

[image: cover]






Around the Globe

Rethinking Oral History with Its Protagonists

Miroslav Vaněk

Karolinum







[image: img]

Around the Globe
Rethinking Oral History with Its Protagonists

Miroslav Vaněk



Reviewed by:
PhDr. Pavel Urbášek
PhDr. Pavel Mücke, Ph.D.

This publication was created as part of the following project:
Czech Society during the “Normalization” and Transformation Period:
Biographical Narratives (GA CZ Reg. No. P410/11/1352).

Published by Charles University in Prague, Karolinum Press
www.karolinum.cz
ebooks@karolinum.cz
Edited by Petra Bílková and Martina Pranić
First edition in English

© Charles University in Prague, 2013
Text © Miroslav Vaněk, 2013
Translation of preface and afterword © Daniel Morgan, 2013
Photography © Miroslav Vaněk, Alessandro Portelli, 2013

ISBN 978-80-246-2226-2
ISBN 978-80-246-2374-0 (online: pdf)
ISBN 978-80-246-3055-7 (ePub)
ISBN 978-80-246-3056-4 (Kindle)









Acknowledgements

I would like to thank all those narrators and oral historians, who found the time to be interviewed during hectic international conferences and at other times and thus helped to create this book. I would also like to thank all my colleagues at the Oral History Center of the Academy of Science of the Czech Republic’s Institute of Contemporary History for their invaluable consultation, and especially Lenka Krátká for her preparation of all necessary materials and editing work on the interviews.

Miroslav Vaněk







[image: img]


[image: img]




    
    
      
      
        Content

      
      
        
          	
            Cover Page
          

          	
            Title Page
          

          	
            Copyright Page
          

          	
            Acknowledgements
          

          	
            Content
          

          	
            1/ Preface
          

          	
            2/ The reason for a book of interviews
            
              	
                Researchers in the role of narrators
              

              	
                Spheres of research
              

              	
                How did the interviews continue?
              

            

          

          	
            3/ A book of interviews
            
              	
                Rina Benmayor
              

              	
                David King Dunaway
              

              	
                Alexander Freund
              

              	
                Ronald Grele
              

              	
                Daniela Koleva
              

              	
                Elizabeth Millwood
              

              	
                Charles T. Morrissey
              

              	
                Robert Perks
              

              	
                Alexander von Plato
              

              	
                Alessandro Portelli
              

              	
                Donald A. Ritchie
              

              	
                Alistair Thomson
              

              	
                Paul Thompson
              

            

          

          	
            4/ Rules and ethics of oral historical research must be respected
          

          	
            Bibliography
          

        

      
      
        
          
            1/ Preface
          
        

        
          
            2/ The reason for a book of interviews
          
        

        
          Researchers in the role of narrators
        

        
          Spheres of research
        

        
          How did the interviews continue?
        

        
          
            3/ A book of interviews
          
        

        
          Rina Benmayor
        

        
          David King Dunaway
        

        
          Alexander Freund
        

        
          Ronald Grele
        

        
          Daniela Koleva
        

        
          Elizabeth Millwood
        

        
          Charles T. Morrissey
        

        
          Robert Perks
        

        
          Alexander von Plato
        

        
          Alessandro Portelli
        

        
          Donald A. Ritchie
        

        
          Alistair Thomson
        

        
          Paul Thompson
        

        
          
            4/ Rules and ethics of oral historical research must be respected
          
        

        
          
            Bibliography
          
        

      

      
        
          	
            1
          

          	
            2
          

          	
            5
          

          	
            6
          

          	
            7
          

          	
            8
          

          	
            9
          

          	
            10
          

          	
            11
          

          	
            12
          

          	
            13
          

          	
            14
          

          	
            15
          

          	
            16
          

          	
            17
          

          	
            18
          

          	
            19
          

          	
            20
          

          	
            21
          

          	
            22
          

          	
            23
          

          	
            24
          

          	
            25
          

          	
            26
          

          	
            27
          

          	
            28
          

          	
            29
          

          	
            30
          

          	
            31
          

          	
            32
          

          	
            33
          

          	
            34
          

          	
            35
          

          	
            36
          

          	
            37
          

          	
            38
          

          	
            39
          

          	
            40
          

          	
            41
          

          	
            42
          

          	
            43
          

          	
            44
          

          	
            45
          

          	
            46
          

          	
            47
          

          	
            48
          

          	
            49
          

          	
            50
          

          	
            51
          

          	
            52
          

          	
            53
          

          	
            54
          

          	
            55
          

          	
            56
          

          	
            57
          

          	
            58
          

          	
            59
          

          	
            60
          

          	
            61
          

          	
            62
          

          	
            63
          

          	
            64
          

          	
            65
          

          	
            66
          

          	
            67
          

          	
            68
          

          	
            69
          

          	
            70
          

          	
            71
          

          	
            72
          

          	
            73
          

          	
            74
          

          	
            75
          

          	
            76
          

          	
            77
          

          	
            78
          

          	
            79
          

          	
            80
          

          	
            81
          

          	
            82
          

          	
            83
          

          	
            84
          

          	
            85
          

          	
            86
          

          	
            87
          

          	
            88
          

          	
            89
          

          	
            90
          

          	
            91
          

          	
            92
          

          	
            93
          

          	
            94
          

          	
            95
          

          	
            96
          

          	
            97
          

          	
            98
          

          	
            99
          

          	
            100
          

          	
            101
          

          	
            102
          

          	
            103
          

          	
            104
          

          	
            105
          

          	
            106
          

          	
            107
          

          	
            108
          

          	
            109
          

          	
            110
          

          	
            111
          

          	
            112
          

          	
            113
          

          	
            114
          

          	
            115
          

          	
            116
          

          	
            117
          

          	
            118
          

          	
            119
          

          	
            120
          

          	
            121
          

          	
            122
          

          	
            123
          

          	
            124
          

          	
            125
          

          	
            126
          

          	
            127
          

          	
            128
          

          	
            129
          

          	
            130
          

          	
            131
          

          	
            132
          

          	
            133
          

          	
            134
          

          	
            135
          

          	
            136
          

          	
            137
          

          	
            138
          

          	
            139
          

          	
            140
          

          	
            141
          

          	
            142
          

          	
            143
          

          	
            144
          

          	
            145
          

          	
            146
          

          	
            147
          

          	
            148
          

          	
            149
          

          	
            150
          

          	
            151
          

          	
            152
          

          	
            153
          

          	
            154
          

          	
            155
          

          	
            156
          

          	
            157
          

          	
            158
          

          	
            159
          

          	
            160
          

          	
            161
          

          	
            162
          

          	
            163
          

          	
            164
          

          	
            165
          

          	
            166
          

          	
            167
          

          	
            168
          

          	
            169
          

          	
            170
          

          	
            171
          

          	
            172
          

        

      
      
        
          	
            Cover Page
          

          	
            Begin Reading
          

          	
            Copyright Page
          

          	
            Acknowledgements
          

          	
            Content
          

          	
            Bibliography
          

        

      
    
  



1/ Preface

The publication On Oral History with Its Founders and Protagonists1 was an initial attempt to introduce to the Czech public important international figures in the field of oral history, including their personal recollections and, above all, their views reflecting upon fundamental theoretical-methodological questions in our field. The decision to publish interviews with those who stood at the starting point of oral history’s modern tradition and with those currently influencing this multidisciplinary field on an international scale seemed to me in 2008 to be both inspirational and necessary. I was led to this decision by the undisputable fact that various oral historians from sundry universities and academic institutions on several continents have profoundly influenced the work of Czech oral historians, and in many ways their publications have helped them push through a new (and thus considered “dubious” in the Czech milieu) method. Oral history’s path was completely blocked off during the communist regime and encountered difficulties even after 1989.2 The process of recognizing oral history in the Czech Republic (as in all former Eastern Bloc countries) could be likened to the now legendary postulate

by German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer concerning the three phases of accepting new discoveries and methods by the relevant field or, as the case may be, by society. Oral history too passed through an initial phase of ridicule, a second phase of being violently opposed to, and suddenly emerged in the phase of being accepted as self-evident.

In 2012, the Karolinum publishing house offered to publish the book in English. I wavered on whether to accept this offer or not. On the one hand, I liked the idea that an English version would make the interviews accessible to a broader public. This would certainly be appreciated by my colleagues from countries that experienced circumstances similar to those of the Czech Republic (possibly even other countries as well). On the other hand, I was faced with the task of once again asking the narrators to edit and authorize the English text and knew that this could entail a relatively long process. Yet I was mistaken in this. For the most part my narrators (whom I now dare call my friends) reacted immediately.

Some of the narrators had already nearly forgotten about our interview and were surprised that I had “found” this kind of text. Others, in authorizing the interview, pointed out the increasingly complex issue that oral history embodies, whether we are speaking of questions of a theoretical-methodological, interpretational or ethical nature. It was for these reasons, as well as others that I will mention later, that I decided to take advantage of this renewed communication with my colleagues to broaden the original interviews so that they included responses (this time, however, only in the form of email correspondence) to current questions regarding oral history that I had not considered to be overly important six years ago.3 In my view, this attests to one thing: oral history is in the Czech milieu (though obviously elsewhere too) a dynamically evolving field/method of research.

The focus of this study and the aim of these published interviews is certainly not an attempt to create a partial “history of oral history”,

nor is it an attempt to answer basic theoretical questions that we are presently posing and will only receive possible answers to in the future (e.g. questions regarding the influence of globalization on the development, forms and tasks of oral history or the dilemma of whether oral history should be considered a research method or a scientific field).4 Rather, the objective of this work is to show how internationally prominent researchers, whose work has contributed significantly to the development of oral history, can differ in their views on current and future themes concerning oral history. Yet this heterogeneity of specific views and positions does not divert them from their common goal, which is to develop oral history in historiography and the other social sciences. At the same time, I would like to convey to all my colleagues and, above all, to those studying the humanities an authentic view of the founders and pioneers of oral history. In this spirit, I also hope to inspire them to reflect upon the perspectives and paths that they themselves would like to take if they opt to pursue oral history research.

Just ten years ago I would have considered the chance for me to ask questions to the founders and main protagonists in the field, the very people whom I had known up to that point only through their texts, as more of a fairytale. I still recall the thrill from the first articles and publications written by leading figures in oral history as I literally devoured their ideas on issues in contemporary oral history, its possible crossroads and pitfalls, its future in a globalized world and, finally, its possible use in interdisciplinary research.

Quite a few years have elapsed since that, I dare say fateful (at least for me), meeting when I decided to conduct the interviews (the interviews were conducted in 2007–2008). During that time, several

important events have occurred in Czech oral history as well as in my professional life. If I were to attempt to name the most significant of these, the list would be headed by the major breakthrough that occurred on my trip to the 14th Conference of the International Oral History Association (IOHA) held in Sydney in 2006.5 Just five months after the Australian conference and the enriching discussions I took part in with Robert Perks, Alistair Thomson and Donald Ritchie in Sydney, we founded the Czech Oral History Association (The Oral History Center of the Institute of Contemporary History had already existed since 2000) as a platform to associate oral historians from all over the Czech Republic. Oral history was gradually established at universities, in museums and in a wide variety of archives, as well as by amateurs using the method to document family stories or the history of local organizations.

Even though I was the only Czech and probably the only representative of the former Eastern Bloc in Sydney in 2006, a highly visible (even from an international perspective) 14-member group of Czech oral historians set out for the 15th IOHA conference held in 2008 in Guadalajara, Mexico. Things developed even more rapidly from there, as it was in Mexico that the decision was made to hold the next IOHA conference in Prague (!). The Prague conference then welcomed what may have been the largest turnout in the history of our meetings with oral historians from literally all continents attending (434 papers were accepted6). In Prague I could personally, at least in symbolic gratitude, dedicate the Czech version of the book

On Oral History with Its Founders and Protagonists to all those colleagues who had provided me with an interview. To ensure that things were sufficiently symbolic, I presented the book to them from my position as the newly elected president of the IOHA (I still feel it was rather audacious of me to accept such a responsible position).



1) Vaněk, Miroslav: O orální historii s jejími zakladateli a protagonisty (On Oral History with Its Founders and Protagonists). Prague, The Academy of Science of the Czech Republic’s Institute of Contemporary History 2008.

2) Vaněk, Miroslav: Orální historie ve výzkumu soudobých dějin (Oral History in the Research of Contemporary History). Prague, The Academy of Science of the Czech Republic’s Institute of Contemporary History 2004. Vaněk, Miroslav – Mücke, Pavel – Pelikánová, Hana: Naslouchat hlasům paměti: Teoretické a praktické aspekty orální historie. (Listen to the Voices of Memory: Theoretical and Practical Aspects of Oral History). Prague, The Academy of Science of the Czech Republic’s Institute of Contemporary History 2007. Vaněk, Miroslav – Mücke, Pavel: Třetí strana trojúhelníku. Teorie a praxe orální historie (The Triangle’s Third Side. Theory and Practice in Oral History). Prague, The Faculty of Humanities of Charles University – Prague, The Academy of Science of the Czech Republic’s Institute of Contemporary History 2011.

3) On the other hand, the English version of the publication does not contain parts of the interviews that were edited out for thematic reasons but released on DVD along with the Czech version.

4) Many more qualified individuals have already addressed the history of oral history. See, for instance: Ritchie, Donald A.: Doing Oral History. A Practical Guide. Oxford, Oxford University Press 2003; Sharpless, Rebecca: The History of Oral History. In: Charlton, Thomas Lee – Myers, Lois E. – Sharpless, Rebecca M. (eds.): Handbook of Oral History. Lanham – New York – Toronto – Oxford, Altamira Press 2006, pp. 19–42; Vansina, Jan: Oral Tradition as History. University of Wisconsin Press 1985; Grele, Ronald J. (ed.): Envelopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History. Praeger Publishers 1991; Thompson, Paul: The Voice of the Past: Oral History. Oxford, Oxford University Press 1978.

5) Perhaps the greatest impetus for the development of oral history in the Czech Republic came from, in addition to foreign publications, these international conferences. I consider my participation in the conferences organized – both the Oral History Association (Durham 2000, Providence 2005, Oakland 2007, Denver 2011) and the International Oral History Association (in addition to the aforementioned conferences in Sydney 2006, Guadalajara 2008, Prague 2010 and Buenos Aires 2012) – to be important meetings for me with the international oral history community. Of equal importance in my view were the oral history panel discussions that I had the opportunity to attend as part of the European Social Science History Conference in Berlin (2002), Amsterdam (2006), Lisbon (2008), Ghent (2010) and Glasgow (2012).

6) For the sake of comparison, the following gives the number of papers received at the various conferences: 1996, Gothenburg 164; 1998, Rio de Janeiro 179; 2000, Istanbul 21; 2002, Pietermaritzburg (South Africa) 154; 2002, Rome 302; 2006, Sydney 203; 2008, Guadalajara (Mexico) 361; 2010, Prague 434; 2012, Buenos Aires 250 estimated.




    
      
      
      2/ The reason for a book of interviews

      
        “I believe, and I have said and written many times, that identity doesn’t exist without continuity. However, we can only talk about identity in the case of people who know today what they were doing in the past, who guarantee and have responsibility here also for the things they did elsewhere. That is the reason it is so important to understand and study history, that is why oral history is also very important. I learned from my own experience that if I was to force myself – and if I actually did it – to write memoirs or reflections of what I lived through, it would surely be poor and not very precise in comparison with what it would be possible to pick out of me through oral history. If questions are asked by well-informed and devoted people, cognizant of the context and of all the details, it can happen that the object of their attention starts to recall things they wouldn’t otherwise have remembered or would never have even imagined to be writing about before.”
      

      Václav Havel, 20087

      RESEARCHERS IN THE ROLE OF NARRATORS

      The idea to appeal to my colleagues and prominent figures in the field came about by chance – I would now call it a stroke of luck.8  During my month-long stay in the USA in 2007, I planned on recording both the talks given at the 41st Oral History Association (OHA) Conference in Oakland, California and several interviews in nearby San Francisco with musicians from the “hippies” period (for my project on the influence of Anglo-American rock music on Czech society). I was therefore equipped with audiovisual recording technology. It took two long sleepless nights of contemplation for the idea of a kind of “second” study to take root in my mind: Why not try approaching the “big fish” of the oral history world and ask to interview them, since I was already prepared to interview Carlos Santana, Peter Albin and Barry Melton?

      Another stroke of luck was that the first oral historian I approached with this project was the extremely accommodating David King Dunaway. Not only did he willingly speak of his experiences, but he helped me in the role of “gatekeeper” to contact other pioneers in the field: Ronald Grele and Charles Morrissey. Approaching colleagues I had met in Sydney in 2006 was then no problem. These individuals included Rina Benmayor, Donald Ritchie and Robert Perks. I had originally intended to use the recorded interviews as the basis for an article in a professional periodical, but gradually began to develop a plan to record interviews with other prominent oral historians. The 7th European Social Science History Conference (ESSHC) held in Lisbon in 2008 provided me with the chance to conduct these interviews. Coincidentally, Elizabeth Millwood from the Southern Oral History Program visited Prague in 2007, and so the project included a representative of one of the largest and oldest oral history research centres in the USA.

      It was somewhat more complicated, organizationally speaking, to meet with Paul Thompson, a highly revered figure in the field. Following two months of mutual email and telephone communication, Thompson’s book Voice of the Past that I was holding served as a recognition signal when I waited for this legend in oral history in a London suburb in front of the Genesis cinema. The interview with Paul Thompson led me to the idea to approach another protagonist in the field, the Italian scholar Alessandro Portelli. My learned colleague  Hana Pelikánová was up to the task of recording an interview in Rome with set of questions in Italian.

      The imaginary circle of interviews with prominent oral historians was symbolically closed in Guadalajara, Mexico at the 16th IOHA conference right on the day that the International Oral History Association’s plenary meeting decided that the next international IOHA meeting would take place in Prague. Fittingly, in a symbolic sense, the final narrator was Alistair Thomson – the outgoing president of this international organization.9 Even before that, however, we were able to conduct an interview with the renowned Canadian historian Alexander Freund.

      The selection of the individuals and discussed themes was, for several reasons, given more by the circumstances (possibilities of meeting abroad and the limited time during busy conferences) than by a previously conceived plan.10 It more depended on the generations they belonged to: from the real doyens of oral history (Paul Thompson, Ronald Grele, who began under the guidance of Charles Morrissey), to the representatives of the  older and middle generation who developed oral history in the 1980s, to the representatives of the relatively younger generation, who nevertheless are fully established and proven in their field, or the generation of historians (such as Alexander Freund) that emerged de facto in the late 1980s and early 1990s.11

      Regardless of their age, all the narrators expressed the same interest and enthusiasm for oral history and openness toward new possibilities – both in terms of technology (in recording and preserving interviews) and in the thematic view of the world, whose political and social systems underwent radical changes in the late 1980s and early 90s. A reflection of historical development is interestingly seen in comparing the ideological spectrum of the early research work of the interviewed narrators. For instance, Paul Thompson and Alessandro Portelli, both originally from the “Old World” (continental Europe and Great Britain), claimed that their leftist political convictions led them to oral history. I find it interesting that the terms “right-wing” and “left-wing” are understood differently in civic, democratic societies in which oral history was an expression of leftist beliefs mainly in the sense that it held an interest in people “off the streets”, marginalized by the majority society and neglected in hitherto traditional historical research.

      As Paul Thompson states, oral history’s beginnings in the United States focused on researching the ruling and social elites. This may have provoked an interest and need in its leading researchers to take a look at the other side of the social spectrum and to focus on groups overlooked by historians and ostracized by society. Thompson remembers these early periods as a time when oral historians in America were more like archivists and were “much more interested in great men than ordinary people’s lives, although this has greatly changed since then. So we didn’t get much from their practice and it was really from sociology and anthropology and other social historians that we worked out how to do oral history”.12 Robert Perks  even claims that in Great Britain oral history began to be established in connection with “a radical socialist, feminist movement as part of the social history in the 1960s, but it’s become a very wide church now of activity”. He does add, however, that today when oral history “is being used by many many disciplines so it’s becoming a methodology that is used more widely than we ever anticipated, [ . . . ] there’s also a sense that oral history has sort of lost its radical edge as a political movement and maybe we need to keep an eye on whether we can keep oral history in the forefront of radical change as a social movement”.13

      The historians arriving in the late 1980s and early 1990s from former Eastern Bloc countries, China and Vietnam were a healthy corrective to the aforementioned leftist view of oral history. For instance, Bulgarian Daniela Koleva’s research career was made possible and inspired by the regime changes in 1989 in the former Eastern Bloc countries. The freedom in research that these changes brought also became one of the sources of enthusiasm and positive outlooks to the future.

      Even though the positions of the creators and protagonists of contemporary oral history have often been characterized as leftist, they were mainly radical in the sense that they not only thematically, but also methodologically defied the traditional concept of historical examination and enthusiastically paved their own way for historical research. This perhaps was helped (at least to a certain extent) by the fact that practically all colleagues interviewed had become involved in oral history in their youth (even if in the beginning they may not have even been aware that their type of research fell under the heading of oral history), at the very beginning of their professional development.

      Another factor that should not be overlooked is that almost a third of the oral historians interviewed began their professional specialization in fields other than history. Rina Benmayor, for instance, began her work as an ethnologist collecting Sephardic ballads,  Daniela Koleva studied philosophy and sociology and Alessandro Portelli’s path to oral history started with his law studies and passed through modern philology and literature directly to oral history when he began to collect protest and political songs (often accompanied by singers’ narratives) at the end of the 1960s. Perhaps this too will contribute to an awareness that oral history is open for multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary use and development.

      SPHERES OF RESEARCH

      From the very start of my oral history project it was clear to me that, due to time constraints and the fact that I would not get the chance to have follow-up interviews with the narrators, I would not be able to apply the usual method for recording biographical narrative. I therefore opted for the method of a structured interview that contained five thematic spheres: when and how the interviewees first encountered oral history; what they feel is oral history’s main strength; their take on the criticism and critics of oral history; how they see the future of oral history, and, finally, any possible advice they might pass on to Czech oral historians.

      The first theme (i.e. the first encounter with oral history) interested me from both a professional and personal perspective. What paths and, in particular, what motivation led these people to oral history? Even though their motives vary, some similar traits are evident. Above all, they share a clear activism, at times even radical stances influenced by the social changes of the 1960s and, especially, the events of 1968.14 Another important factor is the interviewees’ own interest in the studied field, especially in new research methods. Robert Perks, who presently heads the British Library Sound Archives, then speaks of very unique and interesting motivation for using oral history: in his case, it was an enchantment with modern technology, especially with audio-technology, that led to his early interest in oral history.

      
      A second, related question that I posed to the narrators concerned the “power” of oral history in historiography and in the other humanities. In this regard, almost all the interviewees mentioned a specific type of information that oral history provides the researcher with and that the historian cannot find in any other sources of information. This is most likely caused by the fact that oral history researchers focus on social classes and individuals that were previously ignored (were not written about) in traditional historical sources, that were marginalized and, in short, were not recorded by traditionally dominant historiography. In the authoritarian regimes these “peripheral groups” were then completely erased “from history”.

      Charles Morrissey, one of the founders of oral history, offers an interesting take on the power of oral history: “There are several powers, one of which is obvious: it lets neglected people, neglected by historians, by historical documentation, get into history. So if history is the story of rich and powerful men, it allows poor women to get into the historical record. Secondly, [ . . . ] when you go into the interview, you can get someone to evoke the context in which the document was created. [ . . . ] With the spoken recollection, which has its frailties – memory plays tricks on all of us – on the other hand, some people can come in and zero in precisely on why something happened the way it did that’s quite contrary than the impression you would get from the paper trail. Those are the two primary ones. I’ll mention the third as a self-satisfaction, really, and that is: every oral historian, by asking questions, is co-creating a record, and that record wouldn’t exist if you didn’t exert the initiative to make it happen. So you’re causing something to exist for the future that would not exist if you didn’t help make it exist. [ . . . ] Basically I’m a doorkeeper; I open doors and let people into history. And that’s very valuable for the future. I’m a historian with a strong sense of the future needs of historical knowledge.”15

      
      Alistair Thomson characterized and structured the power and historical contribution that emerged and developed within the oral history milieu: “So one, it’s about unrecorded stories, two, it’s about memory as a subject as well as a source, and three? Three and four connect, but three is about empowerment and four is about advocacy and I think they’re connected. Three, it was my colleague Joanna Bornat in England who put this pretty well, she said that there was a moment in her oral history career when somebody turned around and said after the interview, ‘Thank you for interviewing me.’ [ . . . ] [S]o I think that on a very personal level the third value of what we are doing is that it makes anybody feel like their story is significant. Both for themselves, and wider. And that connects to what I believe is the fourth value of oral history, which is that just in the same way as it can be empowering for an individual, it can be an empowering thing collectively.”16

      All the interviewees also shared a certain scepticism toward the use of exclusively written sources for their own research. Of high interest here is that none of the interviewed pioneers of oral history ever came out in favour of a single approach to examining the past; all emphasized and emphasize the need for complex and multidisciplinary research. It was accurately expressed by Charles Morrissey: “I was at Berkley, the University of California at Berkley, and, of course, all graduate students in history and related disciplines are taught that you can trust the written word but you cannot trust the spoken word. And I found myself more and more sceptical of the written word in its authenticity, its credibility, in print. And if I went and interviewed somebody, I found there was a story that explained the creation of the document, why it has survived, what significance people have attached to it. And in many cases, the story revised the historian’s sense of what is the significance of this, why does this document exist.”17

      
      Donald Ritchie passes on a similar message to his students when he asks that they take a sceptical approach to all sources (since, for instance, many “memoranda in the government are written not to tell you what happened but to disguise what happened”)18, that they mutually compare and contrast all available sources and even recommends that “if their written sources and your oral sources do not agree, they should not automatically believe that the written source is right”.19 The interviewed oral historians thus expressed the view that was in direct contrast to that attributed to them by their critics, who often give pride of place to written sources over all other sources of information and only consider oral testimony to be a kind of illustration, a second- or even third-rate source.

      At least at the beginning of their professional careers, most of our “Western” colleagues were not spared the disputations with those colleagues-historians, for whom the only valued and credible source is written documentation. One exception is Rina Benmayor, who claims to avoid the debate with sceptics and opponents of oral history since she considers such arguments to be insignificant. Since her work is conducted in an interdepartmental milieu where this debate does not play a role, she does not even encounter this kind of opposition. Robert Perks, on the other hand, pointed out in the interview that oral historians have long been on the defensive, defending oral history against critics who warn of the fallibility, selectiveness and unreliability of memory. Yet oral history has been “firmly” established since the 1980s, thanks in particular to the work of Alessandro Portelli and those historians who began to take notice of subjectivity and the relationship between the present and the past. Perks considers it a specific trait, but not a shortcoming of oral history that the way in which people recount their memories differs from the memories as such, since “people vocalize their stories in a particular way to a particular audience on a particular occasion  representing a particular identity”.20 He sees a difference between memory and narration and points out that if a story is told multiple times over the course of time, it constantly changes. He then considers these observations on the nature of memory and narrative to be especially important in practicing oral history within the context of former communist regimes.21

      Ronald Grele, one of the doyens of oral history, assured us that he never felt the need to excuse or defend his position as an oral historian, even when oral history was on the defensive against “traditional” historiography, or assumed an apologetic position (we have the same experience in the Czech Republic) and tried to convince its opponents of its validity and possibilities. His precisely formulated position against conservative opponents of oral history is very inspirational (conservatives would call it radical). For Grele says that it is the oral historians who “are asking important questions. The problem is their [conservative historiographers’ – comment of author] asking unimportant questions. [ . . . ] The important questions are questions of subjectivity, questions of consciousness, questions of ideology, questions of identity. Those are the important questions. The important questions are not questions of fact; the important questions are not questions of data. The important question is how people live in history, how people create their pasts”.22

      In her position against traditional historians, Daniela Koleva defends oral history by referring to Paul Thompson’s aphoristic quote that “the written document has lost its innocence”.23 In her and Elizabeth Millwood’s view, the “edges” of the methodological conflict should be “smoothed” so that we are equally critical towards written and oral documents and always critically analyze the context in which sources are created. Daniela Koleva adds that, when speaking  of memory, we must not forget the relativity of truth and that “there is no truth with a capital T which is always valid and always the same and to which we are bound to arrive only through rigorous research procedures”.24 Koleva expresses the beliefs also held by other oral historians that oral history will never be and does not strive to be the only privileged source of historical knowledge, whose quality depends, to a considerable extent, on how many different research methods and types of sources it comes from and how many our picture of the past is composed of.25

      Memory, its selectiveness and the process of remembering and forgetting past events obviously relates to the theme of “truthfulness”. A large portion of the interviews was therefore devoted to the theme of memory. Before we take a look at memory in oral history from theoretical positions, let us “listen” to how two prominent oral historians perceive it. Alessandro Portelli does not believe that memory can only get worse in time (a view he considers positivistic and errant), since “[m]emory is not that the facts are there and we can’t help forgetting them. Memory is a continuous work. The facts stay there and you keep going – more or less consciously – transforming the meaning in the course of your life, in the course of time. So what it gives us is precisely what the meaning means, what the past means in our present.”26 Ronald Grele refers directly to Portelli in his contemplations on memory: “If you read Portelli the fascinating part of memory is that people don’t remember things correctly, you know. Why don’t they? What’s going on? What is happening? [ . . . ] What lies were people telling themselves? What world were they imagining? The world of the imagination? Those are the important questions, I think.”27

      
      It was the “excessive” subjectivity of oral history (and thus its “unreliability”) in “competition” with other sources that caused some to reject it. It is true that the information acquired from individual narratives can hardly be perceived through the prism of quantifying gauges used in working with other types of sources. The interviews come from the individual’s past experiences, are influenced by the passage of time and the environment in which they were created, depend on the personal motives of the interviewed, on whom the interview was provided to and many other factors. Therefore, in comparison with other sources, the information obtained in interviews is heavily subjective. We must, however, emphasize that the researcher in oral history does not perceive this attribute to be a disadvantage, but instead sees it as its part and a specific, necessary quality and one of the main reasons why he/she conducts the interviews. It is thus through oral history that the researcher gets new information, findings and views that enrich, expand or corrects his/her hitherto understanding of history. Thanks to the interviewee’s experiences and responses, the researcher has the opportunity to provide an individual dimension (“the humanization of history”) to his historiography.28 This is also why the critics of oral history began to gradually accept oral sources as well. Yet the information acquired from interviews certainly should not, at least in our view of oral history, become a kind of illustrative supplement to supposedly objectifying “great” history.

      The acquisition of “objective facts”, with which the narrator obviously operates in interviews, should not be the main priority of the posed questions and incentive for the narrative, and neither should a heavy emphasis be placed on this (e.g. in the form of judging their “accuracy”, “mistakes” or omissions during the ensuing analysis and interpretation of the interview). Yet this appeal has not been fully embraced, for there undoubtedly are historical themes (and projects derived from them) that focus on this (factographic) complementary part of the interview’s content. These could be themes or events,  about which other “more valid” or “more reliable” types of sources were not preserved or never existed (such as secret conspiratorial meetings “behind closed doors”, many sea or air battles or catastrophes, prisoners in prison-of-war or concentration camps and, more generally, the official and non-official past of authoritarian regimes).

      Oral history’s central interest is to observe a person as a human being by capturing, analyzing and interpreting his verbal and non-verbal communication (e.g. his/her body language or the environment in which the interview is conducted). Since, from an epistemological perspective, all ways of “communicating the past”, despite their pros and cons, are equal (from a written document and sculpture of a prominent statesman, to secret police files and a gramophone record, to a poster or email spam), the strict and often artificially polarized difference between so-called objective and subjective historical sources are done away with.29

      Human subjectivity, which is unique to each of us, to narrators as well as researchers and interpreters (and not only those utilizing oral sources), is aptly documented by a single old legend that shows a different view on reality and the world depending on the life situation at a particular moment. According to this legend, a priest (in some versions he is a sage) asked some men what they were doing at a building site. The first of them said: “I’m making money.” The second answered the same question with: “I’m hewing a stone.” And a third man proudly replied: “I’m building a cathedral!” It is clear that each person has a unique mix of views and attitudes, and that these cannot be unified. Each of us has some part of the three aforementioned men. Yet the moment the question is posed, each of us emphasizes a different aspect of our personality and different motivation in responding. This motivation can then change during the individual’s life depending on external circumstances, social position, health, etc. Clearly, each day is different; sometimes we feel self-contentment, other times disappointment and futility. This is human nature: supremely individual, therefore subjective, and in spite of this, or perhaps because of it, profoundly truthful.

      
      Many interviews held specific views on the individual and collective memory from a historical, psychological and sociological perspective. In the view of Ronald Grele and Alexander von Plato, we should avoid the trap that is often “set” for oral history, in the form of the assertion that human memory can change, and therefore is worthless for historic research. Alexander von Plato points out that we now know that this is a trap, since oral history is not the reconstruction of hard facts and numbers, and its strongest aspect is the interpretation of living or, better yet, “grasped” history. In his view, oral history enables us to trace the continuity of attitudes, opinions, perceptions, consensual elements and their results, which last much longer than the political and social circumstances that transformed them.30 We could use the interviews (and their interpretations) with former communist officials and dissidents31 and, as is proving increasingly the case, with workers during the Normalization (hard-line communist rule during the 1970s) period.32 A somewhat surprising part of all these interviews shows that the views and opinions of the narrators of the aforementioned groups have endured twenty years after a change occurred in the circumstances that helped create and stabilize these opinions.
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