy, but as 
she proceeds I see increasingly more tears in her eyes as emotions take her breath 
away. She narrates: 

And imagine that 1918 is coming. There is a rumor that Poland exists. Nobody 
knows that for sure. Poland for us was only this small area with Warsaw. But 
there are rumors – Poland, Poland… My father, neighbors, people who speak 
only German see all those beautiful horses, uniforms, the posture… Polish sol-
diers of General Haller. They are so beautiful… And they scream for the first 
time: “Poland hasn’t died yet….” And the tears of these adult men…. as if they 
were children… Nobody ever saw them crying… And they woke up to Polish-
ness. Everything became Polish… strangely Polish…

Zawacka tells her story in an epic mode. She recalls her absorption in the histori-
cal events and her treatment of those events as having a fundamental meaning for 
her life is overwhelming. Her life is framed by 1918, the year Poland regained in-
dependence and Zawacka recognized her Polishness and the commitment to the 
organization that became the essence of her life – PWK, an organization training 
women for military service. “PKW was so important for us that my friend added 
the words of the PWK pledge to her daily prayer.” Interestingly, this is the only 
time Zawacka mentions religion during our conversations. 

When she talks about PWK, her fragile voice becomes stronger, more rhyth-
mic and her narrative is punctuated by the commands that she received as a wom-
an soldier. There are no more tears, she is regrouped and focused. Regardless of 
how difficult her life became after, the decision to become a soldier had been tak-
en and her new life began. There is no more space for an ordinary life and doubts 
coming with the unknown. As a soldier, aware of the coming war, she was devoted 
to two causes: the defense of Poland and the will to equalize women soldiers with 
men soldiers. She narrates: 

When I went to my first PWK camp, my ordinary life ended and there was only 
PWK in my life. I worked and studied. I was a teacher and even liked it. But first 
of all, I was the instructor of PWK. Then 1939 came. The work for PWK was the 
most important. You don’t know this feeling when the motherland (ojczyzna) is 
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in danger. I was a soldier. We knew that a war is coming and we knew that we had 
to prepare women as part of a regular army. I have been growing with the thought 
of war since December of 1930, since I was part of PWK.

For Zawacka, a PWK instructor in the Silesia region at that time, the beginning of 
the war was marked by an order to participate in the defense of Lviv. With a group 
of fifteen PWK instructors it took her several nights and days to travel to Lviv. 
She recalls this trip almost day by day with a map, showing where they passed a 
bridge which was soon after blown into the air, where they caught a bus, etc. Once 
in Lviv, she organized an anti-airplane and anti-tank defense. Her story of the 
defense of Lviv is rhythmic and fast. Every time she mentions PWK, she repeats 
the full name of the organization, not the acronym, twice or three times to make 
me realize the importance of the women soldiers. The pace of her speech changes 
when she reaches the moment of October 17th, the invasion of Poland by the So-
viet Union. Once again, she cries and has difficulties catching her breath. 

There is a meeting of officers. Lviv is giving up. What are you choosing? We had 
to choose something. The choices are – Russian captivity, escape to civilian life, or 
escape through Hungary and France. You have to decide… the end… there were 
so many suicides, so many… because they did not know what to do. What is go-
ing to happen to us? What to choose? What is the right choice? Can I handle it?

After Lviv surrendered, Zawacka decided to travel to Warsaw. It was the real be-
ginning of WWII, and as a soldier Zawacka had to be where soldiers were need-
ed – in the middle of the war, in Warsaw. The tone of her voice and the pace of 
her speech changes again; there is no more space for weakness. She speaks fast, 
with her regular confidence in the importance of her role as a soldier. In late fall 
of 1940, Zawacka as “Zo” joined the Polish anti-Nazi resistance, specifically the 
headquarters of ZWZ (Związek Walki Zbrojnej, the Association of the Military 
Struggle).4 Soon after, she became one of the most active liaisons in the Depart-
ment of Foreign Communications, so-called Zagroda. She served as a courier 
for the Home Army, organizing trails for other couriers and carrying letters and 
other documents from Nazi-occupied Poland to the Polish government in exile 
and back. She remembers: 

4. Zagroda is the name for the Department of Foreign Communications. Its role was to main-
tain the roads of communication via land for mail and people from Warsaw to the headquarters 
of the Main Commander in exile in London and other offices in Europe. See Minczykowska, 
K. and Sziling, J. (eds) 2004. Z dziejów Wydziału Zagranicznej Komendy Głównej ZWZ – AK 
“Zagroda,” Toruń: FAPAK.
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I have always been Elizabeth: in France I was Elise Riviere, to Denmark I went 
as Elizabeth von Brauneg, and in England I was Elizabeth Watson or Elizabeth 
Kubica. I knew my legend so well, it grew on me so strongly that I ceased being 
Elżbieta Zawacka. I had been a liaison since the beginning of the conspiracy. 
I knew how to behave. I knew various tricks indispensable while crossing the 
border illegally. 

When she plunges herself in her past trips as a liaison, she begins romanticizing 
her narrative. She talks about places she saw, beautiful nature, foreign cities, etc. 
She relishes narrating a trip through the Pyrenees to London to the Polish govern-
ment in exile in February of 1943. Her narrative becomes more personal and yet 
there is still no place for stories that would go beyond her defined role as a soldier. 
Regardless of where she was and what name she carried, Zawacka stresses that 
she always knew her place and role. She was to inform others about the situation 
in Poland and request full soldier rights for women who served in auxiliary units. 
“It was important,” she stresses. “Our volunteers were only members of auxiliary 
units. We had to give women full rights as soldiers of the Polish Republic, sol-
diers….,” she repeats. In September 1943, she was parachuted back to Poland. “A 
wonderful flight,” she remembers. “I was not approaching the earth, but the earth 
was approaching me.”

After the war, Zawacka was imprisoned and sentenced to ten years in prison 
for treason and espionage. She dismisses my questions about prison. “There is 
nothing to be proud of. This was not important.” The epic narrative of her active 
life prior to prison contrasts with her inactivity in prison, and as such is not worth 
discussing. She is a soldier and the essence of her life lies in constant struggles 
and achievements: the training of soldiers within PWK, the defense of Lviv, the 
struggle for recognition of women-soldiers, etc.

According to Daniel James, the epic mode “implies the individual’s identifica-
tion with the community and its values, and leaves little room for the expression 
of individual identity” (James 2000: 162). Zawacka’s narration, though a seeming-
ly intense personal performance, is closely interconnected with the Polish 20th c. 
military struggle, with one significant difference – this time it is told by a female 
soldier. In a sense, her individual story resembles the professional historical dis-
course which, for example, FAPAK adapted – the organization that Zawacka 
heads. Perhaps Zawacka’s autobiographical memory became the foundation of 
the public memory of brave women soldiers that FAPAK espouses. This brings us 
to one more issue: the way Zawacka tells her story and the sense of entitlement of 
women soldiers that she expresses creates the impression that she does not dwell 
in the past, but the issues she raises concern the present. Her narrative has a very 
political nature and touches on the issues of the role of women in Polish history. 
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At the end of our conversation, she switched to her favorite topics – her cur-
rent projects and the prospect for new ones. The official opening of the Monu-
ment of Maria Wittek is a fulfillment of one of Zawacka’s dreams – official recog-
nition of women soldiers’ contribution to Polish national struggles. Currently, she 
is gathering information on women soldiers who died during the Second World 
War. We engaged in an interesting discussion, or rather I was questioned who 
should be considered a war hero; should everybody who died in the war be re-
membered and celebrated? Commitment to Poland and activism is the answer to 
her every question. 

Ruta Czaplińska – a Soldier in Prison5 

Ruta Czaplińska is unlike Elżbieta Zawacka. Quiet, focused, and withdrawn, she 
constantly comes back to her past, her involvement in the anti-Communist re-
sistance, and finally her prison experience. She analyses and reanalyzes the situ-
ations she experienced and people she met, asking herself over and over again 
about the meaning of her experience. A conversation with me gives her another 
chance to ask the questions that she has been pondering for years. While Zawacka 
does not want to talk and be interviewed because this takes her away from her 
various life projects, Ruta Czaplińska’s return to her life experience gives her an-
other chance to come to terms with unresolved issues of her past. Weeks after our 
interviews she still calls me with new or partially modified answers to issues we 
discussed. In the middle of one of our long conversations, Czaplińska says that 
half of her remained in prison. The more time I spent with her the more I realized 
how correct she was. 

Ruta Czaplińska was born in 1918 in the patriotic home of a landowning 
Polish family with a long tradition of participating in national upheavals. The 
father of Czaplińska’s mother participated in the January Uprising of 1863 and 
was the Godfather of Józef Piłsudski. In March of 1945, a friend of Czaplińska’s 
brother, Leszek Roszkowski, from the right-wing anti-Communist organization 
NZW (Narodowe Zjednoczenie Wojskowej, National Military Unity) asked her 
to join them. She agreed and became the head of Communication for NZW. In 
this function, she was imprisoned in April of 1946 and sentenced to ten years in 
prison. When she begins narrating the story of her imprisonment, her narration 
adopts a clearly romantic mode, which Daniel James defines as “a quest for values 

5. All the citations of R. Czaplińska are taken from my interviews with her. Ruta Czaplińska, 
interview by author, Wrocław, March-May, 2007 and January 2008. 



122 Anna Muller

in a degraded world, whereby the individual’s moral career is established through 
her ability to overcome obstacles and difficulties” (James 2000: 162). 

When they arrested me, they took me to a room with an open window. For a 
moment, I even considered jumping… I think I thought they would kill me, but 
I didn’t know what death is. Did I have a chance to better prepare myself for a 
prison and interrogations? I thought my friends are imprisoned, I don’t know in 
what kind of danger they are, I am not going to try to save myself… I admitted 
that I was the head of communication and this was the worst thing I could have 
done. It was a mistake because as the head of communication I know much more. 
What should have I done?

The moment of Czaplińka’s trial is one of the most painful for her. And yet at the 
same time it fills her with the joyful certainty of a moral victory over those who 
imprisoned her. Almost all the men from her case received a death sentence. After 
the trial, when the court members left, the lawyer who defended them gave them 
holy bread he had brought illegally. With a trembling voice and tears in her eyes, 
Czaplińska recollects this moment, 

They took holy bread facing a window. They had already absolutions. Those who 
sat in a cell next to a priest received them via tapping on a wall, and those who 
did not have this opportunity at a given hour looked out a window and a priest 
from the outside gave them an absolution. And one of my boys, Leszek, asked not 
to have a mourning mass for his soul, but a joyful one, because he is dying for his 
motherland (ojczyzna).

After the trial, Czaplińska was moved to Fordon, the central prison for women, 
where she was kept for two years, from 1948 to 1950. In August of 1950, she was 
moved from Fordon to Inowrocław, the prison where women were kept in almost 
total isolation from the outside world. The story about her life in prison is very 
detailed, especially with regard to her female cell mates. Similarly to Zawacka, she 
feels like a repository of knowledge and memories of her late friends. For years 
she wrote short recollections of people and special moments of life in prison, 
which work as triggers for her memory. Her stories are different than Zawacka’s. 
She talks less about heroic deeds and more about daily survival, death, ethics, 
God, etc. What was right and what was not? What could she have done for those 
who faced a death sentence? Can she now forgive the communist authorities for 
what was done to people who received a death sentence? 

For Czaplińska, the time of imprisonment was not lost in passivity, contrary 
to how Zawacka sees it. It was an extension of prisoners’ former struggles, per-
haps even its most important part. In prison every single word or act had to be 
thought through, because the responsibility for those inside as well as outside of 
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the prison walls was much bigger. From this point of view the most significant for 
Czaplińska was the time she spent in Inowrocław, an isolation prison. No people 
meant having no references to her thoughts and actions; only her, her thoughts, 
and God to whom she often prayed. “I did not have anybody to share my thoughts 
with. It was painful to think without having any support, any response, or any 
possibility to talk to others. Am I right or not? Why am I here? These questions 
troubled me. I cannot live in negating everything.”

Her narrative is interrupted by anecdotes through which she tells me little 
oddities in people’s behavior, jokes, etc. Anecdotes are “morality tales with both 
a social and individual register: they are about proper and improper behavior, 
responsible and irresponsible actions, about the way the world is and the way it 
ought to be” (James 2000: 172). In one of her anecdotes, she narrates,

At some point, there were Germans in a cell neighboring ours. At first we didn’t 
want to talk to them. They asked us if we have bread and we began leaving bread 
for them in a toilet. But we still did not want to talk to them. Our first impulse 
was not to help Germans, but then what can we do – they are asking for bread. 
Could we say no? Later, they tapped to us to say thank you.

This anecdote expresses not only the moral dilemmas prisoners faced, but also 
conforms to the image of Czaplińska and women prisoners she wants to maintain 
as moral women who were able to face the obstacles that lie outside the normal 
quotidian experience. The questions that Czaplińska keeps asking herself and her 
interlocutors play a similar role. She never welcomed war as Zawacka did. Her 
involvement in the anti-Communist conspiracy was more a result of her debt to 
family traditions and a sense of wrongs that affected her friends and family than 
a challenge that she took with enthusiasm. Although framed by historical events, 
her story is intensely personal, questioning over and over again her role in what 
happened to her and lessons from the experience she can draw for the future. 
Fordonianki’s activities, which she in part initiated, correspond with issues that 
Czaplińska constantly ponders upon. 

Czaplińska finished our last meeting telling me about her attempts to get in 
touch with families of her cell mates. New questions appeared – how to pass on 
knowledge to children not interested in the deeds of their parents and how to 
make the next generations understand the value of this experience. We read out 
loud a letter by Monika Dymska, a member of the anti-Nazi resistance, who was 
hung in Germany during WWII. Just before her death, Dymska wrote a letter 
to her family. Czaplinska stored a copy of this letter as one of her most valuable 
documents. We talked about Dymska’s mental strength in the face of death and 
the perseverance in our ideals despite the circumstances.
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Marcysia – a Soldier and Prisoner 

One of the topics that emerged during my conversations with both women was 
Emilia Malessa, called Marcysia. Marcysia was the head of the Home Army’s 
Department of Foreign Communications, which was responsible for organizing 
courier routes linking the leaders of the resistance with the Polish government 
in exile. After the war ended, Marcysia remained in the underground resistance 
structures in WiN (Wolność i Niepodległość, Freedom and Independence). Ac-
cording to people who remember her, already in the spring of 1945 Marcysia 
considered withdrawing from the conspiracy. Tired of the double life she led, she 
welcomed the call of the WiN leader, Colonel Jan Rzepecki, for a slow return to a 
normal life (Mietkowska and Przewoźnik 1996: 12). 

Marcysia was imprisoned in October of 1945, six days before finishing her 
work for WiN. During the interrogations, she trusted the promises and the word 
of honour of the secret police officer Józef Różański and decided to disclose the 
people involved in the work of the Home Army section she headed. Before she 
decided to do it, Marcysia talked to Rzepecki and received guarantees from the 
Minister of Public Security (MPB), Stanisław Radkiewicz, that after the investi-
gation all the people revealed would be released from prisons. In 1947 Marcysia 
was released. The people she disclosed were not. In a desperate attempt to have 
the guarantees of the MBP realized, Marcysia went on a hunger strike outside 
the prison walls. In June of 1949, Marcysia committed suicide (Mietkowska and 
Przewoźnik 1996: 12). 

In Fordon, Czaplińska was imprisoned in a cell next to Marcysia. She com-
municated with other women from Marcysia’s cell via tapping, but not Marcysia 
herself. Marcysia did not tap on the wall. During our meetings, Czaplińska talks 
about Marcysia with a big dose of compassion and gratefulness. For Zawacka, 
Marcysia, as head of Zagroda, the organization where Zawacka worked, was a 
boss and a friend. Recollecting her last meeting with Marcysia, she says, 

While walking I noticed a woman whose gait I recognized. Her coat had a big 
stain. She looked like Marcysia, but it could not be her. Marcysia has always been 
so elegant. She always took good care of herself. She considered it to be important 
in her service. And here with a stain… We welcomed each other. She asked me 
if I revealed myself. “No? We have to reveal who you are, it is necessary. I will 
go with you,” she said. When I heard that, I said goodbye to her. She was com-
pletely confused. I don’t know how it could have happened. She was such a smart 
woman. When she realized what she did she committed suicide.
 (Mietkowska and Przewoźnik 1996: 13) 
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After a moment of hesitation, she continues: “I don’t know how it could have hap-
pened. I don’t know how a person like her could have believed the Russians. She 
should have known better. After her release from prison she could have become a 
Colonel. Obviously, she did not become one.” 

For Czaplińska, Marysia’s tragedy epitomizes the problems and tragedies of life 
in prison and the issues that one had to resolve in one’s heart – to trust an officer’s 
word of honour and perhaps help people from the resistance or not. Marcysia is a 
symbol of prisoners’ torment, the sense of responsibility for those who stayed out-
side the prison walls, and sometimes perhaps even the lack of knowledge about 
the danger of the system. At stake were the lives of many people, but also one’s 
honour and dignity. According to Czaplińska, Marcysia behaved the way she did 
because honour was the main value in her life. “I think it was this respect for the 
word of honour of an officer, engrained in all of us, that became the reason why 
Marcysia revealed the people she worked with. Her suicidal death was the highest 
protest against the lie committed against her.” 

Zawacka’s slight disappointment with Marcysia’s action contrasts with the 
compassion and understanding that Czaplińska presents. For Zawacka, Marcysia 
is a person who got confused, hence did something that soldiers are not supposed 
to do. For Czaplińska, Marcysia’s death was the evidence of her struggle, while 
for Zawacka it was her acquiescence to committing a mistake. Marcysia’s doubts 
and struggles do not fit the epic narrative of Zawacka, and at the same time they 
correspond with Czaplińska’s moral dilemmas and the belief in the need to over-
come individual weaknesses. The question, though, remains to what extent these 
differences can be extrapolated on the attitudes of both women towards the role 
of women in Polish history.

Zawacka has been engaged in different battles her entire life: from military 
battles to battles for recognition; from attempts to receive permission from Polish 
authorities to grant women full rights of being soldiers to a fight for the recogni-
tion of women soldiers in history. Narrating her life story, she is still engaged in 
one of her battles. As she mentions throughout her struggles, one of the most 
difficult obstacles was gender relations. According to Zawacka, men are reluctant 
to understand the value of women as soldiers; they tend to depreciate women in 
their work and find it difficult to work with women supervisors. She continues, 

I had a very good life. Sure, there are moments when I regret that I don’t have my 
own family. But that is how things worked out. Other things were more impor-
tant. I still have missions to fulfill. I need to pass the stories about women soldiers 
to the next generations. Women constitute half of Poland. What I have in mind is 
the constant service to the nation. It also means devoting a family for the service 
to your nation. Understanding this will enrich coming generations. 
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In her attempt to go beyond the stereotypical image of women as mothers and 
wives that contradicted her own story, Zawacka created her own model of a wom-
an’s service to nation, something that represented her own life well. It is a person 
with clearly defined goals and roles, either an involvement in public life or a de-
votion to private life. Partially for this reason, in the bios of women soldiers, she 
often stresses the fact that these women never married. Women soldiers that she 
admires are equal to men soldiers in commitment, decisiveness, and strength; 
they have a clear focus, which is often combined with a lack of family of their 
own. In this light, Marcysia’s doubts and hesitations despite her knowledge about 
Communism are difficult to comprehend. 

Ruta Czaplińska talks little about the role of women. Similarly to Zawacka, 
she is single; not out of choice, but rather a result of circumstances and the fact 
that she spent most of her youth in prison. The need to recover memory about im-
prisoned women is more a result of a sense that her entire generation of post-war 
resistance fighters has been pushed to oblivion than of a feeling of women being 
marginalized. The lives of various women – her cell mates and friends from the 
prison – take a lot of her attention, but she equally speaks about the men she met 
as a resistance member. She worries about them and their families. They and their 
families became her family and fulfill her need to complete the social roles that 
she as a woman is supposed to fulfill. When compared to Zawacka, Czaplińska’s 
views on gender and female-male relationships are more traditional. Soldiering 
and the armed involvement in the struggle for Polish independence is not her 
calling, as in the case of Zawacka, but rather a sort of obligation and the natural 
consequence of women’s tendency to sacrifice. Czaplińska is a woman who com-
bines a sense of responsibility for people surrounding her with a commitment to 
a more abstract idea of a nation that these men support. Finally, she is someone 
who experiences Polish history in an especially painful manner, in auxiliary posi-
tions to men, supporting them in combat, but also in words and prayers.

Elżbieta Zawacka and Ruta Czaplińska are both unusual women who stepped 
out of the roles traditionally attributed to Polish women. Both were soldiers, 
both engaged in anti-Communist activities, and both suffered for their actions. 
 Zawacka’s narrative is epic and romantic and as such fits the image that FAPAK 
promotes. It is the story of a woman who grew into her role as a soldier, always 
active, determined, and convinced that the path she has chosen is the best one. 
From her fascination with Polish officers she saw in Toruń in 1918 through her 
participation in the organization training women for military service to her war 
service, she organizes her story to show that she is determined to be a soldier 
and serve Poland, seen as a great collective duty. In contrast to her narrative, 
Czaplińska’s story is full of doubts, sadness, and reflection. It is the story of a vic-
tory over the debasing conditions of unjust imprisonment, and yet a story full of 
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melancholic realization of the price paid for this victory. Occasional anecdotes in 
a sense play the role of a counter-narrative to the more serious version of her life, 
pointing to a “lighter side” of her stay in prison without abandoning the main idea 
that life is full of ethical questions and there are no easy choices in life. These oral 
stories help understand how within one culture and similar set of values, defined 
by devotion to Poland, there is space for various models of women’s engagement. 

To end this paper, I would like to add a little bit about the subjective nature of 
oral testimonies. According to Katherine Borland, a personal narrative is a per-
formance that creates meaning on two levels simultaneously. “It constitutes both 
a dynamic interaction between the thinking subject and the narrated event (her 
own life experience) and between the thinking subject and the narrative event 
(her assumptions of responsibility to an audience for a display of communicative 
competence)” (Borland 1998: 320). The narrative changes once a context changes 
and a narrating person starts renegotiating a sense of self. Additionally, any in-
terpretation of interviews results from an encounter between the historian aware 
of the subjectivity of the research method s/he is pursuing and the person who is 
interested in telling her/his story. As a result, the interpretation of any oral inter-
views is a profoundly personal issue of reading, involving intellectual and emo-
tional elements that both sides bring to a meeting. 

My conversations with Elżbieta Zawacka and Ruta Czaplińska raise similar 
issues of the subjective nature of interpretation. During our meetings a specif-
ic form of relationship emerged between me and them. In the case of Zawacka, 
my contact was less emotional and more professional and detached. There was 
a formula that Prof. Zawacka chose because, as I assume, it allowed her to keep 
a distance, become less personal in her narrative, and in a sense maintain the 
epic mode of her narrative. My engagement with Ruta was quite emotional and 
with time evolved into friendship, or perhaps into a set of friendships: between 
a teacher and a student, between a grandmother and a granddaughter, between 
two women of different ages, one older and wiser and the other younger, eager to 
learn from the other. 

Ruta Czaplińska died two days before I finished this essay. She called many 
times while I was working on it, asking to read it. Unsure how she would react to 
what I wrote, I kept postponing sending her a version of this paper until it was 
too late. This only strengthened one question that lingered with me while I inter-
viewed both women: to what extent the relationship I had with these two women 
added an additional layer to my understanding of them and as such should be 
included into the process of interpretation? Or perhaps, to what extent did our 
relationships already color my view of these women and deepen the differences I 
see between them?
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‘The stranger within my Gate’
Irish emigrant narratives of exile,  
tradition and modernity in post-war Britain

Sarah O’Brien
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This essay discusses the use of oral narrative in interpreting the Irish migrant 
experience in post-war Britain and reveals the extent to which oral methodolo-
gy challenges established norms about the Irish Diaspora. Informing the essay is 
an oral history project carried out with Irish migrants in Birmingham between 
2005 and 2008 and extracts from these interviews illustrate, amongst other fac-
tors, migrants’ struggle to balance the demands of the ‘homeland’ with the op-
portunities of modernity, and their contestation of an exile identity. Essentially, 
this paper demonstrates how textual analysis of oral narrative illuminates the 
process of identity reconfiguration that occurred in Irish enclaves and deter-
mines the significance of gender, class, religion and nationalism in informing 
the migrant experience. 

Keywords: Irish migration; Identity reconfiguration in post-war Britain; Cathol-
icism; Birmingham Bombings

Ireland until1960 was a country defined by its nationalist romanticism, pastoral 
fundamentalism and Catholic devotion. Éamon DeValera, a key figure in Ireland’s 
struggle for independence, dominated Irish politics from the 1930s until 1959 
and sought to retain the young nation’s integrity by preserving a monolithic, self-
sufficient culture, independent of Western capitalism. This resistance to industrial 
innovation inhibited post-war economic growth and forced thousands of young 
Irish people to vote with their feet in protest against the frugal comfort that its 
government forced upon Irish society.1

1. For further discussions see Brown, T. 2004. Ireland; a social and cultural history 1922–2002. 
London: Harper Perennial. Also MacLaughlin, J. 1994. Ireland; The Emigrant Nursery and the 
World Economy. Cork: Cork University Press.
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Despite emigrants’ disillusionment with the policies of the Irish government 
many retained an anti-colonial outlook which portrayed the home-land as a pas-
toral idyll, still crippled by the effects of British colonialism. This outlook was, in 
some sense, a ploy that helped potential emigrants to justify leaving, and facili-
tated emigrants to portray themselves as victimised exiles rather than voluntary 
emigrants who were seeking out a better life in England. Twentieth century Irish 
songs and ballads popularised this notion of forced Irish exile and painted nos-
talgic images of the lone Irish man, desolate and helpless because of England’s 
corrupting capitalist influences, with his dreams of returning home in tatters. The 
Navvy exemplifies the emotional and negative portrayal of life in England; 

  My hands are scarred, my back is bent
  I’m writing in my diary in this worn out tent
  The whisky tastes like water and the soup it tastes the same
  And I know the grass is greener from where I came (McLarney)

This essay shows how oral narrative reveals, uniquely, the imbalances in this emo-
tional and negative perception of emigration. Informing the paper is an oral his-
tory project that was carried out with Irish immigrants in Birmingham, a large 
industrial city in England’s West Midlands that received a substantial influx of 
Irish immigrants after World War II. The thirty interviews recorded for this 
project reveal that not all immigrants perceived emigration as exile and many 
embraced the new experiences that were opened to them in the liberal British 
landscape. However, tension is evident in the narratives between the immigrants’ 
desire to transcend their past and integrate into the host society and their guilt at 
diluting their inherent ethnic and cultural traditions by associating with British 
modernity (Harte 2004: 233–251). During the 1950s the Irish clustered together 
in inner city parishes and the constant visibility of fellow country men remind-
ed migrants of the indelibility of their origins.2 While this ghettoisation was, for 
some, a comforting and familiar force in Britain, for others it inhibited social 
mobility and economic success. The body of this essay will employ extracts from 
recorded interviews to illustrate how these cultural, political and ethnic tensions 
were manifested in the immigrants’ consciousness. Conclusions will suggest that 
immigrants who perpetually looked back to the homeland for cultural affirma-
tion became stranded in a liminal space, unable to return to an imagined past and 
unwilling to immerse in a modern future. 

2. In 1957, 51% of Irish immigrants lived in the middle rings of Birmingham. Irish immi-
grants clustered particularly in Sparkbrook, Sparkhill and Balsall Heath. Irish immigrants made 
up between ten and twelve percent of these wards populations. Censuses of Great Britain. 1955. 
1961.
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A study of the Irish in Birmingham was sought out for a number of reasons. 
Of primary interest is the significance of the Irish population in Birmingham. 
Although a presence of Irish immigrants existed in the city from the post-Famine 
years, it would not host its greatest influx of Irish until the 1950s, during the de-
velopment of the British Welfare State. The Censuses of Great Britain illustrate the 
proportions of the mid twentieth-century exodus to Britain and the relevance of 
Birmingham as an Irish immigrant locus. Between 1946 and 1971 531,255 people 
emigrated and roughly three quarters of these went to Great Britain. 51,000 of 
these Irish migrants arrived in Birmingham, yet the social and cultural impact 
of this Irish influx has been largely underestimated by historical research to date 
(Smith 1969: 26). Most studies of the Irish in Britain centre on nineteenth cen-
tury migration rather than the migration of the mid-twentieth century which in 
some way explains this dearth in research (Swift and Sheridan 1999). As well as 
this, studies of the Irish have been broad-sweeping and document-based. Conse-
quently they overlook the individual struggles of Irish migrants to balance their 
cultural and ethnic traditions with the modern, progressive environments that 
they encountered (Jackson 1986: 125–139). In contrast, the use of oral method-
ology, as employed in the study upon which this essay is based, illuminates the 
unrepresented in the migrant experience, by collecting the conscious and uncon-
scious memories and recollections of immigrants who are unaware of the gen-
eralisations that academia has placed upon their experiences and outlooks. This 
results in a refreshing and reinterpreted view of Irish migration and Irishness in 
the twentieth century. 

Narratives of leaving- a myth of exile?

Interviewees’ recollections of leaving Ireland in the 1950s encapsulated a grand-
narrative of exile and loss, that Irish society expected them to internalise. Three 
quarters of the interviewee’s emphasised that economic depression forced them to 
leave, which showed the perpetuated instincts of Irish emigrants abroad to justify 
their absence from the homeland. Patricia recalled getting on the train to Dublin 
“with tears in her eyes” having left her native Galway because no suitable em-
ployment existed (Patricia 2005). Similarly, Kathy recounted the bleak economic 
climate in the 1950s that allowed her no option but to go to England:

  [Q. So why did you initially decide to go to England?]
  A. Well because there were no jobs here. None whatsoever.You just couldn’t 

get a part time job. Things were so bad that you just had to go to England 
whether you liked it or not. (Kathy 2007)
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Economic nationalism from the pre-World War II years until 1958 implanted an 
aversion to self-progress and individualism in Irish society. Self-ambition proved 
an obstacle to the ideals of communal pastoralism that were advocated both by 
successive governments and the Catholic Church, which was aware of the damage 
that modernity and materialism had done to established churches in Britain and 
Western Europe. This resistence to self-progress was recognised by Inglis, who 
argues that self-denial was so ingrained in the Irish body and mind that it became 
an essential part of its social character (McKenna 2006). 

Considering this socio-cultural climate, it is of little surprise that immigrants 
played down the personal ambitions and aspirations that influenced their deci-
sion to leave, thereby allowing the narrative of exile to reign in the national con-
sciousness. Consequently, the oral history project discussed here and carried out 
approximately fifty years after the participants had emigrated, provided an im-
portant opportunity for immigrants to express the personal rather than economic 
decisions that influenced their departure from Ireland, without fear of vilification 
from a moribund tradition-bound society (Harte 2004: 239). Liam articulated in 
plain language his memories of growing up in rural Ireland in the 1950s which 
contradicted popular images of an organic, self-sufficient society:

  Yerra, ‘twas desolate in Ireland, you know. There was nothing there. Really 
there was just nothing there. We were small farmers; there was ten of us there. 
Sure what would ten of us do in a small farm? As our school-master used to 
say to us, ‘Another one for John Bull’. (Liam 2006) 

The last sentence in this extract refers to the national personification of England, 
‘John Bull’ created in 1712. John Bull was characterised as a sturdy, conserva-
tive, rational figure and explicitly contrasted with contemporary caricatures of 
the irrational, simian-like Irish Paddy that abounded in English print media. The 
narrator’s reference to the figure reveals two underlying layers in the Irish migrant 
psyche. Firstly, it shows the immigrants’ internalisation of traditional stereotypes 
of Irishness and Britishness that are derived from a colonial past. The position of 
the Irish as subordinate ‘others’ in England’s colonial empire did not disappear 
after Irish independence was achieved. Interviewees’ narrations confirmed that 
Irish immigrants in post-war Britain retained an inferiority complex that was de-
rived from colonialism and perpetuated by negative stereotypes of Irishness that 
re-surfaced frequently in the 1960s and 1970s in British newspapers.3 Raymond 
recalled that ‘in this country [England] you were always perceived in a certain 
way’ though he did not elaborate on what form these perceptions took (Raymond 

3. For examples see Birmingham Mail, 19 September 1973, 8 March 1977.
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2006). The way in which interviewees spoke humbly of themselves, their quies-
cent manner in the interview and indeed their initial reluctance to be interviewed 
collectively illuminated the inferiority complex that pervaded Irish enclaves in 
Britain. Patricia exhibited this quiescence when she discussed her employment 
in Birmingham: 

  We were living in Birmingham and it was very easy to find out about jobs. 
You could opt in and out of jobs in those days quite easily, you know only 
these mediocre jobs. Jobs that people with qualifications wouldn’t take. 
 (Patricia 2005)

Secondly, Liam’s last sentence illustrated Irish society’s passive acceptance of emi-
gration in the 1950s. He recalled, though did not criticise, the school master’s mild 
cynicism but ultimate acceptance that Ireland was an emigrant nursery for Britain 
(MacLaughlin 1994). The fact that those in positions of power perceived emigra-
tion as a natural evil in Irish society also impacted on potential immigrants who 
would carry with them a fatalistic attitude to emigration and a pre-conditioned 
hankering for a homeland that they were destined from birth to depart from.

Kathy’s narrative gives insight into some personal reasons that influenced fe-
male Irish emigration. She recalled many memories of her dynamic social life 
in England and articulated the sense of self-identity that her career in London’s 
hotel industry provided. These recollections contradict stereotypical images of 
the lonesome down-trodden migrant, as exemplified in The Navvy. Furthermore, 
they illustrate how the interview acts as a process of self-actualisation for the nar-
rator, where past events are re-evaluated in a desensitized light. Such revelations 
rarely emerged at the beginning of interviews. Kathy inaugurated her interview 
by stating that ‘you just had to go, there was nothing, nothing here. And if it wasn’t 
for the money sent over from England the people would have starved here’ (Kathy 
2007). This captures, once again, the extent to which immigrants feel obliged to 
justify their absence from their birthplace. However, half-way though the inter-
view she seemed to take stock of the positive experiences that she had encoun-
tered in England and the negative one’s that she had fled from in Ireland (she had 
dyslexia and was bullied during her child-hood) and she admitted, in an almost 
confessional manner, that she was eager to leave and embraced the opportunities 
that England had to offer, thereby refuting a history of exile: 

  Oh I was never sorry to go and when I got there I liked it. ‘Twas a lot more 
lively than this [referring to Ireland]. And you had loads of friends, especially 
the Irish, they’d ask you out for tea… (Kathy 2007)
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The incongruence between the immigrants somewhat hopeful attitude to leaving 
and Irish society’s fatalistic treatment of its emigrants was also articulated uncon-
sciously by Bridie. She recalled a sense of bemusement at the scenes of mourning 
that she witnessed as she boarded the boat to England;

  As I was getting in on the boat there were two fella’s there and the one was 
playing the accordion and singing [narrator sings] ‘When you return to the 
land of your birth there’ll be no one to welcome you home’ and I thought ‘Oh 
God’! And here I am all these years later… (Bridie 2006) 

One can deduct from this statement the oppressive claims that cultural national-
ism placed on potential immigrants. In the closing sentence of the extract Bridie 
expressed a sense of validation (‘and here I am all these years later’) at her settle-
ment in Birmingham, despite the fatalistic attitude of the home-society which con-
ditioned immigrants to perceive emigration as a force that severed their identity.

Tradition vs. modernity in post-war Britain

The claims of tradition did not disappear from the immigrant’s consciousness 
on arrival in Britain. Indeed nostalgia for a familiar homeland intensified as im-
migrants struggled to come to terms with the insecurities that confronted them 
in England. Their heightened awareness of the ‘otherness’ of their dress, accent 
and educational/occupational experience in England influenced them to associ-
ate within exclusively Irish networks. This further facilitated the creation of an 
idealized memory of a utopian past. These idealizations were strengthened by the 
unwritten code that immigrants should not criticize the home-land in English 
company, a point made clear in MacAmhlaigh’s memoirs of life in England in 
the 1950s: “The Paddies over here are very much against that kind of thing- that 
anyone should pretend in front of the English that things are not good in Ireland” 
(Iremonger 2004: 86).

Thus, the hangover from a colonised past and immigrants’ self-conscious in-
feriority influenced an unrealistic image of home to emerge. Immigrants lodged, 
worked socialized and drank together as they became more convinced of the ide-
alizations of Ireland that abounded in their consciousness. Liam reflected proudly 
on the ten years he spent in a lodging house with neighbour’s from his home-
town. He did not recall this as a peculiarly backward situation but rather stated it 
as an indicator of his authentic attachment to Ireland: “When we came here first 
we all stayed in our own living surroundings. The Irish were renowned for that. 
Sparkbrook, Sparkhill we came in, to an old London woman in Sparkbrook and 
we were with her for ten years in digs” (Liam 2006). 
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These close-knit associational networks enabled Irish men to transplant the 
social characteristics of their home-town to England’s largest cities. Gaelic sports 
and ‘manly drinking’ kept old provincial rivalries and macho posturing alive in 
England (Harte 2004: 240). Hugh, who was unusual in that he did not subscribe to 
these norms of Irish masculinity, recalled working with an Irish man in England 
who personified these traits. He immediately joined an Irish football team on ar-
rival in Britain and this gave him a sense of continuity and familiarity. 

  I was very friendly with this one chap. And he took his whole value from 
being a member of the Meath football team. And I think he would be very 
typical now. Because he was obviously playing football for Meath. And when 
he went over he had this network and he continued that, which gave him a 
whole identity. And I know he came back to Ireland afterwards and probably 
just slotted back in to where he was. (Hugh 2006) 

In essence, football and hurling clubs helped emigrants to forget their distance 
from the homeland and their outsiderness from both the home society and also 
minimised the need for contact with British culture. The GAA fought hard to pre-
serve the Irish language and Irish culture in Britain and frowned on players who 
were seen to admire or patronise English cultural forums (O’Brien, forthcoming). 
The Irish language became particularly important as an ethnic indicator in Brit-
ain and interviewee’s articulated their preoccupation with its preservation. Tom 
voiced his disgust that European languages were more popular in Ireland than 
the Irish language, stating that ‘in Ireland now, they’re doing so many languages 
now but they seem to be losing their own” (Tom 2006). MacAmhlaigh, a native 
Irish speaker, also articulated his ferocious determination to preserve an undiluted 
Irish dialect in England. He recalled with anger that “you have fellows coming over 
here and they are only a couple of days in the country and they have an English 
accent. There’s no gob like an Irish gob” (Iremonger 2004: 86). These insights show 
that Englishness was perceived by Irish immigrants as a dark, corrupting influence 
that had to be resisted at all costs. Ironically, in Ireland, doubts about the necessity 
of the Irish language were being expressed in the 1960s, as the new government 
sought to modernise the country through the Education system to attract foreign 
investments and industry. The reflections of male interviewee’s particularly reveal 
how Irish traditions could become congealed and distorted by immigrants’ efforts 
to retain an uncorrupted, organic, and authentic Irish identity.

Irish immigrants tendency to marry and associate only with Irish people were 
also made clear by interviewee’s (Hornsby Smith 1985). While male interviewees 
were traditionally more vocal about their desire to preserve their ethnicity, female 
interviewee’s also said that they could not really contemplate marrying a foreign-
er, despite the fact that many of these girls had left Ireland because few marriage 
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choices existed there. Only one of the twelve first generation Irish women that 
were interviewed during this project married a non-Irish partner. Bridie articu-
lated her awareness that this ethnic exclusivity was irrational. Nevertheless, she 
seemed resolved to preserve this outlook; “I never think of anything only Ireland 
and I never mix with anybody only the Irish. That’s me though, that’s not good…” 
(Bridie 2006).

Marrying an Irish partner was not just an expression of sameness but also 
reflected immigrants’ personal insecurities and lack of confidence in British soci-
ety in the 1950s. Hugh implied this fear of forming a relationship with an English 
partner in the extract below:

  Funnily enough I wouldn’t have gone off with English girls. I think its some-
thing to do with the unknown. I did go out with English-born girls but they 
were of Irish extraction. But, others I didn’t, I would have met them now… 
and even had some opportunities but I didn’t take them because I probably 
felt amm, a little bit, maybe insecure? I’m not too sure now… (Hugh 2006)

The claims of tradition were most strongly channeled through Irish music and 
Irish pubs in Britain. A spectacular abundance of songs dealing with emigration 
emerged during the 1950s. These were sung in pubs, clubs and dances alongside 
ballads that glorified Ireland’s struggle for freedom and lamented the martyrs of 
past rebellions. Tom reflected that these nostalgic forums were essential to his 
survival in Britain:

  The thing that kept me going was the Irishness. You know, the music and you 
mixed with Irish people. I met my wife to be, Bridget, a Galway woman, on 
our way to mass. That’s how a lot of the Irish met people, you went to Irish 
pubs, anything with an Irish connection. You know, you listened to the results 
from Ireland, listened to the Irish music because that was a part of your life 
and you felt safe then in your own environment. (Tom 2006) 

Though immigrants were comforted by the sameness and continuity that these 
forums evoked, they did little to help them adapt to the realities and demands 
of British modernity. Pubs, music and song also influenced an unrealistic ideol-
ogy of Ireland and Irishness to be created in Britain. Harte identifies how Irish 
immigrants in these exclusive ethnic arenas filtered the past through a benign 
lens so that the impoverished, claustrophobic society that they fled from was 
 transformed into a peasant arcadia (Harte 2004: 242). This myth of Ireland has 
harmful repercussions for immigrants returning there in their retirement years. 
Several returned immigrants were interviewed during this oral history project 
and their shock at the reality of life in post-Celtic Tiger Ireland resonates emo-
tionally during the interview. Patricia’s narrative showed her disappointment at 



 ‘The Stranger within my Gate’ 137

discovering that her most cherished memories of Ireland’s open door, communal 
society had disappeared while the suppressive features of rural Irish life which she 
had filtered from her memory still existed and suffocated her once again:

  Oh I missed home terribly even when I was in England I missed Ireland. 
Even right up to, what am I now, seventy six, I miss Ireland. You’d always be 
listening for things about Ireland. You never get Ireland out of your system. 
But now that I’m back here I miss England because having lived there for 
fifty-six years I miss the shops, the buses, not the people. I miss the variety in 
the supermarkets and the easy access, being able to look around the shops. 
 (Patricia 2005)

Essentially, Irish emigrants were never fully able to embrace the traditions of the 
past or the possibilities of the future. That Patricia stated ‘I still miss Ireland’ in 
this extract is extremely relevant, as this interview was recorded in her home in 
Ireland which she had been living in for almost two years after returning from 
Birmingham. Clearly the Ireland that she misses is the place that was created in 
the collective consciousness of the Irish in Birmingham when they arrived in the 
1950s. They neither discarded nor updated this model and so rejuvenate their eth-
nic identity through memories of childhood and traditions of yester-year. Moira 
also noted her realisation that the Ireland that she recreated in Birmingham no 
longer represented a cultural reality. Consequently she stated that she preferred 
to stay in Birmingham and cling on to this dream rather than return home and 
admit that Ireland had moved on without her:

  The Ireland that we knew is no longer there…for those who like to go back 
to the way it was now this [referring to the pub in Birmingham where the 
interview took place] looks more Irish than Ireland now. They’ve got rid of 
things and thrown things out. (Moira 2007) 

Inward-looking Irish associationalism also gave the false impression that the Irish 
were a homogeneous, supportive and intensely proud community in Britain. This 
idea was quickly shattered by interviewees’ oral narratives. Many interviewees 
recalled the resentment, jealousy and violence that pervaded these Irish circles:

  To be truthful, and you might as well call a spade a spade, they’d shoot one 
another down quicker than they would pull together…If the Irish see one 
with less than him- no cooperation. The best people I met in the buildings 
were the English people, because they were fair. You’d want to watch your 
back with the Irish people and, like, it’s an awful thing to say but that is a fact 
like. (Liam 2006)
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Tom too related this internally destructive dynamic within Irish associationalism 
when he stated that “we have a very mistrusting- that may be harsh- commu-
nity. To try and get people to trust, they always think you’re after something for 
yourself. All the other ethnic groups here stand solid. We seem to fight among 
ourselves and lose out on the benefits” (Tom 2006). 

Rudyard Kipling sums up this desire for ethnic sameness despite internal ad-
versities in The Stranger within my Gate:

  The men of my own stock,
  Bitter bad they may be,
  But, at least, they hear the things I hear,
  And see the things I see;
  And whatever I think of them and their likes
  They think of the likes of me. (Kipling, Jones, Orwell 1994: 574) 

The pull of modernity

While many interviewees adhered to the norms of what Harte describes as tribalis-
tic, sociopathic Irish networks, a minority of interviewees expressed their struggle 
to escape from this closed-minded Irish clique-ness on arrival in Britain. Female 
interviewees particularly reflected their desire to absorb the personal, economic 
and cultural opportunities that they encountered in the urban metropolis. Ireland 
in the 1950s promoted self-sacrificing mother-hood as an idealized role for wom-
en and this was also endorsed in parishes of high Irish concentration in England, 
where the Catholic Church continued to inform the choices of Irish immigrants 
Nevertheless, alternatives to this identity presented themselves to the Irish immi-
grant woman who absorbed the opportunities that working in the public sphere 
in Britain provided her. In Ireland employment opportunities for women were 
extremely limited in the post-war years and were generally low status tributar-
ies of the domestic sphere such as farm servants, shop assistants and house staff. 
On arrival in Birmingham, women found themselves working in a varied public 
labour market, in buses, trams, hospitals, factories and offices that often provided 
opportunities for promotion. Kathy’s testimony showed that carving out a suc-
cessful career in a chain of London hotels changed her perspectives of her duties 
as a woman and led her to challenge the obligations that were placed on her, and 
other Irish women, in Britain:

  There was two girls, I think they were sisters, their salaries were little enough… 
and they used to send three pounds a week home. And sometimes, when we 
were going out somebody would say ‘Should we ask them out as well?’ and 



 ‘The Stranger within my Gate’ 139

you’d go down and ask them and they’d say ‘I can’t . I’ve no money left. I sent 
three pounds home.’ And I said ‘Do you do that every week? And I said ‘Well 
you shouldn’t, there’s a big family of you there, let the others do it for a while’. 
But no. I thought ‘twas wrong. (Kathy 2007) 

Miriam, a returned emigrant, also depicted how financial independence and a ca-
reer gave her the confidence to socialise in a wide variety of networks that allowed 
her to express her middle-class aspirations. 

  You were usually asked out. To a good place for a good meal. You were there 
for a while before you got established. But once you were established you were 
established. People got to know you and we had an awful lot of regulars. We’d 
go down to Peter’s Bar and you’d know everyone in Peter’s Bar. There was 
loads of places, there was about six or seven in the area and we’d go there, ‘twas 
great… You’d never go into a pub here (in Ireland), you’d be talked about. 
 (Kathy 2007)

 

The associational tapestry and public profile of the Irish woman in England shift-
ed her acceptance of her pre-destined role as wife and mother. While studies of 
Irish emigration attribute economic reasons as the principle factor influencing 
emigration, the narratives of Irish women reveal more personal reasons:

  I began to get bored of my life outside, there was nothing really there for me, 
I `didn’t want to settle down and then I came over here and I really enjoyed 
my life. The old buses were open at the back so we collected the fares, ‘twas 
great company and we had clubs and we used to go to dances and all that, it 
was lovely. (Margaret 2006) 

An increased awareness of personal desires was inadvertently expressed by Mar-
garet when she stated that “It was hard when I had kids young and I couldn’t 
afford, like, make-up, or I couldn’t go to the hair dressers like other people or 
couldn’t go out ‘coz there was no one to mind the children…” (Margaret 2006).

The Irish woman’s observations of British peers and their cultural norms 
also influenced a growing realization and criticism of the illiberal attitudes that 
existed in Ireland toward relationships, sexuality and marriage. Career oppor-
tunities, financial independence and a broad and varied social life, where men 
from all walks of life could be accessed, corroded the Irish female psyche that 
accepted without question a marriage of convenience and domesticity, in which 
profit and function, rather than love and compatibility, were the crucial compo-
nents. A young Irish female author illustrated this awakening in a letter sent to 
the Catholic Pictorial: 
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  Unless a girl can produce a farm, business or dowry her chances of matrimony 
are pretty slim. The marriage stakes in Ireland are unjust and unfair. Whilst 
a girl liked to be married before her looks start to fade, an Irishman knows 
very well he can still find a wife when his hair is grey and his face looks like a 
contour map of West Cork.4

Hugh was one of few male interviewees who responded to the pull of modernity 
rather than tradition in England. He was particularly drawn to the educational 
and cultural activities that abounded in London and expressed frustration at his 
Irish friend’s indifference to these opportunities. 

  Well I went to these dances and I quickly found that it wasn’t the place for 
me. It was too incestually Irish. And the thing that struck me when I went 
to England was this whole different culture that I didn’t know about. For 
example, access to music. I’m talking about classical music. I thought this 
was astonishing, living in North London, you could take a bus down and you 
could be in some of the major concert halls of the world and the only problem 
that I had was companionship… (Hugh 2006)

Despite Hugh’s criticisms of ‘incestuous’ Irish associationalism he simultaneously 
expressed his struggle to balance the appeals of British modernity with the expec-
tations of his Irish peers. Though he was enlightened by new cultural possibilities 
in London he was also afraid that these personal interests would alienate his Irish 
peers. Consequently he hid his interest in art and music in Irish company:

  I was sketching that time. And I remember sitting out up in High Gate village 
sketching in the pub. Now if I saw any of my friends, if they were passing by, 
who were working on building sites, I would have probably ran up the nearest 
alley! (Hugh 2006)

It is then reasonable to conclude that the claims of tradition were not discarded 
lightly by Irish immigrants, no matter how determined they were to benefit from 
progressive British modernity. Hugh revealed the feelings of self-division and 
self-doubt that he confronted as he struggled to balance these new experiences 
with his own unique heritage in Britain. “I wonder”, he asked at the close of the 
interview, “are you losing your Irishness by being influenced by these things?” 
(Hugh 2006). 

Immigrants who sought economic success and social mobility through British 
capitalism were also subject to the criticism of their ever-watchful Irish co-work-
ers. An aversion to self-advancement was internalised by potential immigrants 

4. Catholic Pictorial, 17 March 1963.
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in the 1950s and this attitude permeated the Irish enclaves in Britain. To attain 
economic success was a symbol of adaption to English culture and for inward-
looking migrants, this translated as a rejection of Irish culture. Consequently, im-
migrants were forced to disguise or limit their personal achievements and aspira-
tions. Hugh recalled a male nurse whom he befriended in London and described 
how he used to deny that he was a nurse in Irish company because “it wasn’t the 
done thing”. Hugh himself admitted that “secretly I was very proud that I was now 
getting up a rung of the ladder” showing how self-pride was treated with contempt 
by Irish peer groups (Hugh 2006). Consequently, the inherent inferiority complex 
in the Irish enclaves and immigrants’ resolve to reject English culture in favour of 
tradition inhibited thousands from achieving any level of economic or residen-
tial stability.5 The interview performance showed, in real time, the programmed 
response of Irish immigrants to play down their personal achievements. Most in-
terviewees emphasised their peasant backgrounds rather than their current class 
identity, though several discussed their children’s occupations to inadvertently 
express their success in Britain. This rhetoric revealed, once again, the perpetu-
ated struggle of Irish immigrants to retain the traditional values of the home so-
ciety at the cost of a modern and plural identity. 

In conclusion, it seems pertinent to address the influence that I, as an Irish 
interviewer, had on these immigrant’s oral transmissions. I became conscious 
during the project that my ethnicity probably influenced these interviewees to 
exaggerate their Irish accents and regard for Irish traditions. If they did so it nev-
ertheless reasserts the basic thesis of this chapter which argues that the Irish in 
Britain struggled, and still struggle, to reconfigure their ethnic identities to sur-
vive in Britain. I have discussed how the Irish struggled to fit in to Irish peer 
networks but of course they also had to create an identity that was acceptable to 
the host society. The women that I interviewed admitted that they hid their ac-
cent in public to avoid being perceived differently, though Irish men seemed less 
capable of plasticizing their ethnic identity. Hiding the Irish accent became a par-
ticularly important survival mechanism for the Irish in Birmingham after 1974. 
On 21 November of that year two bombs attributed to the I.R.A exploded in pubs 
in Birmingham, killing twenty one people and injuring hundreds more. These 
events crudely and abruptly resolved the immigrant’ struggle to maintain the 

5. A number of social and economic papers discuss the disproportionate economic and social 
disadvantages that Irish immigrants experience in contemporary Britain. See Hickman, Mary J. 
and Bronwen Walter. 1997. Discrimination and the Irish Community in Britain. London: Com-
mission for Racial Equality. Also Mac an Ghaill, Mairtín. 2000. The Irish in Britain: the invis-
ibility of ethnicity and anti-Irish racism. In Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies (Vol. 26)  
1: 137–147, January. pp. 127–132.
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 nostalgic traditions of the homeland in Birmingham. Republican songs that had 
been popularly sung in Irish forums took on a sinister tone and migrants realised 
the dangerous consequences that republican idealism and indulgent cultural nos-
talgia could foster. Interviewee’s articulated the burden of guilt and shame that 
was adopted by the Irish in the city following the events of November 1974. Many 
immediately severed links with Irish associational networks, thereby weakening 
the regressive tug of attachment to the home-land.

  Those days you were up in the pub and you’d sing Kevin Barry and you had 
the bit of banter, that all went. Oh Jesus it did, no way…the [St. Patrick’s Day 
Parade] took a long time to come back and it never went around the city 
again. You had to be so careful. (Tom 2006) 

Moira similarly recalled her outright rejection of any symbols of Irish nationalism 
after the Bombings, indicating the lengths that Irish immigrants took to avoid be-
ing linked with republican sectarianism: 

  We didn’t even want to know about anything like that, especially at Easter 
Time, they had these kind of lilies or something, little emblems, but we didn’t 
want anything, we didn’t want any trouble, we didn’t really want to know at 
all. We had to live here and we didn’t know what we’d be letting ourselves  
in for. (Moira 2007)

  Irish people were pleased that there was somebody arrested for it. And that it 
wasn’t anybody belonged to them. And it did, undoubtedly, serve as a safety 
valve. (Raymond 2007)

As these extracts show, the 1974 Birmingham Bombings called the shared con-
sciousness of the Irish in the city into question. Suddenly immigrants became 
anxious to differentiate themselves from a blanketed Irish identification and 
began to attribute more importance to their gender, regional background and 
religious devotion to avoid vilification from the host society. The ‘stranger’ that 
Kipling refers to in his poem had, in the Irish immigrant context, terrifyingly 
transformed from the English colonizer to the Irish terrorist and Kipling’s verse 
echoes Irish immigrants’ insecurities about what to expect next from this threat-
ening Irish stranger:

  The Stranger within my gates.
  He may be evil or good,
  But I cannot tell what powers control –
  What reasons sway his mood;
  Nor when the gods of his far-off land,
  Shall repossess his blood. (Kipling, Jones, Orwell 1994: 574)



 ‘The Stranger within my Gate’ 143

The ability of oral narrative to capture these moments of emotional turmoil and 
identify sudden processes of identity reconfiguration is testament to its relevance 
to modern Irish history and to the study of culture and migration in general. 
The narrative of exile and simplistic image of Irish immigrants humped over The 
Kerryman in an English pub has existed too long without interrogation.6 Con-
temporary Irish society should be aware of the sacrifices and pressures that Irish 
immigrants suffered to fulfill the ideological expectations of the homeland. Oral 
history will, undoubtedly, become the vehicle that will channel these messages. 
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Painting in sound
Aural history and audio art

Charles Hardy III
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Placing aural history practice in the context of natural and electro-acoustic 
sound communication, this paper explores the intersection of audio art and 
aural history. It includes an analysis of the creative opportunities that elec-
troacoustic and digital media offer aural historians, a brief introduction to 
pioneering works on the borderland between aural history and audio art, and a 
short history of the author’s own works in this field. The article concludes with 
an explanation of the benefits of creative work in audio art to oral historians, 
including a greater sensitivity to the power and wonder of sound communica-
tion, expanded audiences, and an enhanced appreciation of the tools of the 
aural historian’s craft. 

Keywords: public history, aural history, audio art, digital media

I am in the United States what is known as a “public historian”. I have spent most 
of my career authoring histories for the listeners and viewers of public radio and 
television, for museum visitors, heritage tourists, K-12 teachers and students, and 
the general public. So one of my constant challenges has been to devise ways to 
bring the riches to be found in history, its lessons and morals, its conundrums and 
wonders, whatever select pieces of the great blooming mess that I am able to grab 
hold of – to folks who are free to walk past or turn the channel because something 
more interesting attracts, or promises to attract their attention. 

A few weeks ago I attended the National Folk Festival in Richmond, Vir-
ginia, and there heard the Madison Hummingbirds play.1 To look at them 
 standing around you wouldn’t think much: a group of close to twenty young  
African-American men dressed in khaki slacks and white shirts. But then they 

1. The 69th National Folk Festival, held from October 12–14, 2007, included a broad offering 
of folk music from around the world.
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began to play. For the first song, the American gospel classic “What a Friend We 
Have in Jesus”, they were joined by a large woman who sang slowly and quietly 
with the trombones. As the tempo and volume slowly built, the singer began to 
exchange verses with the lead trombonist, who preached through his horn, until 
everyone was on their feet. Next thing I know, I am smiling and laughing in utter 
delight. The trombones – whose sound is impossible to capture on CD – filled the 
tent, drove out all fleeting thoughts and emotions, and transported us into a world 
of amazing joy.

As the song built in energy and tempo, the singer put on a virtuoso perfor-
mance. Driven on by the band and audience, she used every ounce of her physical 
strength, emotion, and breath to carry us along with her. It was an amazing per-
formance: an inspiring and uplifting musical experience. 

The Madison Hummingbirds are a trombone shout band from a Sweet Daddy 
Grace Church in Norfolk, Virginia.2 They are Pentacostalists, part of an American 
evangelical movement famous for its members speaking in tongues, snake han-
dling, and other ecstatic forms of worship. Taking literally the Biblical injunction 
to “Make a joyful noise unto the Lord” (Psalm 98: 4) the Daddy Grace church 
trombonists play their music to share God’s love with the world. 

Now this made me wonder, who are these people? And how do they do this? 
Where did they learn about these joy vibrations, and how did they figure out how 
to animate and sustain these transporting sounds? I suspect that none of them are 
rich, nor do they ask payment for their music, and as African Americans living in 
Norfolk they have, no doubt, their share of tribulations and sorrows. But they carry 
in the sound of their horns and their voices this extraordinary history and spirit.

A sound event becomes sound history

Now I did not record that performance, but I did purchase other Madison Hum-
mingbird sound waves on CD. That recorded sound event is now a piece of sound 
history, a close facsimile of their vibrations captured by electro-acoustic technolo-
gies. My memory, narrated through the sound vibrations of my voice, is another 
piece of history animated through sound. And as an aural historian I can use both 

2. Bishop C. M. Grace (1884–1960), known to his followers as Sweet Daddy Grace, was born 
in Cape Verde Islands, Portugal. He came to America in 1903, settled in New Bedford, Massa-
chusetts, and in 1919 founded the United House Of Prayer For All People. In 2000, his church, 
headquartered in Washington D.C., had about 3.5 million members. See Dallam, M. 2007, 
Daddy Grace: A Celebrity Preacher and His House of Prayer, New York: New York University 
Press.
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to make historical sense of the Madison Hummingbirds. To further document 
and explore the origins of their vibrations I could record interviews to hear them 
tell me the history of their church, and how they make their sounds. And to am-
plify and contextualize the spoken words of their personal histories I also could 
record their sermons, rehearsals, and performances.

By making music or playing someone else’s music we fill space with sound 
waves, and if successful, we entrain others to those vibrations; we bring to life that 
joy, or sorrow, or lust, or anger, or hope. The human voice conjures remembered 
events acoustically in the same way. This is part of the magic of language. Those 
memories may be sung or spoken; they may be laughed or cried, shouted or whis-
pered. They may invite you in or warn you to stay outside (Schafer 1977). 

In conducting oral history interviews, I have always delighted in people’s 
voices, the sounds of which as much as the content of the words spoken, have en-
gaged and enriched and informed me. Through our unique instrumental bodies, 
like God’s trombones, we add our own voices to the great vibrational symphony 
of the world.

Image 1. Beulah Collins
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One memorable instrument, for me, in that great aural symphony is the voice 
of Beulah Collins, who was eighty-eight when I first interviewed her in a senior 
centre in West Philadelphia in 1983. Hers was a humble but valorous story. Un-
derstated in appearance, she told me of her move to Philadelphia from the eastern 
shore of Maryland after the death of her husband during the influenza epidemic 
of 1918; of placing her young son in another’s home while she worked as a live-in 
maid so that “my boy could get an education”; of her never remarrying for fear 
that a stepfather “might not be good to my boy”; of his success – learning to read, 
he became a school principal – and of her intention to be buried “back home” 
beside her husband in a graveyard in rural Maryland, a place she had not seen in 
more than sixty years. Beulah died more than twenty years ago; but I still have her 
voice, laughing and singing, questioning, and telling the story of her life, however 
partial, disguised, and shaped during her encounters with the nice young white 
boy from the radio station. 

I interviewed Collins again in 1984 for “Goin’ North: Tales of the Great Mi-
gration”, an oral-history based radio documentary series on the history of Afri-
can-American migration from the American South to the city of Philadelphia 
during the early decades of the twentieth century. From her two interviews I also 
produced an 8-minute autobiographical vignette, “Beulah Collins”, which aired 
on National Public Radio in 1986.3

Now in producing her condensed autobiographical vignette, I edited close to 
three hours of reminiscence into a compelling narrative from the life story that 
she provided me, and in doing so I took some artistic license. The sound of crick-
ets that I used as an ambient bed I recorded in Goochland County, Virginia, some 
eighty miles from the eastern shore of Maryland. But those crickets, that natural 
soundscape, is also part of the sound history of rural America and of Beulah’s life. 
I used the sound of a vacuum cleaner, a sound marker associated with domestic 
work, as punctuation to denote a change of scenes. I didn’t use much of it. Like a 
good spice, a little goes a long way and too much, by drawing attention to itself, 
can spoil the dish. So the audio producer, like a chef, must have good ingredients 
and use them skillfully. To cook in sound we need the human voice, natural and 
human soundscapes, sound markers, music, and other sound events. 

Oral history interviews, as we all know, are performative, and each person’s 
vocalizations – language, accent, intonation, sonority, cadence, tonality, vocab-
ulary – the whole complex symphony of verbal expression, is living history, a

3. Excerpts of her interviews I also included in Goin’ North: Tales of the Great Migration, an 
oral-history based radio documentary series, available on the Talking History website, <http://
www.talkinghistory.org/hardy.html.> 1 March 2008.
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 historical artifact, a vessel of culture forged over centuries of communal expres-
sion that then emerges from the unique form of each of our bodies and lives. 
Listen to your grandparents, to any nonagenarian, to recordings of Jean Harlow, 
or Mussolini, or Martin Luther King, or Marilyn Monroe; there is no way for the 
imagined world of the written word or the best of actors of stage and screen to 
touch the authentic voices captured by aural historians. 

The call to audio art

In the early 1980s I was producing ½-hour oral history-based sound documenta-
ries for public radio in Philadelphia, and feeling increasingly imprisoned by the 
standard radio documentary formula that alternated continuity (narration) and 
actuality (recorded events), transitioned by music and sound effects. I also was 
fascinated by how the interviews that I and others were conducting contained 
within them deep truths and beauties in the sounds of interviewees’ voices as 
much as in their words; ineluctable qualities that were suppressed and muted in 
audio and video documentaries. And I was thrilled by how combining a recollec-
tion with a related archival recording related to that memory amplified its mean-
ing and brought it to life in what were to me magical ways. 

The electromagnetic capture and reproduction of sound is truly one of the 
wonders of the modern world. Because of its ubiquity, we tend to forget that sound 
recording and electric-acoustical communication are still, from the perspective of 
human history, in their infancy; that not until the late 1800s did we have the abil-
ity for the first time to capture, store, and call back into existence facsimiles of 
sonic events that had until then existed only at the moment of their creation. One 
of the first uses Thomas Edison imagined for his phonograph was capture of the 
words and voices of the great men and women of his age for the benefit of future 
generations (Hardy III & Dean 2006). 

Less than a century ago, radio-telephony was “the riddle of the ages”, an in-
visible Aladdin’s lamp that swept aside the barriers of time and space, ending the 
isolation under which humankind had labored since the dawn of time – or so 
the media utopians wrote. Hindered neither by mountains or oceans, walls or 
weather, electromagnetic signals sped out in all directions, and could be plucked 
from the air with little more than some copper wire and a crystal. Imagine the 
thrill of listening for the first time to the jumble of voices and music; to the words 
of presidents and kings, to the fiery crash of the Hindenburg, and the imminent 
consequences of the Martian invasion – a radiophonic narrative some Americans 
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Image 2. Brochure, “Mordecai Mordant’s Audio Ephemera
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briefly mistook, on the eve of the Second World War, for the unfolding end of 
extraterrestrial destruction.4

When conducting aural history interviews we all hear and experience such 
memorable moments. Sometimes they stand out because of the history they re-
veal, sometimes because of how they advance our scholarly agenda; sometimes, 
too, they stay with us for reasons that are hard to articulate – because they speak 
to us in more mysterious and personal ways. Now what might happen, should 
the aural historian take those memorable words spoken about the past and then 
combine them with other sonic artifacts – like a Madison Hummingbird’s musical 
sermon – and create a narrative or poem or sculpture or montage not for the pur-
poses of historical scholarship, but instead, to paint with sound; to sculpt through 
speakers or headphones? What might it sound like if the aural historian became 
a bricoleur of audio ephemera and treated sound artifacts as ends in themselves; 
as God’s trombones? 

Having grown bored with the standard form of radio documentary, I received 
grants in 1985 that enabled me to produce a series of six, five-minute oral his-
tory-based audio montages and one eight-minute piece, “The Prodigal Son”, that 
I titled “Mordecai Mordant’s Celebrated Audio Ephemera”. Here my objective was 
to re-animate the lost worlds revealed in the interviews and old phonograph re-
cordings by weaving together snippets of sonic artifacts into “past pastiches” short 
enough – I hoped – not to wear out their welcome, and long enough to take listen-
ers into far off places. 

I built the montages around life transforming moments, symbolic events, and 
magical tales. In “It’s Just Like Anything Else” I combined a septagarian’s recollec-
tion of his own rite of passage when he had crossed the threshold from childhood 
to maturity by leaving his house – by the back door – for the first time in a pair 
of long pants with an octogenarian’s still empowering account of having the local 
barber cut off her long, beautiful hair in the early 1920s against the wishes of her fa-
ther, and three octogenarians laughing recollections of their first rule-bending ap-
plications of lipstick and rouge. In “Ether Order,” three elderly men return to boy-
hood as they describe the process of capturing disembodied voices and music from 
the air with copper wire wrapped around a Quaker Oats box, which I combined 
with novelty records from the 1920s to reconjure the thrill of radio in its early days. 
“Exercise 6: Fire,” I built around the tale of a retired fire horse pulling a milk wagon 
at breakneck speed down a city street without his driver in pursuit of fire bells in 

4. Orson Welles’ radio play of H. G. Well’s novel War of the Worlds is one of the most famous 
radio broadcasts in American history. Performed as a Halloween special on October 30, 1938, 
the broadcast’s first half hour was presented as a series of news bulletins that suggested that an 
actual Martian invasion was in progress.
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the distance and an exercise instruction record from the 1920. In “Nothing is Im-
possible,” a Jewish nonagenarian who had grown up in a rural Russian shtetl shares 
his delighted rumination on the marvels of electric lights, automobiles, and other 
modern inventions before concluding that “nothing is impossible”. In “Virginska,” 
octogenarian New York concert singer Virginia Bartow evokes the Russian roman-
ticism of American high society during the 1920s through her loving reminiscence 
of how her Russian voice teacher – Andrew Salama, a member of Nikita Balieff ’s 

Image 3. Virginia Bartow, circa 1934 
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Chauve Souris – introduced her to a fantastical world of timeless love, transcen-
dental beauty, and agonizing yearning that had filled the great emotional void of 
her own life, and that she gave voice to more than a half century later by singing 
the Russian folk songs she had mastered before the Second World War ended her 
hopes of a professional career.5 These were some of the disembodied and iconic 
fragments of sound and recollection that my alter ego Mordecai Mordant layered 
with fragments of voices and instruments and sounds fossilized on ceramic discs 
in the early 1900s; acoustical vibrations and electromagnetic signals reanimated 
and combined through analog open reel electrical-acoustic technologies and the 
legerdemain of audio collage.

In the final feature piece, “The Prodigal Son”, I animated eighty-eight-year-
old James Plunkett’s account of how he had been led astray by the “bright lights”, 
when as a young man he had moved from rural Virginia to Philadelphia during 
the First World War, by interweaving his story with verses from a phonographic 
recording of James Weldon Johnson’s famous 1928 poem “God’s Trombones”. 
This combined narrative I then embedded in recordings of African-American 
sermons, jazz bands, and spoken word routines from the 1920s and early 1930s.6

Now these pieces may not be to your liking. Listener response was mixed. 
Here, however, is where I encourage that you listen to any oral history inter-
view and piece of audio art with an ear towards what you might create as the 
universe speaks to you in response to your own purposes. And here, I propose, 
is another value of audio art to the aural historian: it has a good chance of hold-
ing its value. I cannot read my own scholarship without hearing disembodied 
censoring voices; critiques of weak or obtuse writing, of dated interpretations 
and methodology, and all manner of other faults and shortcomings. Listening to 
Audio Ephemera, on the other hand, still makes me smile, and carries me back 
into those worlds of wonder.

5. A variety show that had its beginnings in Moscow in the early 1900s, the Chauve Souris in 
the 1920s attained international success with its mix of dance, theater sketches, folk music, and 
comedy. After arriving in New York in 1922, the troupe appeared on Broadway throughout the 
1920s. For an introduction to its history see Sullivan, L. 1986–1987. Nikita Baliev’s Le Theatre 
de la Chauve-Souris: An Avant-Garde Theater. Dance Research Journal, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Winter): 
17–29.

6. Distributed as an independent series over the National Public Radio satellite, “Mordecai 
Mordant’s Celebrated Audio Ephemera” was carried by more than 30 stations but has never 
been released on CD or published on the web. “The Prodigal Son” and other pieces can be heard 
on the Talking History website. <http://www.talkinghistory.org/hardy.html.> 1 March 2008. To 
learn more about its history see Hardy III, Ch. 2001. Prodigal Sons, Trap Doors, and Painted 
Women: Reflections on Life Stories, Urban Legends, and Aural History. Oral History: Journal of 
the Oral History Society 29(1): 98–105. 
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From painting to sculpting in sound

“Mordecai Mordant’s Audio Ephemera” was an experiment, some of the short-
comings of which I became acutely aware of even while producing the pieces. 
One of the biggest problems, to my ears, was sound quality. Determined to be 
true to the early days of sound recording, I produced Audio Ephemera in mono. 

Image 4
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Once in the studio, engineer Len Perskie and I quickly discovered that the lim-
ited dynamic range and noise of archival recordings restricted our ability to layer 
sounds.7 The montage of sounds I wanted people to hear became unintelligible 
when layered monaurally. The solution was obvious: instead of painting with 
sound on a flat, one-dimensional monaural surface, why not sculpt? This I could 
do by increasing the number of channels. Stereo was the obvious choice, but what, 
I wondered, would happen if I had four separate channels of audio to work with 
instead of two? 

So in 1987 I received enough grant money to produce “This Car to the Ball-
park”, an 18-minute quadraphonic audio arcade produced from oral histories, 
archival recordings, contemporary music, and sound manipulations created on 
a digital sampler. My engineer this time was Jay Allison. After placing a speaker 
in the each corner of the studio, we laid the tracks and experimented moving 
sounds around and through the room. The effect, for me, was magical. Four chan-
nels opened the space, and the movement of sound – a train moving diagonally 
through the room from the left rear to right front corner, a voice moving slowly 
around us as it passed from one speaker to the next, volleys and cascades of in-
struments and voices bursting around us from four different directions, one voice 
in the left speakers and the other in the right conversing across the room, and the 
constant movement of sounds made this “star-lit world”, the Ballpark’s concluding 
words, come to life. 

I built “This Car to the Ballpark” around four voices: 100-year-old William 
Robinson’s account of how a white landlord threatened to put him on a chain 
gang for stealing three peaches in the 1880s, ninety-five-year-old Louise Smith’s 
account of resisting peer pressure to become a prostitute and her own desire to 
kill her philandering husband in the 1920s; seventy-eight-year-old George Baker’s 
reminiscence of fire engine horses in the 1910s, and eighty-year-old Virginia 
 Bartow’s recollections of the tragic life of her Princeton educated husband (class 
of 1922), who “never learned to dance”. 

The piece begins with a disoriented phone message, left on an answering ma-
chine by Virginia Bartow just days before her death in 1987, then sequeways to 
an excerpt from an oral history interview in which she recalled the thrill of run-
ning down a hill as a child to greet a train after she was released from a rope to 
which her parents had tied her in the early 1900s. It then moves to montages built 
around interview excerpts with elderly African Americans’ William Robinson 
and Louise Smith, white-working class Philadelphian George Baker, and then 

7. My engineer on “Mordecai Mordant’s Celebrated Audio Ephemera” was Len Perskie of 
Toucan Productions in Philadelphia. A painter turned audio engineer, Perskie was a perfec-
tionist who brought an artist’s sensibility to radio production.



158 Charles Hardy III

back to Virginia Bartow, each animated with period phonographic recordings. 
Transitions from one montage to another I threaded together with excerpts from 
a 1930s’ novelty recording of a conductor calling out stops along a street car ride 
to “the Ballpark”. In effect, the featured pivotal memories of each person’s life be-
come stops on an imaginary trolley ride. In the final montage, the voices and 
sound artifacts of Bartow and Smith – of the world of wealthy Anglo-American 
and working-class African-American culture – are combined, and the piece ends 
with Smith reciting the lyrics of a gospel song composed by her minister, Charles 
Albert Tindley, over Bartow’s playing of a Russian folksong, “The Nightingale”. 

The expense of presenting quadraphonic audio in the 1980s and 1990s – it re-
quired four speakers, a four-track open-reel analog tape deck, two amplifiers, and 
a mix board – the logistical challenges of moving and setting up the hardware, 
and the acoustical challenges of performance spaces restricted playback of “This 
Car to the Ballpark” to a handful of venues. These included Earfest: The Theatre 
of Sound, a national juried festival of audio soundworks, and the 1988 Oral His-
tory Association annual meeting in Baltimore, during which the audience was 
invited to move around the room. The denseness and movement of sound thrilled 
some people and disquieted others. Both “Mordecai Mordant’s Audio Ephemera” 
and “The Car to the Ballpark” made extensive use of low-fidelity 78rpm record-
ings, which pose an additional challenge to novice listeners. Digitally recorded 
live sounds and digitally remastered archival recordings eliminate the sonic chal-
lenges of working with low-fidelity recordings in the production of audio art and 
aural history documentaries. 

Oral history and audio art

The rapid development of affordable digital technologies since the 1980s has both 
simplified and democratized our ability to author in sound, and the Internet, 
wireless transmission, and portable receivers have shattered radio, phonograph 
record, audio cassette, and CD into an expanding option of new media for dis-
semination into the ever-growing global docuverse. The last few decades have 
also witnessed the emergence of the related fields of sound studies and sound 
histories (see Bull and Les Back 2004; Erlmann 2004; Smith 2004; Sterne 2002). 

Multi-channel audio art and aural histories are now a viable option for oral 
historians, museums, and others. In recent years, a number of artists-turned-au-
ral historians and oral historians-turned-artists have begun to turn to audio art 
(see Kahn and Whitehead 1994; Kahn 2001; Labelle 2006; Hardy III 2006).

Audio art and oral history have a natural affinity. Storytelling and reminis-
cence, as we oral historians repeatedly intone, are by their nature aural forms. 
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Scholars exploring their performative nature continue to change the way that we 
think about the oral history interview and its uses. That the intersection of theater 
and oral history has become a vital subfield of oral history practice is demonstrated 
both in papers presented at this conference and in Remembering: Oral history and 
Performance, a fascinating collection of nine essays on “oral history-based perfor-
mance”, edited by Della Pollock and published by Palgrave Macmillan in 2005.8

Oral historians, however, have devoted far more attention to radio documen-
tary and to theatre than to audio art or other media arts. Sound documentary 
producers are comparatively numerous, and many of them highly skilled. But 
most documentarians’ interest in oral history interviews is for the information 
contained within them; not their physical properties – both psycho-acoustic and 
electroacoustic – their aesthetic qualities, or the deeper truths about the human 
condition that can be found within them. A handful of folks, however, have begun 
to explore in the borderlands between audio art and aural history, and to identify 
their work as “audio art”.9 

The new edition of The Oral History Reader includes an article on artist 
Graeme Miller’s “Linked” project in London. This public art installation, which 
opened in 2003, represents a fascinating hybrid of public history and audio art 
(Butler and Miller 2006). Miller and other researchers interviewed local citizens 
and road protesters who bear “witness to the disastrous impact the M11 link road 
has had on his local neighbourhood since its construction in the 1990s”. Miller 
then mounted twenty transmitters high on lampposts along a six-lane motorway 
in east London that continuously broadcast the audio montages he created from 
these interviews and other sound elements. Billed as “a landmark in sound, an in-
visible artwork, a walk”, Linked takes listeners on an audio Easter Egg hunt for re-
cordings that use musicality, including repetition and silences, “to build in space 
for thought both within the broadcasts and between the receivers”. To bring the 
past to life, Miller also instructed some of his narrators speak in the present tense, 
viewing the past in their mind’s eye as if it were happening in front of them.10 

The co-author of the article on the Linked project is Toby Butler, who in 2005 
produced “MemoryScape Audio Walks: Voices from the hidden history of the 

8. In her introduction, Pollock notes that the telling of oral histories, the making of history in 
dialogue, is inherently performative. Each interview is a heightened encounter with each other 
and the past, performance existing in that liminal space between then and now. For Pollock, the 
oral history interview as “an ignition point” for people who use oral history in theater.

9. I must apologize in advance for only mentioning British and American projects; my knowl-
edge of those working in other countries and languages is sorely lacking. 

10. See Miller, G. Linked. http://www.linkedm11.info/.; Lavery, C. 2005. The Pepys of London 
E11: Graeme Miller and the Politics of Linked. New Theatre Quarterly 21: 148–160.



160 Charles Hardy III

Thames”: two fascinating and pathbreaking riverside audio walking tours that 
use sounds, oral history interviews, and archival recordings to explore the hidden 
 history of twenty-three stops along the Thames River in London. Butler supple-
mented his own oral history interviews with others housed at the London Mu-
seum, then set these in binaural soundscapes that he recorded with bud mikes.11

Both of these fascinating projects place their oral histories back into the phys-
ical worlds they document. And they demonstrate the expanding opportunities 
that new digital media tools provide us for doing so. Both place their audiences in 
the actual physical locations of the history, and permit browsers to chart their own 
way through the programming. Smith equips visitors with wireless receivers that 
capture the programming from strategically placed transmitters. Butler’s tours 
can be purchased on CD, with maps, at the London Museum or downloaded to an 
MP3 player from the MemoryScape website – along with a full printed transcript. 
Both, too, have created websites that include interactive maps, photographs, and 
other complementary documents. On his, Graham embeds the location of the 
transmitters in a satellite map of his tour area. 

Conclusion: On the ease and advantages of audio art to the oral historian

These tours are but two examples of the many new forms of aural history/audio 
art enabled by digital media. They also highlight aspects of the digital revolution’s 
impact on oral history practice, which include the following. 

Audio art improves oral historians’ technical skills. When one authors in 
sound, a poorly recorded voice and soundscape is like a beautiful portrait, once 
alive with detail and color, and now obfuscated irreparably beneath layers of dirt 
and old varnish. Once one thinks of the interview as a sound event, as a pre-
cious sonic artifact, as a dramatic performance, the tools that one uses to capture 
sounds – and moving images – as accurately as possible, become very important. 
The components of one’s field recording kit – field recorder, microphones, head-
phones, and so forth – become essential tools of one’s art and craft. This makes 
perfect sense to a documentary photographer, painter, sculptor, musician, or sci-
entist. Oral historians whose objective in the use of their field recording hardware 
is limited to the intelligibility of spoken words, lack the artist and musician’s con-
cern for the physical properties of the materials by which they create. 

11. See Memoryscape Audio Walks, http://www.memoryscape.org.uk/ and the February 12, 
2007 interview with Butler published online at ReadySteadyBook, http://www.readysteady-
book.com/Article.aspx?page=tobybutler. 1 March 2008.
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The move into aural history and audio art broadens oral historians’ responsi-
bilities. It requires, for example, that oral historians record the historically specific 
and historically endangered soundscapes, sound objects, and sound artifacts of a 
narrator’s life and community, all of which are important historical documents, 
and all of which are needed by authors in multimedia. 

The tools for audio art production are affordable and comparatively easy to 
learn and use. The basic requirements are a good field recorder and microphone, 
laptop computer, and digital audio workstation shareware. 

Digital scholarship and audio art are collaborative endeavors. The digital rev-
olution presents wonderful opportunities for aural historians work with people 
who have the technical skills and training in the arts, especially digital media arts, 
that most oral historians’ lack. 

Audio art can enhance oral historians’ abilities to hear and to listen. 
Audio art, by the nature of its focus, can enhance, open, and deepen oral his-

tory scholarship. 
Audio art can broaden aural historians’ audiences. Sound and thought both 

emerge out of silence; they are energy events. We as a species take in and experi-
ence the world as much through our ears as though our eyes. Moving from the 
written word to sound enables aural historians to reach those who spend little 
time reading and a great deal of time listening. 

Audio art is a realm of open exploration in which one can use memories and 
sound artifacts to compose, sculpt, fabricate, reveal–insert the verb or verbs of 
your choice – to make sense of the human condition through recorded sounds. 
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Appendix

“This Car to the Ballpark” (1988)
A 14 minute, 49 second, stereo memento mori.
Producer: Charles Hardy III
Engineer: Jay Allison, Woods Hole, MA.

“This Car to the Ballpark” was first created as a quadraphonic audio montage produced from 
oral histories, archival recordings, contemporary music, and sound manipulations created on 
a digital sampler. This annotated transcript is for the shortened stereo remix of the original  
18-minute composition. 

Introduction: “The phone call”

MUSICAL OPENING (Untitled composition, Charles Hardy, 1987, performed on Oberheim 
Matrix 6 synthesizer)

ANSWERING MACHINE MESSAGE, VIRGINIA BARTOW (Virginia Bartow to Charles 
Hardy, March 1987): Charlie this is Virginia. I seem to be ill and I want you to come and get me 
Deary, I – you’ve got to come and get me. They’re keeping me here. They’re supposed to be on 
a picnic, but I’m not myself and I want you to come and get me. I must see you. Charlie. I must 
see you. I’ve got to, I’ve got to see you Deary, I’ve got to see you, I’m alright, but I was sick last 
night. See you dear – 

RECORDED OPERATOR (Recording a telephone operator, 1987): If you’d like to make a call, 
please hang up and try again. If you need help, hang up and then dial the operator – 

BARTOW: That’s it dear, he’s out. Operator did you get that, and I must get him in. But I’ve got 
to speak to Charlie, there’s something the matter with me. Please the number is 879 – 

RECORDED OPERATOR: If you’d like to make a call please hang up and try again. If you need 
help, hang up and then dial the operator. 

SOUND OF DIAL TONE

SOUND BRIDGE: DINNERTABLE CONVERSATION: (Hardy Family Reunion, private re-
cording, 8 October 1983.) 

BARTOW (Interview with Virginia Hardy Bartow, 26 August 1985.) And father was very seri-
ous about me being a musician. He wanted all his children to be something. 
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MUSICAL BRIDGE: “The Nightingale”, private recording OF Russian folk song transcribed by 
Andrew Salama and sung by Virginia Bartow, circa 1962.

I was put out in a field in a place where there were trees and I was tied to a little doll carriage. 
And any time my doll freed itself I rushed after it and picked it up, and tied myself back up to 
the tree again. Wasn’t that a funny reaction. And the family used to laugh at me. But then one 
day they let go of the ropes and I went flying down millions of stairs to the railroad tracks. I 
loved the railroads so. 

SFX: TRAIN and WHISTLE (Recording of B&O locomotive)

BARTOW: We were another world; a starlit world. 

Scene 2: “Three peaches”

STREET CAR CONDUCTOR, from novelty recording, “Ballpark” produced by Helen Meyers, 
Blue Bird, B-644-B: Ding ding. Ballpark this car goes to the ballpark. Fares please. Ten cents 
lady. Transfer sir? Where to? No lady, this car goes to the ballpark, ballpark car here, fares 
please.

SOUND BRIDGE: “Rosie”, Negro Prison Songs, Tradition, 1958. Soundscape recording of 
crickets, Goochland County, Virginia 

WILLIAM ROBINSON (Interview with William Robinson, 25 July 1983): I was born December 
the 11th, 18 and 80. And therefore the Lord has brought me safe this far and no marks against 
me. Nothing like that. Everything I did, I tried to do it and if I saw it, you done something and 
if I knowed it was wrong, I’d run and get away from you cause them white folks was strict.

SHORT MUSICAL BRIDGE: “Rosie” 

ROBINSON: I had done something one time and that was this. I didn’t go into the orchard, but 
I received three peaches. Well, the man said “The receiver is just as bad as the rogue”. See, that’s 
why – I didn’t go into the orchard and I listened right in the man’s face when he said if I was just 
a little older – I wasn’t but 8 years old – that resented it just a little bigger, “I’d put him on the 
chain gang”. I listened right at him. And I was scared because I heard them working on it. I was 
never on it. But I heard them working, heard singing on that and working on the roads.

MUSICAL BRIDGE: (chain gang singing) “Hot Summer Days”, Negro Prison Songs, Tradition, 
1958.

THUNDERSTORM SFX (Recorded in Goochland County, Virginia, summer 1983) 

ROBINSON: My father had to pay $21 for three peaches. He had to pay it because I received 
the peaches there. And the white man was the one that looking right at him just like I’m looking 
at you and I heard him say if he was just a little bit bigger I’d put him on the chain gang, and I 
was scared to death. But them three peaches learnt me a lesson. It learnt me a lesson that don’t 
take what isn’t yours. 

FOUR-CHANNEL AUDIO MONTAGE, includes: 
“Why I’m a Klansman”, The 100% Americans, KKK Label, Indianapolis, Indiana, circa 1924.
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“Special Demonstration Double Disc” Columbia, 1912.
William S. Hart, Promotion for the 1925 motion picture, “Tumbleweeds”.
“Explanation of the Objective of the U. N. I. A.”, Marcus Garvey, See Bee G453.
Promotion for the 1929 Motion picture “Innocents of Paris”. Reminiscence with Irving Kauff-
man, The Recording Pioneers Phonograph Record Enterprise, LP101, 1974.

Scene 3: “I kicked over the table”

BARTOW: They were lost and the girls too were lost, the debutantes. And I remember thinking 
I was glad I was studying while I was a debutante. I was a very poor debutante. I wasn’t like the 
girls and they didn’t care for me. 

MUSICAL BRIDGE: “Sitting on Top of the World”, circa 1930. 

BARTOW: But the girls who made the hits those days would dance with the man, then move 
away and dance with another man and just raise hell. They thought they were terrific, those 
Cabots and Lodges that only speak to God, you know. That was a terrible era in New York and 
Boston. 

STREET CAR CONDUCTOR (“Ballpark”): Blabber Street, watch your step. Watch your step 
there, watch your step. All right, step up. Fares please, fares. This car goes to the ballpark, ball-
park car here. Fares please.

MUSICAL BRIDGE: “The Charleston is the Best Dance of All” Charlie Johnson’s Paradise Ten, 
Victor 21491, 1928.

SFX: (Sound of people at a party, recorded 1984) 
“The Prodigal Son”, James Weldon Johnson, Musicraft 1084, circa 1937.

LOUISE SMITH (Interview with Louise Smith, 24 September 1984.): They used to go in these 
places where the girls used to dance and they throw out money on the floor at them on the 
stand at them. And they would be dancing and wiggling and carrying on. Well things like 
that, my mother never raised us that way. So therefore I didn’t go in for that. And my mother 
taught us when we was at home to keep out of bad company and then you would keep out of 
trouble. And so, that’s the one thing, I never – a person that I know would go to this place or 
that place – I may have gone with them once, but after I found out what they were doing, I quit. 
I didn’t go no more.

SHORT MUSICAL BRIDGE: “The Charleston is the Best Dance of All” Charlie Johnson’s Para-
dise Ten, Victor 21491, 1928.

SFX: (Woman moaning, recorded 1987) 

SMITH: In Atlantic City there was a bunch from Virginia that I knew, and they said we are go-
ing out tonight and having a big time. And I didn’t know what they meant. And they went to a 
beer garden and they were drinking beer and they were singing. They tried to make me drink 
beer. That’s the night that I kicked over the table. One girl had a hold of my hand and the other 
was trying to pour the stuff in me. And I yanked that and [SFX: TABLE CRASHING, GLASSES 
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BREAKING] kicked the table and kicked the whole thing over. And then I broke away from 
them and never went with them no more. 

Scene 4: “And he showed how the devil pranced”

STREET CAR CONDUCTOR: Kindly move back in the car please, there’s plenty of seats in the 
rear. Move back. Next stop Clancy Street, Clancy Street. Transfer for Hoodoo Heights. Transfer 
for Hoodoo Heights here....

SFX: Railroad Train interior rumble slowed down on a Roland Sampler.

BARTOW: And Ned was always very polite, but you know when it came to things like making 
the family punch, he would fuss and fuss and fuss. They were fussers the Bartows. And he’d 
never do it and get mad and finally I’d do it and he just never could be graceful. And he wouldn’t 
learn to dance. See how he suffered. Wasn’t that awful. A boy who wanted to dance and be a jolly 
boy. He had no chance. He went to the wrong boarding school and went to Princeton, a terrible 
place in those days. So he never found himself. 

SFX (Cows mooing manipulated on a Roland Sampler to sound like long, low moaning).

SMITH: One night I attempted to kill my husband. I went to the store on South Street and 
bought the gun and had taken the money out to pay the man to kill him and as true as I would 
have bought that gun he would have been dead and I’d be pulling time. But something spoke to 
me just as plain and said “Vengeance is mine. And I will repay sayeth the Lord”. [SOUND BED 
OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN PREACHER BUILDING IN BACKGROUND: “The Downfall of 
Nebuchadnezzar”, Reverend J. C. Burnett, Columbia 14166-D, 1926.] Instead of buying the gun 
I came on to church on a Tuesday night’s prayer meeting. Dr. Tindley got up that night and 
he told how the Devil gets you in trouble but he never knowed nobody who the devil got out. 
And after the Devil gets you, he showed how he pranced. And when he got through I went to 
him like a child and cried on his shoulder and told him he was talking to me, cause I had just 
attempted to get a gun.

BRIDGE: Reverend J. C. Burnett, “The Downfall of Nebuchadnezzar”. 

SMITH: I went home that night right around at 1522 Catharine Street, I got down on my knees 
and I prayed to the Lord. I cried. I prayed. I cried. Every time I went to get up it was like 
somebody pushed me right back. I stayed down there until the burden was lifted and when the 
burden was lifted I felt like I had wings, I could fly.

MUSICAL BRIDGE: “Certainly Lord”, Deacon A. Wilson & Choir, (Webster Hotel in Chicago), 
Victor 20423, 1926.

Scene 5: “An American Tragedy”

STREET CAR CONDUCTOR: Clancy Street. Watch your step now getting off. Let the passen-
gers off please. This car goes all the way to the ballpark. Fares. Ten cents lady. Fares, put them 
in. Plenty of seats in the rear of the car. Move back please, lots of seats. 
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MUSICAL BRIDGE: “Slumming on Park Avenue”, Ray Noble & his Orchestra, Victor 25507-A, 
1937.

BARTOW: He had an Uncle who was a partner of J. P. Morgan, but Nevett was never popular. 
He was awkward. He was terribly awkward. His father did nothing about it. He used to look at 
him. “What is this boy saying?” And I think Ned’s life was an American tragedy.

SMITH: Cause that’s where all crimes begin at, home. If you don’t train a child – because my 
mother taught us that book, “Train a child in the way he should go and when he grows old he 
won’t depart from it”. And I’m a witness. I’ve lived past ninety years and I know what it is. And 
I tried to follow her teaching and my father’s teaching. 

FOUR CHANNEL AUDIO MONTAGE, including: 
“The Warbler’s Serenade”, Arthur Pryor’s Band, Victor, 17380-B.
“The Steamer Trunk”, Party Records, circa 1934.
“Sounds of the Forest”, Charles Kellogg “The Nature Singer”, Victor 55092-A.

Conclusion: “A Star-lit World”

STREET CAR CONDUCTOR: Raidy’s Ballpark. Last stop. Raidy’s ballpark, all out. Ballpark, 
last stop here 

SFX: Crowd noises 

MUSICAL BRIDGE “The Nightingale”, private recording, Virginia Bartow, circa 1962.

SMITH: A Better day is coming. No more shall Lords and Rulers their Heavy victim pressed, 
Shall bar the door against the poor and leave them in distress. But God the King of Glory who 
hears the Raven cry, will give command that every man have plenty by and by. A better day is 
coming. 

BARTOW: We were another world, a starlit world. 

“The Car to the Ballpark” featured performers

Virginia Hardy Bartow, (1902–1987) began her life as the daughter of a wealthy New Englander. 
When she proved uncomfortable in “society”, her parents in 1919 sent her to Paris to study mu-
sic. She became a concert singer, gave well-received performances in Carnegie Hall, Bermuda, 
and abroad, and then starred with the Blue Hill Troupe in New York City. In 1928 she married 
Nevett Steele Bartow Jr., a young stock broker from South Orange, New Jersey. The Bartows 
moved into an apartment on the upper East Side in Manhattan. Nevett worked for a Wall Street 
brokerage until the onset of the Great Depression ruined his career and his self-confidence. 
In 1938 Mrs. Bartow became a student of Andrew Salama, a classically trained musician and 
performer in Balieff ’s Chauve Soiree, who had fled Russia during the Revolution. She became 
Salama’s benefactress and entered into the life of a community of Russian émigré artists whose 
romantic sensibilities and “oriental melancholy” appealed deeply to her artistic temperament. 
After a divorce from her husband in 1945, Mrs. Bartow cut her remaining ties to society, and 
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“went Russian”. To help finance her son’s musical education she turned her Manhattan, West 
Village apartment into a student pensione and led the life of a gilt-edged Bohemian. A strong 
willed, loquacious, and attractive woman with a flair for the dramatic, Mrs. Bartow drew gen-
erations of musicians and artists to her residence “Salamovka”, a former hunting lodge on a 
wooded mountainside above the Delaware Water Gap in New Jersey until her death in 1987. 

William Robinson: (deceased) Born on December 11, 1880 in rural Georgia, Robinson left 
school at the age of fourteen to work full time on the family farm. At the age of forty-eight he 
“just got a notion” and, upon the advice of friends, came to Philadelphia. Robinson worked 
briefly as a longshoreman, became a barber, and eventually owned a barbershop on Poplar 
Street in North Philadelphia. Throughout his life he remained a devout churchgoer and holder 
of many church offices. When I interviewed Mr. Robinson in July 1983, he was 103 years old 
and in frail health. He appeared not to hear or understand many of my questions and to be 
unclear about who I was or why I was questioning him. But amidst his generally disjointed and 
incomplete recollections, he returned repeatedly to one recollection: an incident that had taken 
place ninety-five years before, when at the age of seven he had been unjustly accused of stealing 
three peaches by a neighboring farmer, who threatened him with imprisonment and forced la-
bor on a chain gang. The twenty-one dollars the supposedly aggrieved farmer forced Robinson’s 
father to pay for the theft of the three peaches was well over a year’s wages and bound the family 
even deeper into peonage to the plantation owner whose land Robinson’s family sharecropped. 
As the interview proceeded, I began to wonder if the tale of the three peaches was not just a 
story about the Jim Crow South, but Robinson’s way of protecting himself against me, a young 
white man disturbing his peace for unclear reasons. Soon, Robinson stopped answering ques-
tions altogether and fell into a Bible verse-laced monologue on the importance of honesty and 
minding one’s own business. 

Louise Smith (deceased) was born in 1893 on a tenant farm outside Granville, North Carolina, 
up near the Virginia border, where her mother raised the white landowner’s children. A preco-
cious student, she left school after her father broke three ribs lifting railroad ties, then came 
to Philadelphia in 1910 to help support her family. There, she worked as a live-in domestic, a 
job that she engaged in off and on for the next seventy years. Although never attracted to the 
“Bright Lights”, trouble seemed to keep finding its way to her door. In 1914 Louise was almost 
forced into prostitution in Atlantic City by an older friend of her sisters under whose protec-
tion she had been placed. That winter a young man who wanted to marry her followed her back 
home. Against her better judgment, Louise allowed her mother, who always thought that a boy 
who was good to his parents makes a good husband, to persuade her to accept his proposal. 
Her husband turned out to be a philanderer with a fondness for dice, a penchant for travel, 
and a predilection to violence. During the course of a stormy ten-year marriage he threatened 
and harassed her, at one time attacking her with a razor “to mar [her] good looks”. Mrs. Smith 
joined the Calvary Methodist Church soon after her arrival in Philadelphia. Calvary’s pastor 
was the renowned Charles Albert Tindley, one of the city’s most influential ministers and also 
one of great black gospel songwriters of the early twentieth century. When Louise’s mother 
died the same day as his wife, Tindley took her under his wing and became her protector and 
confidante. When interviewed in September 1984, she still lived in the apartment that he had 
obtained for her more than sixty years before. 

“This Car to the Ballpark” was funded by a fellowship from the Pennsylvania Radio Theatre, 
the Philadelphia Independent Film/Video Association Subsidy Program, and the Pennsylvania 
Council on the Arts.





Oral history as a dialogue with  
the Polish-Jewish past of a local community 
from the perspective of social pedagogy

Marta Kubiszyn 
Maria Curie-Skłodowska University, Lublin, Poland

The article is a part of the author’s broader project researching multicultural 
education in Poland. It presents oral history as a form of social activity which 
can help partly reconstruct the memory of the Polish-Jewish past and reinforce 
the re-building of the formerly multicultural identity of local communities. Oral 
history is analysed here within the theoretical and methodological framework of 
social pedagogy. The paper also presents the efforts aiming at introducing oral 
history into the educational activities of the Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre Centre 
in Lublin, a local cultural institution which focuses on the history and heritage of 
the city’s local community by restoring and re-reading its Polish-Jewish past.

Keywords: social pedagogy, public history, oral history, Polish-Jewish memory

The goal of this article is to present oral history as a form of communicative social 
research, which can help partly reconstruct the forgotten Polish-Jewish memory 
of the past in Poland as well as reinforce the process of (re-)building the identity 
of local communities in the context of their former multicultural character. Oral 
history will be analysed here within the theoretical and methodological framework 
of social pedagogy, where examining the condition of the local community is ac-
companied by activities focused on solving current problems by its members. The 
paper shows oral history in the wider context of a social and cultural environment, 
and treats it as a method of restoring the intergenerational dialogue and transmit-
ting local tradition. The environmental framework for this paper is conditioned by 
the current situation of Lublin, a city in south-eastern Poland, whose former eth-
nic, religious, and national diversity, together with the history of the destruction 
of that multicultural world during the Second World War, determines the char-
acter of the city as a life- and educational environment. The concluding section 
will present the efforts aiming at introducing oral history into the educational and 
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 artistic activities of the Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre Centre in Lublin, a local cul-
tural institution which focuses on the history and heritage of the local community 
by restoring and re-reading the forgotten Polish-Jewish past of the city.

While the term “social pedagogy” is present in many languages (social peda-
gogy, Soziale Pädagogik, Sozialpädagogik, pédagogie socjale, pedagogika sredy), 
there are many important differences as to how it is understood in particular 
countries. The sources of these differences go back to the process of forming so-
cial pedagogy as an academic discipline. It is derived from a practical social activ-
ity, and in the first half of the 20th century, its development was influenced by a 
number of non-academic factors. There are basically two, wide and narrow, ways 
of understanding the term “social pedagogy” in Polish scholarly literature. In its 
narrow meaning, “social pedagogy” is defined as a theory and practice of social 
work. This meaning is close to the definitions present in western literature, where 
“social pedagogy” is usually understood as a discipline that pertains to the rela-
tionship between an individual and society, with this relationship seen usually as 
a sphere of potential conflict. On the theoretical level social pedagogy analyses 
the relationship between an individual and society, and examines the position of 
an individual in a social group. In practice, social pedagogy undertakes some ac-
tivities to prevent potential conflicts, to relieve existing ones, and to reduce their 
social consequences through planned socio-pedagogical intervention. In its wid-
er meaning, typical of Polish scholarly literature, social pedagogy is a discipline 
which refers to mutual influences between the environment and individual. In its 
open methodological attitude, social pedagogy refers both to social and biological 
sciences and to cultural studies. At the same time it emphasizes the importance 
of the environment (understood widely as a set of biological, social, and cultural 
factors) in the process of socialization and education. In this wide context, social 
pedagogy can be defined both as a theory and practice of the environment, in the 
sense that it treats all social institutions as a life-environment. It analyses potential 
and actual educational influences of different factors existing in the environment, 
and, at the same time, it aims at rearranging and integrating the environment, 
aiming to transform it into an educational environment oriented at certain val-
ues, such as: tolerance, dialogue, partnership, freedom, responsibility, openness, 
solidarity, and empathy. Activities of this kind are crucial in the process of build-
ing a modern society, whose members have cultural and social competence that 
enables them to participate in both local and national culture, and, at the same 
time, to adopt an open attitude towards other cultures. The formation of this kind 
of social attitude requires a rejection of standardised forms of education in favour 
of individualisation of the educational process and developing critical thinking 
skills and communicative abilities. 
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Educational goals of this kind can be achieved through local (community) 
education. Referring to the local culture and heritage, and to values that play an 
important role in the process of forming the identity of local community mem-
bers, local education is also a method of organising the local community around 
social and educational activities. By supporting processes of discovering and acti-
vating local community potentials, it can also support the process of deeper social 
changes (Theiss 2006: 12). Additionally, it can help in forming pro-environmen-
tal attitudes among young people. Defined as a positive approach toward local 
environment, these attitudes can appear in the form of the active reception and 
creation of local culture, and in the form of working for the benefit of the com-
munity by its members. An important element which, through educational curri-
cula, can form such attitudes is developing interest in local culture, tradition, and 
heritage, consisting of such elements as: physical space, history, social memory, 
and local and family traditions. If the social and cultural heritage of a local com-
munity has been formed with the participation of people of various ethnic and 
religious backgrounds, local education can be in the form of historically-oriented 
multicultural education. Studying the culture of a certain ethnic group, and learn-
ing about other cultures and their interactions in the past, a student can not only 
build his/her own cultural identity but also become more accepting of diversity. 
In this way local education can be regarded as a starting point of European and 
Global education. 

Lublin was inhabited for several centuries by people of different ethnic origins 
and different religions. Since the beginning of the 15th century, Jews constituted 
the most important among all its minority groups. For a few centuries the Jewish 
community lived in a separate district, situated around the Castle, outside the city 
walls. During the Second World War, thirty-eight thousand Lublin Jews were ex-
terminated by the Nazis, who also destroyed the Jewish district to a great degree. 
Not only was the demographic and urban structure of the city changed, but an 
important part of the city’s material and spiritual heritage was destroyed as well. 
After the war, under the influence of communist ideology, Lublin’s Polish-Jewish 
past was ignored. Both academic and popular literature passed over in silence the 
issues concerning minorities that once used to live in the city. These issues were 
also dismissed from educational curricula and school handbooks. The purpose of 
this neglect was to incorporate into the local community’s consciousness a false 
feeling of national and ethnic unity in Lublin, the Lublin region, and the whole 
Polish People’s Republic, in order to indirectly foster ethnocentric and xenopho-
bic attitudes among young generations. As a result, major changes in individual 
and social memory took place, which also brought important transformations 
into the identity of local community members. 
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The nationalist ideology implemented by communist authorities to deform 
the history of the country is still partly present in the Polish educational system. 
Although these issues have yet to be examined systematically, this observation can 
be confirmed by the results of research that has been conducted in different parts 
of the country. Although interesting curricula concerning history and culture of 
minorities are being conducted by individual teachers in many schools all over the 
country (Nasalska 1999: 81–82), incorporating such projects into the educational 
system on a large scale is hindered not only by external structural limitations, but 
also by a low level of knowledge and competence of teachers, who are mainly una-
ware of these issues. Research shows that most of the examined handbooks touch 
upon multicultural issues only at a basic level, and often present an ethnocentric 
attitude. Moreover, research confirms the shortage of multicultural-profiled cur-
ricula, well-trained teachers, good handbooks, and other educational materials 
(Ambrosewicz–Jacobs 2003: 17; Kubiszyn 2007: 64–70). Therefore, since public 
and private schools are not able to fulfil their duties concerning multicultural and 
local education, their efforts have to be supported by public and non-governmen-
tal cultural and educational institutions of a different kind. From the perspective 
of social pedagogy, reinforcing educational institutions by other institutions from 
the local community is a crucial element of the process of transforming the local 
life-environment into the educational environment.

Political and social changes that occurred in Poland after 1989 caused na-
tional, ethnic, and religious minority groups to enter both the public and political 
scene, claiming their aspirations to social and cultural emancipation. Since 1989, 
different kinds of activities focusing on the pre-war multicultural character of 
the country have taken place. The past is being used as an important element of 
political discourse in a new way: recollecting private memory discourse and, at 
the same time, rejecting the official historical discourse concerning multicultural 
issues. At the same time projects of this kind can also be analysed in the wider 
framework of a growing interest in autobiographies, which appeared on an inter-
national scale in the eighties, when it became obvious that the generation which 
personally experienced all the most important historical events of the twentieth 
century was passing away. 

Oral history seems to be one of the most valuable methods that can help re-
store and inspire re-reading the private and collective memory of local communi-
ties, especially if this memory is not homogeneous and contains multi-plot narra-
tives. Institutional and spontaneous activities that are being held in this area lead 
not only to the discovery of some new facts but also help develop an understanding 
of history and social processes in a local context – from the perspective of an indi-
vidual, whose life-story is connected with a given place and time. At an academic 
level, oral history provides an opportunity to find out about the structures of social 
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memory patterns and to re-read individual interpretations of the past, which have 
been constructed from the perspective of certain social and cultural categories.

While oral history can be briefly defined as a form of historical research which 
goes back to the source of historiography by referring to individual memory, there 
are many ways of understanding this term in scholarly literature. For the purpose 
of examining the social and cultural heritage of local communities, oral history 
can be defined as a research technique that can be applied within different kinds 
of theoretical and methodological frameworks. At the same time it can also be de-
fined as a separate research method that refers to the humanistic paradigm – not 
only providing the rules of gathering material but also offering certain solutions 
concerning its analytical methods (Theiss 1988: 133). Referring to the self-edu-
cational dimension of this kind of project makes it possible to put oral history in 
a methodological perspective of action research, which emphasizes the fact that 
the process of changing the local environment by individuals can be the result of 
academic activity (Theiss 1996: 138). By focusing attention on given issues con-
cerning, for example, problems of the ethnic identity of a marginalised minority 
group, an oral history research project can be an important element of the wider 
empowering process, connected with (re-)building the agency of a given group. 

From the perspective of social pedagogy, local education, which refers to oral 
history and concentrates on (re-)interpreting the current images of the past in 
the context of a certain social and cultural background, is quite important for 
educational curricula in Poland. Historical perspective and the nationalist vision 
of a one-nation country, strong before 1939, is one factor which, due to family 
and social transmission, shapes attitudes toward minority groups among young 
people in the present day. Referring to different kinds of historical sources, in-
cluding individual memory of local community members, enriches the image of 
the past and extends the historical consciousness of the young generation, while 
helping to protect social and individual memory against external manipulation 
(Kula 2002: 148). Social pedagogues agree that this kind of activity seems to be a 
key factor in restoring the continuity of understanding social and historical proc-
esses, but also in changing social attitudes. 

Since 1997, the Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre Centre in Lublin has been col-
lecting and displaying documentary materials of different kinds that refer to the 
history and heritage of the city in the interwar period. Oral testimonies help in 
the process of recognising the image of Polish-Jewish Lublin from before the 
Second World War, which no longer exists yet is present in the memories of its 
former citizens. Individual fates linked together with the history of the city are 
reflected in the recorded testimonies of several dozen Catholic and over a dozen 
Jewish inhabitants of pre-war Lublin. Thanks to these materials, it was possible to 
reconstruct some elements of the urban structure of the former Jewish district. 
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Oral testimonies, which include information concerning some sensual memories 
connected with colours, sounds, smells, and tastes, helped to restore the “muliti-
sensoric landscape” of the pre-war city. It was also possible to reconstruct some 
patterns and forms of individual experiences of people living in the multidimen-
sional cultural space (Lowenthal 1998: 6–18).

Together with the recording and editing of oral testimonies, various kinds of 
educational and artistic projects that focus on oral history have been carried out 
in co-operation with other local cultural institutions, secondary schools, and uni-
versities. They are not necessarily academic projects, but rather activities aimed at 
the idea of sharing oral history materials with the local community in pursuit of 
reintegrating the forgotten or rejected part of memory with the well-known and 
accepted one. 

Long-term educational oral history projects held by the Centre embrace not 
only recording testimonies by participants of the projects themselves, but also 
analysing them in order to solve certain research problems. In the act of com-
munication, participants can both acquire knowledge and gather some individual 
experience. Recording and editing oral testimonies helps them develop critical 
thinking and interpersonal skills, while forming an openness to different kinds of 
narratives and sources providing diverse visions of the past. Being a participant 
in such a project also requires some theoretical skills and helps develop such fea-
tures as empathy, patience, openness, honesty, tolerance, respect, and tactfulness, 
which are necessary in humanistic research. The projects launched by the Centre 
often take the form of short workshops whose participants work on previously-
edited oral history materials. In both cases, participants experience a confron-
tation of two discourses of different kinds. The “historical discourse” – known 
from historical books and school education, which aspire to objectivity – can be 
confronted with the subjective “memory discourse”. There is dissonance between 
the “historical discourse”, which can be identified with modernism, imperialism, 
and scientism and the “memory discourse” identified with post-modernism, hu-
manism, and emancipation.  This can be observed at the level of: (re-)construct-
ing facts, differences between the oral and written tradition (which is considered 
to have a higher status), and understanding and explaining the background of 
certain events. 

Opened in May 1999, the permanent multimedia exhibition entitled “A Por-
trait of the Place” introduced oral history into an unconventionally arranged ex-
hibition space of the labyrinth of narrow corridors of the Grodzka Gate itself and 
its two attached buildings. Displaying the exhibition in this kind of space trans-
forms a visit to “A Portrait of the Place” into a “walking-tour” around the former 
Jewish quarter. The main element of the scenography is a wooden construction. 
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Slide projectors and loudspeakers were installed into this construction, and some 
enlarged pre-war pictures were attached. Visitors can watch pictures and slides 
showing streets that no longer exist as well as particular architectural objects and 
silhouettes of the former inhabitants of the area. Oral testimonies constitute the 
key element that co-constructs the space of the exhibition. While watching pic-
tures, visitors can listen to memories and to the specially prepared (re-)construc-
tion of the “sound-scape” of the pre-war Jewish district. A similar way of con-
structing the space of the exhibition can be observed in “The Primer”, displayed 
in one of the barracks of the former concentration and death camp at Majdanek. 
It was prepared in 2002 by the Centre together with the Majdanek Museum, and 
it refers to the fate of the youngest prisoners of the camp. In order to present, 
in a symbolic way, their fate, the life-stories from the Museum’s archives of four 
children were used: two Polish-Jewish, one Polish-Catholic, and one Belarusian-
Russian Orthodox. The idea that lies behind this project was to show the life of 
young prisoners through basic words and categories that turned out to be helpful 
in understanding the cruel reality of this place. The symbolic “survival primer”, 
which in 1942 replaced the real, beautiful, and colourful primer – the first book 
that accompanies children starting school – was presented through such words 
as “roll-call”, “barrack”, “cyclone” or “crematorium”. Just as in “A Portrait of the 
Place”, the whole space of the exhibition consists of archival pictures, documenta-
ry materials, and oral testimonies together with different sounds recalling images 
of certain places and events. The purpose of using human voices and pieces of 
audio art as key elements in both exhibitions was to transform them into a form of 
theatrical performances, where the space itself tells its own story. Not only does it 
make both exhibitions more attractive for the visitors, but it seems to affect them 
on an emotional level by stimulating their imagination.

Oral history materials have also been used by the Grodzka Gate – NN Theatre 
Centre as an integral part of Memory Mysteries. Conducted in public space, these 
performances refer to the symbolic meanings connected with the past of the city. 
They attempt to answer the question which is often posed by both historians and 
artists, as to what forms of artistic activity can help in restoring, protecting, and 
passing on the history of a local community, and how artistic activity can de-
feat intolerance, prejudices, and resentment. The sound-sphere consisting of re-
corded oral testimonies, sounds recalling memories of certain places and events, 
together with some recollections delivered on the spot by participants, were an 
integral element of almost all the Mysteries produced in the years 2000–2006. 
Replacing conventional forms of theatrical narrative with individual testimony, 
although known in the documentary theatre tradition for almost a hundred years, 
once again leads us to the conclusion that only documentary material showing 
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 individual perspective can bring us closer to the truth, defined as the subjective 
truth of historical experience of an individual. At the same time, this form of ac-
tivity reveals the understanding of history as a continuing process of constructing 
and re-constructing narratives by members of a given group, according to the 
interpretation and re-interpretation of the past events. From the perspective of 
social pedagogy, the educational dimension of this process concentrates around 
understanding how those constructed narratives and interpretations of the past 
shape our thinking and attitudes in the present day. 

The Mystery entitled “A Poem about the Place”, produced late in the evening 
on October 12th, 2002 in Lublin’s Podzamcze (the area at the bottom of the cas-
tle), referred not only to the history of the Jewish district once situated in this 
area but also to the history of the local castle, which during the Nazi and Soviet 
occupations served as a prison and a place of torture and murder for many peo-
ple. The original public space was transformed by visual and sound scenography. 
All the wells of the sewage system in the area were opened, and several loud-
speakers and powerful lights were installed inside. At 8:00 P.M. street lights in 
the area were switched off, and the shafts of light coming from the underground 
appeared. While the participants followed the trail marked by shafts of light, the 
narrative of the Mystery containing oral testimonies was delivered. Coming from 
the underground and quietly resonating in the darkness, the narratives concerned 
the pre-war life in the Jewish quarter, the deportation of Jews from Lublin to the 
Bełżec death camp, and the destruction of the Jewish district, intertwined with 
the stories of the prisoners of the Castle from the ‘40s and ‘50s. The trail ended at 
the empty place where the famous Maharshal Synagogue once stood. There the 
participants found a huge black curtain hanging across the street symbolizing si-
lence: the untold part of the narrative, which can never be expressed by those who 
survived and which can never be understood by those who never experienced 
those events personally. 

Although very interesting as a form of theatrical performance, “A Poem about 
the Place” can also be analysed as a unique example of displaying oral history 
materials on location. Again we deal with a theatrical situation when, through 
oral testimonies, the public space itself shares with the visitor-participant its own 
history, becoming a witness of the traumatic memory that has been rejected and 
forgotten by the local community.

By referring to oral history, the exhibitions “A Portrait of the Place” and “The 
Primer”, together with the Memory Mysteries constitute an artistic situation with 
an important educational dimension, building up a space for social dialogue that 
touches upon the most painful topics for the local community. Referring to vari-
ous narratives in the pursuit of reconstructing different images of the past, which 



 Oral history as a dialogue with the Polish-Jewish past 177

are present in the consciousness of living people, made it possible to expose the 
tension between the linear narrative typical for traditional historiography and the 
non-linear narrative that reflects the structures of human memory. Comparing 
these two narrative forms helps re-create the image of Lublin as a Polish-Jewish 
city, while at the same time stressing the epistemological distance between differ-
ent forms of documentary materials and showing their documentary and con-
structed character. 

Oral history, defined as a form of communicative research which helps to 
examine relationships and influences in the local environment, can diminish the 
distance between the language of social communication and historical reality, at 
the same time building space for interaction and social communication between 
members of a local community. If the participants of that dialogue belong to dif-
ferent national, ethnic, or religious groups, oral history becomes an element of 
multicultural education, helping at the same time to restore natural intergenera-
tional communication. According to Wiesław Theiss, oral history can be defined 
widely as a humanistic idea, as an alternative source of knowledge about the past, 
and as a factor reinforcing social activity (Theiss 1998: 38–40). While providing an 
opportunity to restore the alternative narratives of the past of a local community, 
it can also support the process of building democracy and civil society, and at the 
same time help in gaining social and individual agency. Referring to the theory 
and practice of social pedagogy, we can assume that local education oral history 
projects regarding the humanistic concept of an individual as an active creator of 
his/her own environment may, as American and Western European experiences 
show, serve as the starting point for social change (Thompson 2000: 173–189). 

References

Ambrosewicz-Jacobs, J. 2003. Me Us Them. Ethnic Prejudices Among Youth and Alternative 
Methods of Education. The Case of Poland. Kraków: Universitas.

Kubiszyn, M. 2007. Edukacja wielokulturowa w środowisku lokalnym. Studium teoretyczno-em-
piryczne na przykładzie Ośrodka Brama Grodzka – Teatr NN w Lublinie. Toruń: Adam 
Marszałek.

Kula, M. 2002. Nośniki pamięci historycznej. Warszawa: DiG.
Lowenthal, D. 1998. Fabricating heritage. History and memory. Studies in Representation of the 

Past 1: 6–18.
Nasalska, E. 1999. Edukacja międzykulturowa w polskiej szkole. Kwartalnik Pedagogiczny 1: 

73–86.
Theiss, W. 1988. Badania biograficzne: Przypadek dzieci syberyjskich. Kwartalnik Pedagogiczny 

1: 133–146.
Theiss, W. 1996. Zniewolone dzieciństwo. Socjalizacja w skrajnych warunkach społeczno-poli-

tycznych. Warszawa: ŻAK.



178 Marta Kubiszyn

Theiss, W. 1998. Oral History in Poland. Words and Silence Bulletin of the International Oral 
History Association 3: 38–40.

Theiss, W. 2006. Edukacja środowiskowa – wprowadzenie. In Edukacja i animacja społeczna w 
środowisku lokalnym, W. Theiss & B. Skrzypczak (eds), 12–34. Warszawa: Centrum Wspie-
rania Aktywności Lokalnej CAL.

Thompson, P. 2000. The Voice of the Past: Oral History. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



Sharing oral history with the wider public
Experiences of the Refugee Communities  
History Project
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The Refugee Communities History Project has sought to share refugee com-
munity oral history life story material with refugee communities but also with 
the wider public, school groups and tourists visiting the exhibition “Belonging” 
held at the Museum of London from October 2006 until February 2007. This 
paper will explore issues that may arise when sharing material with audiences 
“outside” of the community from which material is collected. Issues to con-
sider when making material accessible to audiences who feel negatively about, 
prejudiced against or hostile towards the communities from which material is 
collected will be discussed.

Keywords: oral history, refugees, community, informed consent, audience

The project

The Refugee Communities Oral History Project (RCHP) has been led by the 
 Evelyn Oldfield Unit in partnership with the Museum of London, London Met-
ropolitan University and fifteen refugee community organisations in London. Its 
aim has been to highlight the diverse contributions that refugees have been mak-
ing to London life from 1951 to the present day. Oral history interviews carried 
out with 150 refugee interviews over a two year period have been permanently ar-
chived at the Museum of London. Elements of these oral history interviews have 
featured in a high profile public exhibition “Belonging” at the Museum of London 
(October 2006 – February 2007), on websites and in multimedia resources such 
as childhood landscapes (2005) and Crossing Borders (2005). Detailed background 
information can be found on project website www.refugeestories.org and www.
museumoflondon.org.uk/belonging. The author of this paper has been involved, 



180 Zibiah Alfred

as one of fifteen RCHP Oral History fieldworkers, in collecting, archiving and dis-
seminating RCHP oral history material to wider audiences.

The RCHP has sought to share refugee community oral history material with 
refugee communities but also with other audiences, for example the wider public, 
UK school groups and tourists visiting the exhibition “Belonging” at the Museum 
of London. This paper will explore issues that may arise when sharing material 
with audiences “outside” of the community from which material is collected. Is-
sues to consider when making material accessible to audiences who feel nega-
tively about, prejudiced against or hostile towards the communities from which 
material is collected will be discussed.

With whom do we share?

Oral history projects may be set up for different purposes. Projects may be un-
dertaken on the initiative of an individual pursuing a personal interest, to record 
material for sharing within a very small circle of people known to interviewees. 
For example, members of a family might record each others’ life stories without 
any intention that material recorded be shared beyond the family circle. 

Other projects may aim to share material with a larger number of people or 
with a specified community familiar to project participants. This may be an audi-
ence group to which interviewees already feel a sense of belonging, for example 
other members of a sports association to which interviewees have membership. 

Alternatively, the target audience may be a group to which interviewees feel 
no sense of belonging but with which they are familiar, as might be the case for 
example in a project where older people record life stories for pupils from a known 
local school community. In some cases, the specific group targeted may not be 
known to the interviewees initially, but be, rather, a group that interviewees get to 
know through involvement in an oral history project. For instance, projects may 
involve youth group members interviewing older people in their locality from 
a different faith group. Groups might initially take part in joint activities which 
facilitate the building of relationships of trust, prior to oral history interviewing. 
Relationships between people from “teller” and “listener” groups may be built 
over a series of oral history interview meetings and continue beyond the lifespan 
of the oral history project.

However, in other cases, an oral history project may from the outset be con-
cerned to share material with audiences beyond the groups or communities to 
which interviewees feel a sense of belonging or connection. Some projects aim 
to share material as widely as possible, making material accessible to people of all 
walks of life and political persuasions from all over the globe, in both present and 
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future time. This may raise ethical questions around informed consent, discussed 
later within this paper.

RCHP aims

The RCHP had, from the very beginning, a clear and explicit aim to highlight, to 
people from diverse backgrounds from refugee and non-refugee communities, 
the diverse contributions that refugees have made to London life from 1951 to the 
present day. This aim was not, as happens with some projects, something which 
emerged after interviews had commenced and interest in the interviewee com-
munity had grown. Rather, the RCHP, from the outset, set out to collect oral his-
tory material which could be shared within particular cultural refugee communi-
ties, with other refugee community audiences and with the wider public, within 
the project area of London and across the UK. The project did not specifically 
aim to make materials available beyond the UK; this was beyond the remit of the 
project’s key funders Trust for London and the Heritage Lottery Fund. Neverthe-
less, project team members were open to the idea of making material available to 
people in all parts of the globe and communicated this possibility to interviewees 
from the outset. 

The RCHP team sought to make material accessible to people of all ages and 
backgrounds, from school children to elderly community groups. Material was 
collected in the preferred spoken languages of interviewees with the intention 
that it would be accessed by people of different mother tongues and translated 
into English where necessary. From the outset, material was collected to deposit 
safely in the permanent archives at the Museum of London for posterity.

Why share oral history material?

Oral history project participants may wish to share material with personal in-
terest for personal gain, for example in fame, or wealth, or respect, or political 
advantage. Participants might also have the welfare of others in mind and, share 
material with the hope of informing people about a particular topic or issue, pro-
moting learning and provoking thought, sparking academic discussion, trigger-
ing community debate, prompting social action, eliciting emotion, encouraging 
empathetic understanding between people, connecting communities, emphasis-
ing a social message, or simply to entertain. 

RCHP participants aimed, through sharing refugee life story material in 
the public realm, to educate the general public about the life situations refugees 
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may face in London and challenge prevalent negative stereotypes about refugees. 
There was a socio-political intention to give a public platform to the voices of the 
marginalized in society. The RCHP team hoped that people prejudiced against, or 
hostile towards, those labelled “refugees” would also engage with material, as well 
as people already willing to empathise with people in refugee situations. One of 
the deep aims of the RCHP was to engender social change by presenting refugee 
voices in a way that might dispel negative tabloid myths about refugees and de-
construct negative public discourse through promoting understanding, empathy 
and respect for refugees.

Unlike some other types of oral history project, the RCHP team intended 
from the outset to court debate. RCHP participants were open-eyed to the contro-
versies that sharing materials might cause amongst the general public and aware 
that some people might display continuing hostility towards refugees beyond ex-
posure to RCHP material.

How RCHP Oral History Material was made accessible to people of diverse 
backgrounds and communities

RCHP oral history material was initially recorded onto minidisk and then trans-
ferred onto CD and into a format where the whole interview could be stored 
as a computer sound file. With interviewee consent, the RCHP team presented 
material in a variety of formats to maximize accessibility to diverse audiences. In-
terviews were transcribed verbatim, making their content more easily accessible 
to people unable to spend the hours and hours that would be needed to listen to 
all interviews individually to discover their content. In an ideal world, with more 
funding available, interviews would have been transcribed in the language of the 
interview and then translated into other languages to promote their accessibility 
to speakers of different languages. As it was, whilst interviews were recorded in 
English and mother tongue languages, funding available permitted the team to 
produce transcripts of all interviews in English, or translated into English, only. 

In oral history interviews, meaning and emotion may be ascertained by tone 
of voice and pauses, as much as by word content that might be captured in a writ-
ten transcript; project team members were keen to encourage people to listen to 
the voice recordings of original interviews as much as possible, in preference to 
simply gleaning meaning from written transcripts. Interview sound files were di-
vided into short ten minute segments for storage within the Museum of London’s 
oral history digital data collection, enabling people to scour transcripts for key-
words and then dive in to listen to relevant interview sound-clips.
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The RCHP team recognized that there was much more that could be done 
to share material than simply depositing it in the public archives of a Museum. 
With interviewee consent, the relevant refugee community organizations were 
given CDs of whole interview recordings and encouraged to devise creative ways 
of sharing material.

Material was edited into digestible audiences. For example, selected inter-
view extracts were recorded onto DVD, such as Life Journey: Afghan Community 
Oral History and childhood landscapes, with accompanying music and images 
for distribution to schools, libraries and colleges. These promoted general in-
terest in the RCHP, signposting people to access whole interviews by visiting 
the Museum. Materials were presented in ways that took into account the needs 
of different audiences. For instance, material selected to be shared with school 
children was presented in a child-friendly format, with engaging interactive ac-
tivities designed to encourage children to explore the meanings behind oral his-
tory extracts. Material presented to people from “outsider” communities was ac-
companied with explanatory contextualizing notes which, where possible, were 
made by the oral history interviewer in consultation with the interviewee. Prac-
tical measures were taken where possible to find ways of making material acces-
sible to those with visual and hearing impairment; for instance, care was taken to 
choose suitable font sizes and colours for people with visual impairment, follow-
ing guidelines of websites www.webcredible.co.uk and www.disability.gov.uk.

Material was edited for display in local exhibitions, at local community cen-
tres and local libraries as well as for the large public exhibition entitled “Belong-
ing” at the Museum of London, which ran from October 2006 to February 2007. 
Displays of sound material were enhanced through visual displays of objects lent 
by interviewees, by artwork, photography and visual displays of text and interac-
tive museum exhibits. Talks, workshops and a range of artistic performances such 
as dance, drama and music, were coordinated to take place in the exhibition space 
to complement exhibition materials. Such a programme promoted public access 
to material, drawing into the exhibition people, who might not otherwise have 
entered the exhibition space to engage with oral history material.

Placing interview extracts on project website www.refugeestories.org.uk and 
the Museum of London website, enabled people with internet access from all 
around the globe to explore material.
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Ethical issues: The possibility of excluding people from participation  
by aiming to share material widely

Oral history projects influence ongoing processes of creating, building and shap-
ing communities. Project designs seeking to make material accessible to as wide 
an audience as possible may deter some individuals from participation. Oral field-
workers may play a role in excluding people from communities through setting 
up project conditions that disable some individuals from participating in projects 
and having visibility as community members.

A number of people declined the invitation to be interviewed for the RCHP. 
Not wishing to pressurise nominees to participate, project staff did not oblige 
nominees to explain their personal reasons for declining the invitation, beyond 
simple probing to ensure any worries nominees might have were not founded 
upon misunderstandings about the project.

However, of the nominees who declined, some volunteered explanation. Be-
sides practical reasons such as lack of time, concerns about personal life story 
material being shared with others were voiced. In some cases, the concern was 
about personal life story material being accessible to people within communities 
to which nominees felt belonging. Often people were aware that sharing their 
own life story would involve disclosing something of other peoples’ life stories 
from their own perspective. Some people were concerned that this might create 
difficulties for their own relationships with the people whose stories they in part 
disclosed where, for example, perspectives on events differed, or where perspec-
tives concurred but might cause others discomfort if revealed. Many people were 
aware that simply avoiding mentioning others by name might not protect ano-
nymity where “inside” community members might be able to detect other clues 
to identity. 

However, for others, the real concern was sharing material with strangers, 
people whom they would never know or meet, or with people whom they knew 
but as members of communities to which they did not feel belonging. Much of 
this concern centred around safety. Some refugees had very real concerns about 
the persecution they, or their family members, might face if personal stories in 
which individuals could be identified were exposed in a public realm. Some refu-
gees feared being traced by people from the countries from which they had fled 
persecution; some had real fears that sharing a personal life story might prompt 
trouble for themselves, their family of friends, trouble from their former country’s 
secret police or other agents.

Rather than exclude people with such fears from the project, the RCHP 
team sought to find ways to accommodate people with such worries and needs. 
The possibility of identity being recognized from the distinctive sound of an 
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 individual’s voice was pointed out to potential interviewees. People were offered 
limited anonymity through the option of choosing a pseudonym. Opportunity 
to listen back to recordings and request for identifying information to be cut was 
offered to everyone. People were encouraged to supplement oral history inter-
views with personal photos, but willingness to do so was by no means a criterion 
for participation in the project; it was recognized for some sharing photographs 
might jeopardize personal safety or conflict with religious or cultural beliefs about 
the use of the human image. 

Some interviewees explained that they felt far more self-conscious and anx-
ious about sharing material with unknown and possibly “refugee hostile” audienc-
es and being exposed to the eye of potentially negative tabloid media, than about 
sharing material with families or known refugee communities. Project interview-
ers sought to listen to and address interviewee concern about the possibility of 
facing mockery or ridicule. For instance, interviewees were offered an opportu-
nity to attend training in handling media interest and courting the media to their 
own advantage. The knowledge that they were participating in a group project, 
taking some risks as a group with the support of community organizations, rather 
than as isolated individuals, dispelled some interviewee anxiety about exposing 
personal material to potentially hostile listeners.

Some interviewees explained that whilst they did not mind sharing personal 
life story material with people they knew, or with strangers, they considered par-
ticipation in the RCHP to be an overwhelming responsibility which carried ex-
pectations they personally felt unable to fulfill. Understanding that the RCHP had 
a grand aim of challenging negative stereotypes about refugees, some interviewee 
nominees felt their life story would not sufficiently support such an aim and pre-
ferred to give their opportunity to other nominees whom they felt had stories that 
would better evoke support for refugees. The challenge here for the oral history 
fieldworkers was to enable each nominee to see that her personal stories might 
indeed be valued by others, without pressurizing the nominee to take part against 
her own personal judgment. This was done in part by encouraging nominees to 
have a go at telling their stories with the reassurance that would be free to pull 
out of the project at any time. Nominees were assured of the opportunity to listen 
back to recordings in the privacy of their own homes, and with family or friends 
if they wished, before having to decide about giving consent for material to be 
shared with others. Nominees were all assured of the option of requesting parts 
of their interviews to be edited out if they wished. At the choice of interviewees, 
editing out was done either permanently, or in a way where it could, under some 
conditions be retrieved. For example, some interviewees had concerns about ma-
terial being heard by others within their own lifetimes but were quite happy for 
material to be removed from the public domain for fifty years after which they 
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did not mind if it was heard by others. Here the project benefited greatly from 
the special support of the Museum of London which has the understanding, eco-
nomic power and technical ability to be able to offer interviewees the possibility 
of putting such conditions on material usage.

Protecting the welfare of interviewees when presenting interviewee 
material to a wider unknown audience and the issue of informed consent

Where an interviewee is able to gain insight into the nature of the intended audi-
ence with whom her material will be shared, informed consent about the sharing 
of material may be given. Of course people granted access to recorded life histories 
may develop an interest in sharing material with a wider audience unknown to 
the interviewees at later stage; material might find its way to other audiences, with 
newly acquired permission from the interviewee, or without interviewee knowl-
edge. This is a risk that can be explained to the interviewee; it is not a certainty.

Where material is placed in public domains, such as public libraries, archives 
and museums, or on websites accessible from all around the world, it is likely that 
material may be accessed by people from communities unfamiliar to the inter-
viewee. Indeed, the range of communities from which people may access mate-
rial may span well beyond the imagination of any individual and stretch into the 
future beyond all the communities that exist in the world within the interviewee’s 
lifespan. An elderly person from a Welsh village for example, may never in his 
wildest dreams imagine that an anthropologist from Ghana would be interested 
in his life story material, or that his material may be stumbled upon and explored 
by a stranger surfing the net.

Negative consequences of sharing material widely, albeit with good intent, 
may arise. The oral historian who foresees the possibility of various negative con-
sequences arising from the sharing of material faces dilemmas with ethical di-
mensions. To what extent should she protect the interests of interviewees and 
their families, and her own interests as an interviewer, over and above the inter-
ests of the general public, or wider humanity? By what criteria can such interests 
be measured? To what extent is she responsible for ensuring that interviewees 
understand the risks they take in agreeing for their personal material to be shared 
widely? What constitutes interviewee “informed consent”? To what degree should 
a good oral historian take pains to carry out practical steps to protect her inter-
viewees from future harm?

Take the dilemma of obtaining informed consent from the interviewee for the 
sharing of personal stories. Whilst an individual may rationally understand that 
giving permission for his personal material to be placed in a public domain, such 
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as a website, means that it can be accessed by people all over the world, it does not 
mean that all the implications of this are grasped at the time of signing a consent 
form. Placing personal material in open access domains means that material may 
be accessed by people who may have, or develop in the future, malicious intent to-
wards that particular individual, or whom may have good intent but act with bad 
consequences. At the time of giving consent for material to be placed on a website 
for example, an individual may have no thought that he might in the future have 
resulting problems with stalkers, or with identity theft, or with someone turning 
his personal life story material into a book or play without permission for profit 
or writers’ glory, or with defamation of his name. 

Placing material on the web may leave an individual prone to problems in 
the future on account of the particular communities with which he identifies, 
or might be identified by others, within his interview. One cannot always pre-
dict ethnic war or guess the ways in which groups may divide against each other. 
Refugees from former Yugoslavia and Rwanda attest to growing up in communi-
ties without awareness of anyone wishing them harm, before later, in a changing 
socio-political climate, finding the need to conceal personal details linking them 
to certain groups for fear of being caught up in ethnic persecution.

Of course the possibility of material being accessed by people who may use 
it to cause harm to the interviewee also exists when material is shared within a 
circle of people known to the interviewee. However, arguably, the better the un-
derstanding of the audience with whom material will be shared, the better posi-
tion the interviewee is in to calculate such risk and weigh this risk up for against 
the potential benefits of choosing to participate in the project. Identifying the 
profile of the audience with whom material will be shared may also make it easier 
to identify any culprits misusing material and to put a stop to any harm should 
problems arise.

A good oral historian will seek to follow an ethical code of practice in in-
terviews, such as that of the Oral History Society (www.ohs.org.uk/ethics) and 
obtain informed consent from interviewees about the storage and usage of per-
sonal life-story material. To what extent does this require the oral historian to 
spell out cautions about possible material usage? How many oral historians for 
example, think it important to point out the possibility of stalking to individuals 
from whom they are requesting permission to place material on a website? To do 
so might appear to be raising concerns bordering on paranoia. The interviewee 
often looks to the interviewer for strength to share their story in public realms. An 
interviewer warning interviewees to consider worries that they have not already 
thought of herself may inspire little confidence in hesitant interviewees and deter 
them from signing consent forms to share material.
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Yet since stalking is a possibility that increases when personal material is made 
widely available, for example on the internet, it is perhaps a consideration that 
interviewers should point out to interviewees. In a study conducted at Leicester 
University between October 2004 and September 2005, 1300 victims of stalking, 
aged 10–71, of which 60% resided in UK, volunteered to complete an online ques-
tionnaire (Sheridan, www.stalkingsurvey.com). One in ten stalkers were said to 
have “begun their campaigns as total strangers to the victim”; one finding of this 
study was that “before they were targeted, victims simply did not believe stalking 
could happen to them”. Stalkers employed a diverse range of tactics including 
defamation of character and identity theft (http://www.le.ac.uk/pc/aa/stalking/
keyfindings.pdf).

Those surprised to find themselves victims of internet stalking, whether from 
violent ex-partners or total strangers with obsessive behaviour, may be advised 
by police and stalking charities to remove personal details from public websites 
that may allow the stalker to trace their whereabouts, for example by contacting 
community groups or organizations with which their material shows them to be 
linked. Removing personal data from a website may not be quick or easy to do. 
Webmasters of relevant websites may be difficult to contact and sometimes mate-
rial may be left up on websites no longer attended to by any webmaster. 

Future guidelines for people planning oral history projects might do well 
to include some good practice guidelines for protecting individuals from stalk-
ers. The RCHP exemplified good practice, addressing concern expressed by one 
RCHP participant about being traced by a known stalker through the RCHP web-
site, by substituting the textual version of the participant’s name, easily traced by 
internet search engines, with a graphic image of the participants’ name that could 
escape the beam of powerful internet search engines.

Making material accessible to audiences who feel negatively about, 
prejudiced against or hostile towards the communities from which 
material is collected

The RCHP aim to challenge negative stereotypes about refugees by placing se-
lected refugee life story material in the public realm was made explicit to all from 
the outset. Refugees consenting to give RCHP life story interviews understood 
personal material would very likely be encountered by people feeling negatively 
about, prejudiced against or hostile towards refugees.

One challenge for the RCHP team was to find ways of disseminating and 
sharing the material with people whose prejudices about refugees might make 
them initially reluctant to engage with the material. 
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RCHP material was displayed in a public space, in a public Museum Gallery 
open and accessible to all and with no prohibitive entry charge. Much thought 
went into the name that the exhibition should be given and the ways that it could 
be described in advertisements. The name chosen “Belonging”, with connotations 
such as relationship to others and the world, “existential being” and “nostalgic 
longing”, was in part a deliberate attempt to present a concept to which people 
from all communities could relate. The word “refugees” was given importance but 
placed in the strap-line “Voices of London’s refugees”, in the shadow of the name 
“Belonging”. 

A series of live music and dance performances were organized to take place in 
the exhibition area. These were well advertised and used to draw all sectors of the 
public into the exhibition area. The exhibition area itself was designed as a warm 
creative space, with colourful displays of artwork and artefacts, an area for chil-
dren to create drawings and interactive displays. Oral history extracts were played 
aloud from speakers in different parts of the room as well as through different 
listening point headphones, so that people entering the space were immediately 
exposed to material.

The exhibition space could be entered by interviewees, people supportive of 
refugees and people negatively prejudiced towards refugees, simultaneously. It 
was a challenge for the project team to consider how best to “manage” the situa-
tions that may arise when people with prejudices about refugees encounter per-
sonal life story material about refugees. Whilst the team aimed to create a non-
judgmental space for people of all points of view about refugees to engage with 
and reflect upon refugee life story material, to some extent there was an attempt to 
contain the feelings of people hostile towards refugees. Material was selected and 
presented in ways designed to elicit empathetic understanding. Care was taken 
to present life story material in ways that would promote respect for interview-
ees. Refugees are very often presented as villains or victims by the UK tabloid 
media. In the selection of material for public exhibition, the aim was not to elicit 
sympathy for the plight of refugees. Rather than dehumanizing refugees by cast-
ing them as passive victims, the team sought to use exhibition material to help 
deconstruct stereotypical views of “refugees” and present individuals as agents, 
and active citizens. The exhibition sought to present a multiplicity of voices and 
narratives, allowing different stories to emerge rather than trying to tell a singular 
story of “the refugee”. Material was presented with lightness of curatorial voice; as 
far as possible refugees voices told their own stories with institutional voices and 
museum commentary kept to a minimum.

The success of the project team in achieving the aim of challenging nega-
tive stereotypes about refugees through the exhibition might best be judged by 
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 exhibition visitors and the interviewees themselves. The Museum encouraged vis-
itors to leave comments about their experiences of the exhibition which included:

  Thank you for this clutch of ideas, stories, facts and momentos. It’s a vast 
challenge to draw some examples from the multitude of experiences there 
are to draw from. I’m impressed that you haven’t flinched from the political 
and the controversial. I hope that the exhibition encourages people to explore 
aspects – both social and political – of refugees coming to the UK. 

 (Comment Posted on Exhibition Room Wall, Museum of London 2007)

Whilst comments left were overwhelmingly positive, some were derogatory or 
hostile towards refugees or other groups, for example “Gay ppl suk!” (Visitors 
Comment Book, Museum of London, 2007). 

Those involved in monitoring public reaction to the exhibition took steps 
to neutralize the sting in some of the comments. For example, contrasting com-
ments were displayed side by side on the Visitor’s Comment Wall. Some abusive 
comments left were removed from public view. The RCHP team debated about 
the extent to which “comment cleansing” should be carried out. On the one hand 
it was argued that the best way to encourage people to abandon racist or preju-
diced attitudes towards certain groups would be to afford a space where people 
felt free to speak their mind frankly, enabling prejudices and stereotypes to be un-
packed and dismantled, rather than dangerously suppressed. On the other hand, 
it was argued that everything possible should be done to protect people from con-
fronting hurtful comments and abuse. The potential for people to make abusive 
comments directed at the refugee participants was recognized and influenced the 
choice of extracts placed on public display.

Sharing material with wider audiences: Controversies around  
context and frame

Careful decisions need to be taken about the kind of frame and context given 
to material shared with wider audiences. Simply presenting interview material 
without background information or context may leave “outside” audiences un-
certain about how to access and make sense of material. Indeed it is often the 
context and frame given to the material, for example the wording of publicity 
posters advertising the material, or the catalogue headings assigned to material 
in an archive, or the titles given to an exhibition of sound recordings, that draws 
“outside” audiences to explore and engage with material in the first place. Where 
little framework is given, outsiders may drift away without engaging with material 
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or, flailing around set material in an irrelevant context or understand it simply as 
an aesthetic experience.

In the case of the RCHP, material displayed in a public exhibition was given 
context by the exhibition space at the Museum of London. Material was hung 
upon different hooks to which people from diverse communities might relate. 
Rather than for example arranging material around concepts particular to certain 
communities, broad hooks within the conceptual vocabulary of people from all 
communities, such as “family life”, were chosen.

A decision was made to contextualise sound-clips of refugee interviews 
through providing a time-line of migrant groups arrival in London printed across 
the length of an exhibition room wall. Much consultation was carried out about 
this time line which had to be designed to take into account constraints of wall 
space and different individual and community perspectives of historical events. 
The final information chosen for the Time line created controversy within visiting 
groups.

For example:

  Interesting exhibition identifying the issues and experiences of refugees BUT 
WHERE ARE THE PALESTINIANS! They are not even included in the 
Timeline  (Visitors’ Comments Book, Museum of London 2007)

and

  very interesting, however as a Roma and lesbian where are the references, 
facts of lesbian and gay people settling in London fleeing persecution form 
countries that still disappear us… 

 (Visitors’ Comments Book, Museum of London 2007)

Had material simply been shared within a closed circle of oral history project par-
ticipants such questions and may not have arisen. Opening up material to wider 
audiences creates a forum for disputes and encourages greater accountability on 
the part of the project participants. “Why this story and not that story?” is a ques-
tion which may not be thought of, or not dared to be raised, or considered of 
much significance within a community where everyone knows everyone else.

In conclusion, oral life history material may be shared with wider audiences 
in a variety of ways with good intention. Those involved in oral history projects 
do well to bear in mind the possibility of negative consequences arising where 
individual life story material is placed in the public realm, or made available to 
people who may place it later in the public realm. Decisions about how material 
might be shared, in the best interests of the interviewee and interviewer and their 
friends, families and communities who may be affected, and of potential listeners 
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from different communities in the present and in the future, need to be made with 
care. Benefits of sharing material by placing it in an open access public realm, such 
as a website, may be weighed against disadvantages. Oral history project planners 
should bear in the mind that whilst some people will be encouraged to participate 
in projects by the thought that life history material will be shared widely, others 
may be deterred or excluded from participation, unless the possibility of restrict-
ing general public access to material is offered at the outset. 

Decisions about the sharing of material might best be made in consultation 
with individuals and communities concerned. Whilst oral history fieldworkers 
have responsibilities to the “tellers” and “sharers”, there are also the interests of 
the “listeners” and “receivers” to consider. Besides talking through possible con-
sequences of sharing material with a project team, oral history fieldworkers might 
consider seeking advice from an independent ethical advisory committee. Where 
no such committee exists, fieldworkers might collaborate with other groups to 
form an ethical advisory board independent to the project. 
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The ethics of oral history
Expectations, responsibilities, and dissociations
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This article focuses on the mutual expectations of the oral historian and the 
interviewee – problems and opportunities that could arise from the rapport 
that is established between them. The (sometimes conflicting) expectations are 
elaborated in three stages: first, the interview setting itself; second, the level 
of interpretation and evaluation of the research results; and third, a possible 
ongoing rapport beyond the given research goal (as seen by the researcher). 
The author concludes that for each stage, balances must be found between the 
conflicting interests to meet the goals of the research project as well as to respect 
the dignity of the interviewee. 

Keywords: oral history, ethics, goals of research, interviewee-interviewer 
 relationship

For a long period of time, mainstream historiography refused to consider per-
sonal memories that were collected by oral historians as valid sources; on the 
contrary, personal memories and recollections were seen as adversaries of profes-
sional historians. Rapprochement of the former polar antagonists did not begin 
until after 1980, and oral history was eventually established as a special area of 
historiography. According to Aleida Assmann, this happened “in the wake of the 
Holocaust”, and emerged from the quandary created by documents of the NS-era 
(see Assmann 2006: 47 passim). The latter – especially the documents created by 
the perpetrators – have never been able to render a true picture of the horrors, 
whereas eyewitnesses try to communicate, if at all possible, their very own ex-
periences, both in terms of their inner selves and their surroundings. How else 
would we know about the hungry, starving Jewish ghetto children? How could we 
know about the desperate struggle for survival in the concentration camps? Or 
about the pain that is caused by the loss of one’s entire family, a pain that never 
ceases for an entire lifetime? Such knowledge can never be communicated by sta-
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tistics, by transport lists, or lists of names, but only by humans that remember and 
tell their stories. Personal memories of survivors are the ultimate source able to 
communicate the dimensions of Nazi horrors. Therefore, the survivors not only 
embody irreplaceable personal memories but also act as reminders for humanity 
(Assmann 2006: 48). 

The knowledge produced by oral history has been, however, increasingly 
questioned. This began not only since the scientific community and the interested 
public were shaken by autobiographies, which, upon closer examination, proved 
to be either partially invented and/or forged. The case of Binjamin Wilkomirski, 
who invented a childhood for himself during the Holocaust – though he grew up 
in a Swiss village as a non-Jewish child1 – gained notorious fame on the interna-
tional stage (see Wilkomirski 1995). Whether this is a case of deliberate forgery 
or “false memory”,2 has yet to be sorted out. Another example is the two Span-
ish men who incorporated concentration camp imprisonments into their biogra-
phies. Enric M. declared himself a survivor of Flossenbürg, while Antonio P. M. 
claimed to be a former Mauthausen inmate. Actually, neither of them had ever 
been an inmate of a National Socialist concentration camp.3 Interestingly, one of 
them, Marco, served as President of “Amical de Barcelona” for many years, being 
an important representative of former concentration camp prisoners. 

These are but three examples of publicly known biographical forgeries, which 
increasingly lead to the question: What is true of these stories? Who is telling facts 
and who is telling fiction? And where is the dividing line? 

This critical approach to oral history is also backed by recent research find-
ings on memory (supported by brain research). Subsequent experiences and 
memories are superimposed on past experiences, which allows events of a distant 
past fade away and leads to their revaluation and reconfiguration. That means 
that each recollection puts old memories in new contexts, thus, actively reshap-
ing them (see Tschuggnall 2003: 166 passim). Therefore, autobiographical stories 
are “much more closely linked to the real and immediate social situation of the 
 interview than to things one would correlate with historic facts of lives lived” 
(Welzer 2003: 186; translation by the author).

1. Wilkomirski is a pseudonim.

2. False memories are memories that do not reflect real facts. With intense repetition of fictive 
events, over time the latter become indiscernible from “real” events and are believed to be real.

3. Comp. Benito Bermejo and Sandra Checa: Comunicado, <http://www.exilioydeportacion.
com/comunicado.htm> (Communication on 4 July 2006). 
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Such deliberations immediately lead us to the ethical problems of oral history. 
I would like to illustrate a brief theoretical introduction to these problems with 
the following examples. 

I draw on experience based on two oral history projects concerning the Nazi 
concentration camps of Mauthausen and Ravensbrück: The international Mau-
thausen Survivors Documentation Project (MSDP) was a cooperative project of 
the Institute of Conflict Research, the Documentation Centre of Austrian Resis-
tance, and the Ludwig Boltzmann-Institute for Historical Social Sciences with the 
participation of scientists from twenty (language) regions in Europe, USA, and 
Israel (2002–03). In this oral history project, biographical interviews with more 
than 800 survivors of Mauthausen were conducted. The Ravensbrück Project, 
which I worked on with my colleague Helga Amesberger at the Institute of Con-
flict Research in 1998–99, entailed narrative live story interviews with 42 Austrian 
survivors of the women’s concentration camp of Ravensbrück.

In this article, I shall concentrate on the mutual expectations of the oral his-
torian and the eyewitness, to show which problems and opportunities could arise 
from the rapport that is established between them. We find the (sometimes con-
flicting) expectations on three stages: first, the interview setting itself; second, the 
level of interpretation and evaluation of the research results; and third, a possible 
ongoing rapport beyond the given research goal as seen by the scientist. 

It is my hypothesis that the oral historian is not only challenged in many ways 
by the personality and the expectations of the eyewitnesses during the specific 
interview setting, but also, and I underscore this, even more so after this “imme-
diate dialog”, thus possibly creating even more urgent ethical questions. 

The interview with concentration camp survivors

If a person who was persecuted by the NS regime is interviewed around the year 
2000, a period of about 60 years has elapsed between the events and their rendering. 
During this period of time the events were frequently remembered, reshaped, and 
readjusted to life.4 The way these recollections are rendered as autobiographical 

4. This facilitates the transfer from short-term to long-term memory. Tschugnall argues that 
memory research demonstrated, in accordance with modern brain research, that recollections 
are not saved the way they are saved on a PC, and that recollections cannot be retrieved the 
same way at any time and at any place using a specific technology, as had been assumed for a 
long time. The original events have to be permanently repeated (in dialogues or silently). In 
other words, a permanent consolidation of memories is necessary to enable a precise rendering 
of memories. (Tschuggnall 2003: 166 passim)
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reconstructions depends widely on the memory context, which is a context that 
is formed by many aspects. To a large extent, autobiographical stories are linked 
to the present and given present situations (see Welzer 2003). From the many fac-
tors that influence an interview setting, which have to be noted in this context and 
which have been discussed in other contributions (Leh 2000; von Plato 2000; von 
Plato 2002), for example: age, gender, health, education, linguistic competence of 
the interviewees (experienced versus first-time interviewee), I would like to deal 
with only one aspect – the mutual expectations of interviewer and interviewee – 
which I shall also discuss in the second and third section of this article. These 
expectations contribute significantly to the way they see each other and relate to 
each other. The interviewee is pursuing his/her own interests. Otherwise, s/he 
would not be ready to be interviewed, nor would s/he assume a special interest to 
the scientist, who has made the long trip to the interview. The interviewee tries in 
most cases to satisfy this interest by his/her stories.

Focusing on ethical aspects I want to stress that researchers have to be aware 
that by being interviewed, Holocaust or concentration camp survivors might ex-
perience a secondary traumatisation. On the other hand, however, there is no 
reason to be too worried that the interview situation might hurt the feelings of the 
interview partners because the latter wants to be asked, communicate memories, 
and pass down experiences. It is equally hurting not to respond to certain things 
that are communicated, if “offers” to talk about shameful and humiliating experi-
ences are not accepted, met with disbelief, or discarded. 

Secondary traumatisation can also be caused by pushy and badgering ques-
tions, which the interviewee would prefer not to answer. In such cases, the inter-
viewer has to find a balance which places the well-being of the interviewee above 
the researcher’s own “quest for knowledge”, and also above his/her own fear of 
painful stories. This includes responding adequately to signs of overstrain or fa-
tigue in the interviewee. 

Another point I would like to stress is that narrative life story interviews re-
quire precise and intensive preparation from the person conducting them (in 
terms of knowledge of history, social skills, and determination of self-interests). 
A first analysis of interviews with Mauthausen survivors (conducted in the course 
of the Mauthausen Survivors Documentation Project (MSDP)) shows how im-
portant it is for the interviewer to know what to expect from the interview and 
to precisely know where his/her main interests are and to be able to (re)act flex-
ibly in any situation. Possible expectations of the party that ordered the interview 
or of the project context also belong to the demands that should be met by the 
 interviewers. The aim of the MSDP was to conduct biographical interviews and 
to extract not only individual experiences of the persecuted, but also to extract 
historical facts about the Mauthausen concentration camp and its branch camps. 
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These demands probably put some pressure on the interviewers. Some of them 
allowed very little space and time for stories that went beyond the persecutions. 
They did not ask additional questions, yet they did interrupt, pursue their own 
research questions, or simply follow the catalogue of questions, etc. In addition to 
ethical problems this creates, in the end it leads to partially unintelligible inter-
views of little substance. This could not be in the interest of either the interviewee 
or the interviewer. Therefore, such interviews require precise and intensive prepa-
ration on behalf of the interviewer, and an adequate measure of empathy and 
spontaneity during the interview.5 

These results illustrate that it is not always easy to balance the interests of the 
interviewer and interviewee. Tensions can arise if opinions are voiced during the 
interview, which are not shared by the person asking the questions. How should 
one handle statements one does not agree with (for instance, racist or sexist re-
marks)? What is the best way to deal with contradictory or illogical statements? 
Or, for instance, if historical facts or dates are presented that are plainly wrong? 
The MSDP guidelines allowed such issues to be dealt with in the final phase of the 
interview (von Plato 2002: 18). However, the correction of historical facts is sup-
posed to be done during the evaluation of the interview. 

This leads us to the next stage.

Research results: Interpretation and use

During the analysis and interpretation phase we see the tension between the inter-
ests of the interviewer and interviewee. As already shown in the interview section, 
the expectations of interview partners might be partially met or complemented: 
both want life experiences to be communicated, recorded, stored, and handed 
down; but they might also be contradictory in significant points. The interviewee 
expects encouragement, support, and understanding of his/her stories, while the 
interviewer tries to keep his/her critical distance to the interviewee’s logic of hind-
sight interpretation. The interviewee expects an interpretation of his/her meaning 
and also of his/her interpretation, while the analyst might be more interested in 
ruptures and ambivalences in the story. For the interviewee, historic facts are just 
a general framework of his/her recollections, while the scientist might be mainly 

5. MSDP started with an interview training that consisted of a theoretical introduction into 
methodical requirements as well as practical exercises; additionally, the interviewers were 
 provided with a textbook about the Mauthausen KZ complex and a manual for conducting 
biographical interviews. Nevertheless, significant problems in implementing these recommen-
dations could not be avoided. 
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looking for facts and figures, except if s/he is researching the process of remem-
bering as such. 

During his/her scientific work, the historian is required to differentiate these 
two levels of knowledge, which frequently occur in oral history: (1) Do I want to 
obtain knowledge about this person, his or her individuality, social background, 
and the way of remembering, or (2) Am I primarily interested in (main) historic 
events? As already indicated, both areas do not necessarily exclude each other, but 
they must be carefully considered.

Such deliberations lead to some ethical questions: It is of course inadmissible 
for me as a researcher not to contradict incorrect figures; for instance, the number 
of concentration camp victims which has definitely been proven wrong (like the 
often-quoted 92,000 murdered in Ravensbrück). (Deliberately) faked biographi-
cal stories must be rejected; for instance, the concentration camp imprisonments 
of the two Spanish men mentioned in the introduction. But even here it has to 
be considered how such things are to be corrected, especially if they are going to 
be published. And how do we handle extreme experiences of suffering during 
childhood, which are seen through the eyes and minds of children, but cannot 
measure up to the realities of grown-up people or to the scientific knowledge of a 
later period?6 To what extent am I allowed to insist on precise historical facts if, by 
doing so, I destroy the basis of a person’s own identity (as a victim)? If an eyewit-
ness grants me the privilege to scientifically process and publish her memories, 
do I then have the right to disqualify her memories as wrong and (deliberately) 
misleading? Also, what about references to Jewish resistance fighters exclusively 
as Jews who did not see themselves as Jews – not even after 1945 – but who were 
(also) victimized in the Holocaust because of their being Jewish? Am I allowed 
to posthumously publish stories (in the interest of science) that run counter to 
social norms and expectations or evoke feelings of shame (such as experiences of 
rape), or must one respect the private and intimate life of a person beyond death? 
To avoid one-sided and flawed interpretations, caution is mandated for ethical 
reasons in such cases.

Then again, it certainly does not meet the expectations of eyewitnesses if 
audio or video records of their interviews are locked away from the public in 
(semi) private archives of researchers or in some small institutes. Both proce-
dures are likely to hurt the dignity of narrator and to degrade eyewitnesses to 
mere research objects, which can be pulled out from the drawer whenever it is 
deemed appropriate.

6. See Clare Parker’s recollections on Lenzing, a branch camp of Mauthausen (Parker 2006). 
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The art of dialogue beyond (social/historical) research interests

When using the interviews with Austrian survivors of the Ravensbrück concentra-
tion camp as the basis for a study, my colleague Helga Amesberger and I had the 
impression that the expectations of the women interviewed were very high (see 
Amesberger & Halbmayr 2001). On one hand, there was their hope of having their 
biographies published and having the picture presented “correctly”; for instance, 
highlighting solidarity and comradeship among the inmates, especially among the 
political prisoners, or omitting some taboos. On the other hand, we wished to pur-
sue our goal to present a scientifically differentiated analysis and to improve the 
general knowledge of Austrian women in Ravensbrück. In addition, we wanted to 
maintain our ethical standards by not degrading these women to research objects, 
but by respecting their views on their lives as a form of “truth” as well.7

Because of our commitment to eyewitnesses – for several years we have been 
active in the Austrian Camp Association Ravensbrück – we are sometimes faced 
with a certain skepticism by our colleagues from the field of historical science, 
who see this involvement as a form of “taking sides for the victims”, which might 
limit scientific objectivity.

Another experience was exaggerated expectations; for instance, expectations 
for help with applications for compensation and restitution was an area where we 
could not have any influence at all. Some colleagues of the Mauthausen project 
reported that some interviewees asked them to act as caring granddaughters or 
asked them for weekly visits. In such cases, too, interviewers are faced with ex-
pectations that often cannot be met. Both their own and others’ standards and 
expectations create a tense atmosphere within which the researcher must act. 

Conclusion

In this article, I was only able to raise many questions which arise whenever ethi-
cal questions of oral history are discussed. It is impossible to present plain answers 
or clear-cut, general solutions, for the simple reason that there are none. For each 
situation, a new balance must be found. 

The balance between the interests of the oral historian to learn about past 
situations which s/he cannot remember, and the interviewee’s interest to protect 
his/her privacy and personal integrity.

7. This was the reason why we decided to add to our scientific analysis (Amesberger & 
 Halbmayr 2001, volume 1) a volume with the women’s life stories (Amesberger & Halbmayr 
2001, volume 2).
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The balance between perceiving the interviewees as information carriers of 
past experiences, and of perceiving them as acting subjects here and now, who in 
hindsight place, want to place, and have to place past events of their lives into a 
context determined by cause and effect.

The balance between a necessary scepticism toward facts and data of a life 
story, and the recognition, or at least tolerance of, a personal, biographical truth.

The balance between one’s own demand for “siding with the victims” and the 
resulting need for keeping one’s distance and the necessity of such distance. 

Humans who are courageous enough to face memories of past sufferings over 
and over again are valuable for each society, since they help to build bridges be-
tween the past and present and hand down experiences that remind us of past 
events and fill us with hope for the future. I wish to conclude with a quote from 
Aleida Assmann: “Historical research needs memories for assessing significance 
and values. Memories need historical research for verification and correction” 
(Assmann 2006: 51; translation by the author). 

The oral historian does his/her work within this framework of mutual depen-
dency and mutual enrichment. Each research setting (and beyond) raises new 
questions of expectations, responsibilities, and the need for unbiased distance. 
This is exactly what keeps this area of historiography so demanding and alive.
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Life story interviews and  
the “Truth of Memory”
Some aspects of oral history from  
a historico-philosophical perspective

Karin Stögner
Institute of Conflict Research, Vienna, Austria

The interaction between an interviewee and an interviewer in a narrative life 
story interview is a relevant topic in oral history as well as in empirical social 
sciences in general. This relationship seems to be central especially with regard 
to the validity of memories produced in interviews as it affects in various ways 
the narrative and memory alike. The interview situation has immediate influ-
ence onto what is being remembered at all, which memories are being narrated 
and which are not. 
 Following such general considerations concerning the various problems 
of life story interviews this article sheds light upon some questions raised by 
philosophy of history, e.g. how the past becomes a “historic item”. The major 
question addressed is how the present circumstances and conditions shape the 
way the past is narrated and how this has to be considered when dealing with 
life story interviews.

Keywords: philosophy of history, validity of memories, concentration camp 
survivors

Introduction

This article is based on experiences with life story interviews gathered in the 
framework of the Mauthausen Survivors Documentation Project (MSDP), one 
of the largest oral history projects in Europe conducted with survivors of a single 
concentration camp.1 In 2002 and 2003 about 860 life story interviews, most of 

1. The scientific director of the MSDP was Gerhard Botz (Ludwig Boltzmann Institute of So-
cial Scientific History, Vienna; Institute of Contemporary History, University of Vienna), the 
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which lasted several hours, were conducted in 23 different countries by on-site 
interviewers, mostly in Europe, but also in Israel and America. Nearly ten percent 
of the interviews were also videotaped.2 The following considerations represent 
an attempt to situate the experiences made as an interviewer in the MSDP theo-
retically within the framework of some historico-philosophical considerations 
concerning the “truth of memory” and the process of authentication of “historic 
facts”. As the perspective is based on direct experiences from interviews with Aus-
trian concentration camp survivors, it is restricted to the Austrian situation and 
cannot easily be transposed to other countries that took part in the MSDP. 

“Historic event”

The significance of the interaction between interviewees and interviewers in the 
narrative life story interview is an important and widely discussed topic in oral 
history, but also in empirical social research. Especially with regards to the ques-
tion of the validity and the “truth” of memories produced in life story interviews, 
this relationship is of central consideration, as it influences the method of narrat-
ing and hence memory itself. Therefore, the situational context of the interview 
directly affects what is remembered, which memories are narrated and which are 
not, which memories are regarded as important by the interviewee, how the nar-
rative strands of memory are put together, and how they are assembled into an 
overall picture. All of this is highly influenced by the situation in which the inter-
view takes place.

At this stage we are already concerned with a central issue of philosophy of 
history, namely how an event of the past becomes an “historic event” through 
the process of memory. According to the historico-philosophical theses of Walter 
Benjamin, a major representative of German philosophy of history who died in 
1940 while trying to escape the Nazis, the past, and hence to a certain degree 
the construction of historic facts, have to be seen as a constant process which is 

central project management was held by Brigitte Halbmayr and Helga Amesberger (Institute 
of Conflict Research, Vienna), the administrative coordination was taken over by Wolfgang 
 Neugebauer and Christine Schindler (Documentation Archive of the Austrian Resistance, Vi-
enna). As a researcher at the Institute of Conflict Research, I conducted interviews with Aus-
trian survivors and was in charge of the database. This article is a thoroughly revised version 
of Stögner 2008. I would like to thank Helga Amesberger, Gerhard Botz, Brigitte Halbmayr, 
Johannes Höpoltseder, Kobi Kabalek, and Christine Schindler for their advice and critical an-
notations to this text.

2. For a general overview of the MSDP see Botz/Halbmayr/Amesberger 2004; Amesberger/
Botz/Halbmayr 2006. For the videotaped MSDP interviews see Klingenböck 2007.
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eminently shaped by the political, societal, and economic constellations, not so 
much of the past, but of the current society where memory is actually situated. 
Thus, when asking for the “truth of memory”, one always has to keep in mind that 
memory consists of constant actualisations of the past from the perspective of the 
present, which means we have to deal with images of the past being permanently 
reshaped and recollected. Benjamin repeatedly pointed to this very feature of the 
past and to the necessity of reflecting upon the part which the remembered/re-
membering actualisations have in the perception of the historic fact and of iden-
tifying the impact of the present onto memory (cf. Benjamin 2003, 2002a, 1991). 
As for a method to envision the past, he insisted on an approach representing “the 
past in our space, not us in the realm of the past” (Benjamin 1991: 273), meaning 
to represent the past in the context of the present, not the present in the context of 
the past. It is not so much about empathising with the past and looking at it “the 
way it really was” (Benjamin 2003: 391), as one leading German historian of the 
nineteenth century, Leopold von Ranke, defined the primary task of the historian. 
Benjamin, on the contrary, was aware that it is impossible to fulfil this task, yet 
trying it would mean to deny the relationship between the past and the present 
and to take the image of the past – the result of this relationship – uncritically for 
the past itself. Instead, Benjamin claimed a different, political and socio-critical 
way of dealing with the past, which could be described as some sort of receiving, 
rescuing actualisation of the past in the constellations of current society. 

The true image of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image that 
flashes up at the moment of its recognisability, and is never seen again. ‘The truth 
will not run away from us’: this statement by Gottfried Keller indicates exactly 
that point in historicism’s image of history where the image is pierced by histori-
cal materialism. For it is an irretrievable image of the past which threatens to dis-
appear in any present that does not recognize itself as intended in that image. 
 (Benjamin 2003: 391)

Benjamin’s demands concerning the exposure to history prove to be very impor-
tant especially for the sphere of oral history. Here, the moment of the receiving 
present is fundamental, as memory takes place in the “here and now” of the in-
teraction between interviewee and interviewer. Of course, Benjamin developed 
his materialistic approach not for oral history, but actually for dealing with the 
past in general; hence, for what may be called history of facts. Correspondingly, 
it has become standard in most branches of today’s historical research to con-
sider the double construction of the source and the object of history. This means 
that the historic fact is referred to as changing continually and as being (re-)con-
structed discursively, whereby the central role of the recipient(s) is always crucial  
(cf. Welzer et al. 2002: 35). However, the processes of perception and cognition 
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which constitute memory cannot be transposed exclusively into the subjective 
sphere, but have to be viewed dialectically. Some sort of mediation takes place be-
tween the cognitive subject and the object to be recognised, as the historical object 
is never “mute” but imposes itself and thus comes into consideration according to 
its own specificities (cf. Benjamin 2003: 391). It is the mediation between the past 
and the present (the critical historian thereby being the mediator) which makes 
an historic object recognisable, perceptible, and thus able to be experienced. That 
an event or an experience of the past should be capable of being actualised at all 
and passed on to the present where they find some connecting point, implies 
that this event or experience represents a past problem, which has not yet been 
solved in current society and, therefore, recurs, with somehow changed features, 
in the current societal constellations (cf. Benjamin 2002a). This represents Walter 
Benjamin’s socio-critical view which holds the present to a considerable degree 
responsible for the transmission of the past. Thus, whether an historical object, 
event, or experience will be remembered, thus becoming an historic object, or 
whether it will be forgotten depends not only on the cognitive subject, but in a 
decisive way on the time elapsed between the remembered past and the present, 
and on the way the past communicates with the present and the present is capable 
of understanding and experiencing.3 These constellations are most likely to influ-
ence the development of cognitive interests in historians and social scientists, and 
thus have a lasting effect on the way the past is examined and interpreted. This is 
valid for the analysis of memory in general, taking place on the collective as well 
as on the individual level. 

It can be assumed that in a life story interview the memories of the historical 
witness are aimed not so much at the remembered past, but much more at the 
receiving present. This means that memories are not simply a communication 
of the past, but to a high degree the expression of the past in the present. Hence, 

3. Forgetting itself has of course its own dialectic, so that productive forgetting has to be re-
garded as a precondition of memory, as is expressed in Walter Benjamin’s ‘Berlin Childhood 
around 1900’: “We can never entirely recover what has been forgotten. The shock of repos-
session would be so devastating that we would immediately cease to understand our long-
ing.” (Benjamin 2002b: 395; cf. Stögner 2006). If there were not some specific kind of forgetting 
interposed between memory and the remembered experience or event as an intermediating 
instance, the individual would be exposed to the past experience in a very direct way, without 
reflecting distance, still caught in the past and not received in the constellations of the here and 
now. Indeed, the process of transforming the past experience into a narrated memory acquires 
a certain degree of reflected distance on the part of the interviewee to her/his own experiences 
in the past. In case this distance is not or is only insufficiently given, the interviewee is likely to 
still be in a kind of traumatic state. In these cases conducting an interview can be very difficult 
if not impossible. 
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life stories are always filtered by all which has happened between the time of ac-
tual experience and the time of narrating. Events and experiences that have taken 
place between the past event and the moment of remembrance function as dis-
tinctive layers (see von Plato 2002: 20). When interpreting an interview, the his-
torian has to recognise which and how many of these layers have to be permeated 
in order to get access to the past event in question, as these layers themselves are 
an important part of memory and, thus, also constitute an aspect of the remem-
bered event in question. Again, this holds true not only for dealing with life story 
interviews but to a certain degree also for the analysis and interpretation of his-
torical documents and so-called historic facts of any kind. What we get to know 
is an idea of the past deposited in the present according to the historical, social, 
and political constellations of current society, of which historians always have to 
be critical when interpreting the past. As dealing with the past is always situated 
in the present, oral history and the narrative life story interview, if consciously 
handled, provide a possibility to situate memory adequately and to grasp an “ir-
retrievable image of the past” (Benjamin 2003: 391). To reflect on this interaction 
and amalgamation of the past and the present, and to perceive both in their dia-
lectical relationship – instead of instrumentalising the past against the present or 
vice versa – is a central task when it comes to analysing the memories of historical 
witnesses (cf. Rosenthal 1995: 17; 1998; Gahleitner, Pohn-Weidinger 2005).

Interviewing camp survivors

With regard to life story interviews with concentration camp survivors, this dia-
lectical relationship of the past and present – apparent in the politics of remem-
brance in Austria for example – is of particular importance, because the Shoah 
and National Socialism are always directly or indirectly elements of a family’s sto-
ry on the part of both victims and perpetrators and their respective descendants. 
Due to decades of denial, renunciation, and repression of the National Socialist 
past and the feeling of responsibility for this from the part of the Austrian major-
ity, the way of passing on history becomes central. Thereby, (transgenerational) 
transmission of memory is important, as it implies the adoption of the narrated 
stories by the listening part of the interview community. Harald Welzer et al. con-
sequently characterise the interaction between interviewee and interviewer in life 
story interview contexts as a “temporary community of memory” (2002: 35), a 
term which seems to be helpful when considering the impact of the interviewer’s 
presence and the whole interview situation onto memory and the narrated life 
story. An interviewer takes over a mediating function between society and past 
experiences, which may have been held back for a long time and are recollected 
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during the interview. Thus, a “temporary community of memory” is established 
and some form of mutual affiliation and togetherness develops in the course of 
envisioning the past. This implies that in a life story interview the interviewee and 
interviewer construct memory together in a mutual process.

Somehow memory can be seen as a sort of constant translation, namely of the 
past into the present. Simply by expressing experiences verbally and linguistically, 
they are brought into the present due to contemporary use of language which 
sometimes differs considerably from its use in the past. The past comes into cur-
rent life in a transformed and changed shape. We have but translations of the past, 
the “language of the past” being in a continual process, which already begins with 
the initial “coding of the experience” in the past (cf. Goertz 2001; Schacter 1996). 
Nevertheless, concerning language use we are equally confronted with words and 
terms that seem to have outlasted all social and historical change and extend like 
columns from the past directly into the present, thus being immediate witnesses 
of the contexts in which they were initially coined. This is the case with, for exam-
ple, “camp language”, a specific jargon produced in concentration camp contexts, 
which Wolfgang Sofsky describes as follows:

Camp language was direct, terse, and vulgar. There were almost no words to 
designate feelings, nor were there expressions for statements of satisfaction or 
retraction. It was a discourse of naming and address, threat and warning, com-
mand and demand. Other speech acts – such as descriptions, explanations, the 
giving of reasons or permission, and promises – were rendered marginal simply 
as a by-product of prevailing conditions. Camp jargon was a gesticulatory, ab-
breviated code for fleeting contacts, not for encounters and conversations. Its 
tone was often as brusque as its expressions were coarse. In the struggle for space 
and food, one inmate shouted at another, hurling words of rebuke or mockery. A 
friendly word was a rarity, and for that reason it often received special mention in 
prisoners’ testimony. [...] It was an emergency language for an extreme situation. 
 (Sofsky 1997: 57)

As such, words and terms, when used in an interview, seem to give a direct and 
unmediated idea of the concentration camp situation. An adequate and thorough 
interpretation is nonetheless very difficult, as it is not easy to decide how the use 
of “camp language” in an interview is influenced by situations outside of camp.

When we interview a historical witness, we cause him or her to construct a life 
story which has to correspond to at least a minimum of cognitive requirements. 
Mostly this life story has a beginning and an end; and normally some linear devel-
opment is expected, corresponding to the tradition of narrating. But unarticulated 
memory may actually work differently – more intermittingly than linear and by 
images more than words. In an interview these images are transformed into a 
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more or less cohesive picture of the past, which implies that the interviewee has to 
correspond to at least a minimum of specific skills concerning the construction of 
an intelligible narration. However, we do have the possibility to leave space to the 
interviewees to develop their memory and to construct their own stories the way 
they see it. In the MSDP interviews, we asked in an open way and communicated 
to the interviewees that we were interested in their whole life stories, in which 
the specific concentration camp experiences should be situated. Every single de-
tail – which the interviewee her/himself would otherwise have possibly taken for 
irrelevant – was important to us. If the purpose of a life story interview is also to 
collect specific information on life in concentration camps, there could emerge a 
further problem, namely that interviewees somehow expect memory and knowl-
edge on the part of the interviewers. Although the interviewer is certainly familiar 
with the history of the concentration camp system, he/she has to convince the 
interviewee to tell every detail which might seem irrelevant or well known. If the 
interview is also to be intelligible to future generations who might work with the 
memories of the witness, the interviewee has to decode the well-known, the un-
expressed, as well as the implied contents of the life story. 

In order to initiate the narration, our very first question was, for example, 
“Could you please tell me your life story”, followed by an explanation that the 
interviewee could begin wherever he or she wanted to. In order to encourage 
the interviewee to go into detail, we asked in a way which caused interviewees to 
envision certain events and incidents, to describe relatives and friends, but also 
perpetrators and daily routines in the concentration camp. This would also al-
low for some form of intermittent narration, which would be not so linear, and 
thus would correspond more to the way the human mind works. The aim of our 
open approach was to bring the interviewees to unfurl their life stories as far as 
possible on their own and to emphasise the issues which actually were impor-
tant to them. In the beginning these narrative strands corresponded widely to 
structured biographical narratives and were influenced by the anticipations and 
expectations the interviewees had with regard to the interviewers and the respec-
tive focus of the academic interest of the project. So, even if the interviewer acts 
in a verbally and physically reserved, though well-considered way and would not 
actively structure or guide the narrative nor interrupt it, an interview is always an 
active interaction and hence the interview situation is never neutral. The narrative 
is always addressed to the listening part of the interview community as well as to 
the wider public. Therefore, we will never achieve a non-constructed, “authentic” 
grasp of the past in life story interviews, as in the course of narration memory is 
constructed in a mutual process between interviewee and interviewer. But here 
the question of the purpose for which the memory was constructed is decisive. 
In opposition to pure question/reply schemes of other interview methods, the life 
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story interview leaves the agency of constructing the story mostly to the inter-
viewee and thus allows him/her space to keep the arrangement of the narration, 
at least to a certain degree, aloof from hegemonic discourses, which otherwise 
constitute depersonalised master narratives.

Coming back to the question of the truth or validity of memory, our interview-
ing method also allowed for critical questions at the end of the narration. So, if an 
interviewee talked about things or events which the interviewer could not believe, 
or which did not correspond to the known historical facts, the interviewer could 
explore such discrepancies and try to work them up through discussion. In order 
not to interrupt or influence the narrative, critical questions should be asked only 
at the end of the interview. However, the interviewers of the MSDP scarcely made 
use of this possible critical point. This, of course, has quite serious effects on the 
“authentication” of narrated life stories, which has to be understood as a process 
between producers and recipients of the life story, who mutually accept the infor-
mation given in the interview as “true” and “correct” (cf. Botz/Dewald/Prenninger 
2004: 100). Among the authenticating recipients there are not only the interview-
ers directly involved, but also an imagined expert audience and also the public. 
The structure of this variously levelled public also has its impact on the interview 
in different ways: besides the effects on what is remembered, there is also the in-
fluence stemming from the specific way society deals with the past and, hence, 
from collective (non-)memory. So, the missing critical intrusion by the interview-
ers could also be seen as a consequence of the decade-long official and unofficial 
silence concerning the National Socialist past as well as its open denial from the 
part of institutionalised Austrian collective (non-)memory. This obviously imped-
ed an autonomous and critical handling of the life stories and memories of the 
concentration camp survivors as a whole, including those scholars or scientists 
who showed a real and vivid interest in working critically through the past (cf. 
Adorno 2005). Sometimes the recipients’ attitude is loaded by diffuse or concrete 
feelings of guilt, in front of which a critical discussion of the survivors’ narrated 
life stories somehow seems “improper”. Thus, it would be interesting to consider 
whether even those who deal with the National Socialist past on an academic level 
construct borders of speaking through the installation of master narratives, which 
afterwards are only reluctantly discussed critically. Maybe it was some sort of col-
lective paralysis which also left its mark in the MSDP interviews, precisely from 
the reluctance on the part of the interviewers to ask critical questions and to dis-
cuss the survivors’ memories. These considerations may be valid only for the Ger-
man and Austrian context. However, there could also be a general, cross-national 
culturally prevailing mood which is addressed and emphasised by the stories of 
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victims, as critical questions concerning the “truth” and validity of memory are 
also missing in interviews conducted in France, Italy, Israel, or the USA.4

As the effect of the interaction between interviewee and interviewer on the 
way the interviewee remembers cannot be fully prevented, it has to be consciously 
and actively reflected in the interpretative work of the historian. This is also true 
for dealing with other sources of history, which to a certain extent are also pro-
duced and reproduced through interpretation. As for dealing with documents, 
for example, it has to be assumed that the past events the documents refer to 
have already been shaped according to formal and structural rules of language 
and scripture and, even more importantly, according to the situation in the past. 
The document itself is an interpretation of an event, which has to be kept in mind 
when dealing with sources considered “authentic”, reliable, true, and complete, 
as was the case, for example, in the official documents stemming from the Nazi 
perpetrators themselves. Thus, the interpretative work of the (oral) historian is 
always accompanied by the question of reliability. 

Correspondingly, the question of how to deal with so-called “false memory” 
is central, in addition to the problem of who determines what is right or false 
memory. Quite often we are confronted with contradictions within the life stories 
themselves or between the memories and the so-called history of facts. Take, for 
instance, the following example: during an interview a survivor denies that his 
relatives were also persecuted or even murdered; yet, information contradicting 
this was known beforehand either from other interviews conducted when the 
survivor was younger, or by some other sources, such as transport lists of concen-
tration camps. When this very survivor refuses to go further into the matter, the 
question of how to deal with such diverging memories becomes crucial. On the 
one hand, there is the question of protecting the interviewee against, for example, 
denigration from political or racist opponents who could deny the credibility and 
reliability of the survivor’s personality, or the question of restitution and compen-
sation payments which might be influenced by “false memory”. But on the other 
hand “false memories” point to the contextualisation of the past in the present, 
for instance to the position of the present within the narration. The omittance or 
denial of bad experiences may also give a clue to this present situation. However, 
when the process of memory itself shall be analysed, the historic fact may become 
less relevant. We could also be confronted with a narrative intending to cover 

4. Besides this impact of the collective way of dealing with and handling concentration camp 
survivors’ life stories, it is also important to know that the MSDP interviews normally lasted 
several hours and that afterwards a questionnaire had to be filled in; for instance, that the inter-
viewee and interviewer alike were sometimes too exhausted to critically discuss the story told 
in the interview.
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bad experiences or specific events the interviewee cannot or does not want to 
address openly, or which he/she has forgotten. We may also be confronted with 
something the survivor did not live through personally, but which he/she had 
witnessed or heard about, or maybe even a film sequence which the survivor had 
saved as his/her “own” memory in deeper layers of consciousness (cf. Roseman 
1998). In the MSDP interviews we were quite often confronted with narrations 
which seemed to be extremely influenced by well-established master narratives 
concerning everyday life in the concentration camps as well as by public discourse 
(cf. also Ecker 2008). We always have to be critical of such things when interpret-
ing life story interviews and try to find out what “false memories” stand for, what 
they hide, etc. In the end they can tell us a lot about the relationship between the 
past and the present on the individual as well as on the societal level. This does 
not mean that we should give way to a mere subjectivity in the interpretation of 
history, but that oral history provides us the possibility to reflect on so-called “his-
toric facts”, which are also produced and interpreted in the dialectical framework 
of subjectivity and objectivity, but which are generally considered as objective and 
“authentic”. 

According to Benjamin, the task of the historian is to consciously reflect on 
the myth of “objectivity” and to detect the subjective part in the perception of the 
past. By being aware of these problems concerning the process of remembering 
and interpreting the past, oral history is in opposition to the installation of an un-
dialectical and fixed image of the past, and thus corresponds to a major require-
ment in Benjamin’s philosophy of history.
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