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Oral History (english version)

von Andrea Althaus, Linde Apel

1. Introduction

Oral histories are something we encounter almost everywhere, be it on television, the radio or the
internet, in exhibitions, local history events, memorial contexts, classrooms, or projects
investigating historical injustices.[1] Nowadays, trying to teach (and come to terms with)
contemporary history without “eyewitnesses” would be almost inconceivable, especially in
nonacademic contexts. With audiovisual interviews in which individuals describe past experiences

and historical events, we can bring history to life and elicit greater public interest.

While oral history interviews may not be as omnipresent in university lecture halls and
departmental specialties as they are in popular history contexts, their importance for historical
research and teaching has nonetheless increased over the past forty years, with oral history
narratives having proven to be particularly fruitful sources for today’s cultural historians. Oral
histories let us shift the focus from larger systemic structures to the individual participants, with
their subjective perceptions, experiences, interpretations of the world, behavioral patterns and
modes of action. This broadening of perspectives makes the great multiplicity and complexity of
historical realities readily apparent, thereby bolstering cultural history’s critique of attempts to
recount “history” in the singular. And by seeking out individuals and communities that have left no
written materials or have long been marginalized in historiography, we can also answer the call to
include “ordinary people” and to write “history from below,” as propounded by Alltagsgeschichte

(the history of everyday life).[2]

Back when the cultural history turn was gathering strength, it caused an unease among certain
historians, which also manifested as a great skepticism towards orally collected testimonies. As the
literary scholar Alessandro Portelli remarked in 1979, oral history was haunting the halls of
historical studies like a “specter.’[3] But nowadays, the life history interview is rarely rejected out
of hand as a potential historical source. While it might now be used as a matter of course,[4] there
are nonetheless differing views on what oral history actually is. A historical subdiscipline? A

methodology? Just a category of source material? Or is it actually a research field in its own right?

[5]

We will begin our explorations by defining the term, using this as a basis for elucidating the
historical development of oral history before going on to outline its theoretical foundations and
then describing its concrete practice. In the final section, we will look at the archiving, secondary

analysis and digitization of interviews. The main focus here is on oral history in the context of
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historical scholarship. Oral history in other applications, such as in senior care programs, sch¥8(¥
and the media, is often aimed at other goals, such as healing through storytelling or eliciting
audience sympathies, which will not be discussed in depth here. Furthermore, our explorations will
focus on the debates and developments (along with international influences) seen in West

Germany and the reunified country.

Image

Oral History Association: ,Photograph of a unidentified woman typing a
transcription of an audio tape reel”. Photographer:in, date and place unknown.
Quelle: University of North Texas Libraries, UNT Digital Library; crediting

UNT Libraries Special Collections [20.03.2023]
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2. What is Oral History? 4 von 35

Originating in the USA, the term “oral history” has since established itself in the German-speaking
world as an untranslated English expression. In the early 1980s, Lutz Niethammer described the
term as an “unfortunate and ambiguous, yet highly evocative phrase.”[6] To him, translating this
into German was problematic, because the literal translation “miindliche Geschichte,” or other
labels like “diachronic interview” and “historical memory research,” only partially conveyed the
idea of “oral history.” Therefore, he says, it is better to adopt the “name that has been historically
elaborated elsewhere.”[7] But what does this polyvalent, overarching term actually mean?

Oral history is first and foremost a methodological toolkit for asking questions about and
recording historical experiences. The application of this technique results in source materials,
namely audio or video recordings, upon the basis of which history can be written.[8] Oral history is
both a source material category and a research field in its own right. It is characterized by a
particular understanding of history that starts with individual human beings and not with
overarching structures. The historians Julia Obertreis and Anke Stephan put it succinctly: “Oral
history is simultaneously a methodology, a type of source material, and an interdisciplinary
research field."[9]

Inspired by diverse disciplines, including (historical) anthropology, sociology, psychology and
literary studies,[10] this research field is also practiced around the world.[11] Its wide-ranging
interdisciplinarity and internationality has inevitably led to differing emphases, along with diverse
interpretations of what oral history is and should be. Furthermore, having been practiced for at
least eighty years (in Germany about half that long), oral history has been as prone to historical
shifts as any other research field.

For many oral history projects, one basic motivation has been the democratization of
historiography. Lutz Niethammer, head of the first major German oral history project LUSIR
(Lebensgeschichte und Sozialkultur im Ruhrgebiet 1930-1960, or “Life stories and social culture in
the Ruhr region, 1930-1960"), wrote in 1980 that “a democratic future needs a past in which not
only the upper classes are heard.”[12] The LUSIR project considered the interviewees to be equal
partners. With oral history, the production of source materials would be “more cooperative” and
the interpretation of history would be done with “more solidarity.”[13] Even today, oral history is
sometimes referred to as a “movement” towards democratizing the production and writing of

history,[14] pointing to its anchoring in West Germany’s “new social movements” of the 1980s.[15]

In the struggle to democratize the writing of history, it is no accident that oral history in particular
has taken on a key role, since it is uniquely capable of filling in the gaps in written sources that are
often fragmentary and largely told from the perspective of the ruling class. Especially in the early
years of oral history practice in West Germany, interviews were seen as “democratic
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counternarratives from below” whose most important function was to critically question the Yon 3

dominant narrative, which was still heavily influenced by the Nazi regime’s production (and
elimination) of source materials.[16] But it is not only in postdictatorial states that historians have
harnessed oral history’s potential for actively generating source materials that can fill in gaps in
the archival record.[17] In the USA, the oldest line of oral history has been primarily concerned with
documenting the testimonies of political and economic elites - also as a way to fill in gaps in the
sources and to shed more light on political decision-making processes.[18]

Regardless of whether interviewing elite individuals or “ordinary people,” every historian ties their
work to a specific investigative focus. While this focus may be specific to a certain project or
topical area, we can still identify certain trends and commonalities that are shared by different oral
history projects. The lowest common denominator is that these interviews are aimed at uncovering
details about what once was. Unlike the interview projects conducted by social scientists or
cultural studies researchers, those done by historians are always centered on the past. And,
according to Dorothee Wierling, historians cannot and should not be indifferent to “how the
narrated remembrance relates to the past happening or experience.”[19]

How narratives, memories, events, “lived experiences” and “integrated experiences” (two terms
that will be described below) are interrelated, and what value diachronic interviews have as
historical sources,[20] are questions that have weighed on oral history since its inception. However,
the answers to these questions have shifted over time. The initial hope of gathering factual
historical information through interviews soon gave way to a realization that while life history
narratives may not enable direct access to some “definitive” past, they are all the more valuable as
source materials for analyzing the subjective interpretation, appropriation and processing of
history.[21] In the beginning, interviewers tried to conduct interviews in such a way as to exert
minimal influence on the testimony, ostensibly in order to ensure the production of historical
evidence, but nowadays it has become accepted that oral history interviews are actually
“narratives in conversation form.”[22] Dialogality, orality, subjectivity and narrativity, all once seen
as weaknesses of diachronic interviews, are now seen as their strengths.[23] Today, the question is
not only what the interviewee actually says, but also why they said it, and how, and to whom. But
before we delve deeper oral history’s theoretical foundations and nuancing, let us take a brief look
at its historical development.

3. On the History of Oral History

The oral tradition is one of humanity’s oldest cultural practices and has long shaped the writing of
history. But with the professionalization of historical studies through the nineteenth century, oral
narratives lost their significance to the point that the writing of history became reliant almost
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exclusively on written source materials.[24] Although discussions of oral history often start {1t the
oral traditions of ancient Greece and various African cultures, the development of “oral history” as
it is understood in the West today — namely as one based on recorded interviews about the past -
is a twentieth-century phenomenon. This is because its development depended on an important
technological achievement: recording devices and storage media, once expensive, delicate and
unwieldy, had now become affordable, sturdier and easier to use.

One early example of this is the use of magnetic-wire recording in 1946 by Chicago psychologist
David P. Boder, who traveled to displaced-person camps across Europe to interview survivors of
Nazi persecution. These interviews are the first known documents in which the voices of survivors
of Nazi persecution are recorded for posterity in audible form.[25] The development of Holocaust
oral history, which began with this early postwar project and gathered momentum in the 1970s,[26]
greatly shaped how oral history is seen in general, especially among non-academics. Great
prominence was achieved for example by the Shoah Foundation (founded by Steven Spielberg),
which gathered over fifty thousand interviews with survivors of Nazi persecution, recorded from
1994 to 2000.[27] In Germany too, the 1990s saw numerous interviews with survivors of Nazi
persecution, especially through the efforts of researchers from concentration camp memorial sites.
This formed the basis for several publications that set new standards with their methodological
considerations.[28]

But for the early days of oral history, the Holocaust - with the except of the Boder project - did not
yet play a major role. American oral history, which has been pioneering in many regards, can be
roughly divided into two major streams. Firstly, there were interviews with the elites, as mentioned
above. It is in this political history stream that we find the oldest oral history archive, the Columbia
Center for Oral History Research, founded in 1948 by the historian and journalist Allan Nevins, who
is often called the father of oral history.[29] In contrast to the situation in the German-speaking
world, the conducting and collecting of interviews in the USA was primarily done by archives and
libraries.[30] Secondly, US oral historians were also interested in communities that had produced
hardly any written source materials thus far, and had not been protagonists in historiography, such
as formerly enslaved people and indigenous tribes. The goal was - if not to give them their own
voice - to at least let them be heard more.[31] This branch of oral history, which was influenced by
social history, also emerged in the England of the 1970s, where it was closely tied to labor history.
[32]

In non-academic terms, one particularly influential British development was the rise of “history
workshops,” in which laypersons wrote local histories that were both critical and sympathetic. This
new form of historiography was soon taken up in other countries, as seen for example in the
history workshops of West Germany.[33] This interest in making visible the experiences and
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narratives of previously ignored social groups, and in drawing our attention back to things thit"Had
been forgotten, was a central aspect of Alltagsgeschichte, which became established in the 1980s.
[34] In West Germany, the development of oral history was closely tied to Alltagsgeschichte, as
interviews were seen as particularly suited for recording the experiences and sensibilities of
everyday life.[35]

In East Germany, oral history took a rather different trajectory. Historical eyewitnesses with
politically acceptable testimonies became institutionally established and were much heard at
schools, state-run enterprises and memorial sites. At the same time, it was nearly impossible to
critically engage with their testimonies or to question them in any way, especially since state-
regulated eyewitnesses themselves were heavily restricted by political controls.[36] In contrast,
interviews about everyday life were undesirable, requiring an official application and approval
first.[37] And while interviews were certainly a matter of course in the journalistic context, they did
not necessarily result in life history narratives.

Furthermore, any interviews conducted still suffered from a hard economic reality: blank tape was
hard to get. This meant that any interviews recorded still had to be deleted after transcription so
that the tape could be used again.[38] Interviews also played an important role in East Germany’s
Dokumentarliteratur and Protokollliteratur (“documentary literature” and “transcript literature”),
with the corresponding publications being widely read.[39] During the late 1980s, with the
country’s tentative steps towards political and social transformation, it became more and more
possible to voice life stories outside of ideological constraints and political service.[40] The very
particular political constellation of those years also enabled an interview project to be conducted
by West German historians at several locations across East Germany shortly before the fall of the
Berlin Wall.[41]

In West Germany too, oral history gained a foothold much later than in the USA, the UK and other
Western nations. It began with just a few historians who made this method known in West
Germany during the late 1970s, inspired by their contacts with oral historians in other countries;
this also points to the importance of personal cross-border networks for the development of oral
history. Besides Lutz Niethammer, who traveled to the USA in 1975 specifically to familiarize himself
with this research technique,[42] there was also the feminist historian Annemarie Troger. She had
learned about oral history in the early 1970s under the historian and civil rights activist Lawrence
Goodwyn at Duke University in North Carolina. When she began her research work at West Berlin’s
Free University in 1976, she experimented with this technique and conducted one of Germany'’s first
oral history projects.[43]

Annemarie Troger was in close contact with various pioneers of oral history, including Paul
Thompson in England, Laura Passerini in Italy, Ronald Grele in the USA, and Daniel and Isabelle
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Bertaux-Wiame in France, and was on the advisory board at the International Journal of Oraf vo" 3

History. Like Lutz Niethammer, she also took part in the international oral history conferences that
have taken place around the world every two years since 1976, and from which the International
Oral History Association (IOHA) officially emerged in 1996. These international exchanges were
quite important for the early oral historians, especially in the face of the great skepticism and

criticism they met at home—including in West Germany.[44]

Image

Oral History Association (L to R): Sam Tan (University of the Philippines), Ronald J. Grele (colloquium
chairman), Annemarie Troger (Free University of Berlin) and Paul Thompson (University of Essex). Unknown
photographer, ca. 1979-80. Source: University of North Texas Libraries, UNT Digital Library (accessed March 20,

2023)

The relatively late emergence of oral history in West Germany also had to do with the country’s
Nazi past. In denazification proceedings and postwar personal testimonies, memories of the Nazi

period were often distorted by subconscious repression, apologist arguments and even outright
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lies, causing West German historians to reject narrated memories for decades, as seemingly’ ¥o" 3
unreliable sources.[45] It was in 1979, with the Geschichtswettbewerb des Bundesprdsidenten or
“Federal President’s history competition,” that oral history and the history of the everyday received
a strong boost when sympathetic historians began pushing for “the interviewing of
contemporaries” as one possible tool for competition entries, and as a remedy against repressing
and forgetting past experiences.[46]

It was during this period that Germany'’s first major academic oral history undertaking took place:
the aforementioned LUSIR project. Under the leadership of Lutz Niethammer, a new generation of
young left-wing historians set out to interview workers in the industrial Ruhr region about their life
stories. When asking about the Nazi period, the interviewers expected stories of resistance and
oppression, but instead, they mostly heard narratives of consensus and conformity. This
experience of interviewees overturning researchers’ preconceptions was called by Niethammer and
his team the “anti-typecasting shock.” Historical grand narratives of “the working class,” of revolt
and class struggle, fell apart in the face of these interviews, making space for other explanatory
accounts: a history of apolitical life among workers and housewives who had adapted to the
dictatorial system.[47]
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Cover of “Wir kriegen jetzt andere Zeiten”: Auf der Suche nach der Erfahrung des Volkes in nachfaschistischen
Ldndern, edited by Lutz Niethammer and Alexander von Plato, vol. 3 of Lebensgeschichte und Sozialkultur im
Ruhrgebiet (Bonn: J.H.W. Dietz Verlag, 1985).

This project’s grappling with unexpected histories had a lasting impact on the direction of
contemporary history research, not only in terms of content, exposing unknown continuities and
ruptures in German history, but also in terms of methodology, offering fruitful new impulses for
the ongoing development of oral history practices in Germany.[48] LUSIR also had an impact on the
later institutionalization of oral history in West Germany. Detlev Peukert, who had been involved
with the project at the start, went on to found the Workshop of Memory (Werkstatt der Erinnerung)
in 1990, when he was the head of what is now the Research Centre for Contemporary History in
Hamburg.[49]

Among the oral history centers and archives in Germany, the Workshop of Memory is one of the
oldest and largest; another is the German Memory Archive (Archiv Deutsches Gedachtnis, at the
University of Hagen’s Institute for History and Biography), founded in 1993 by Alexander von Plato,
another former team member of the LUSIR project. With connections around the world through the
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IOHA, he and his team have been shaping the discussion of oral history and its methodologie€for
decades, including through their publication of the journal BIOS.[50] Alexander von Plato also
participated in interviews conducted under rather adventurous conditions in East Germany shortly
before the fall of the Berlin Wall.[51] Today, there are several places holding a great many
interviews about life in East Germany and the personal experience of its final upheavals.[52]

The institutions mentioned here, along with others from across the German-speaking world,
maintain frequent contact with each other and are also members of an oral history network that
was founded in 2014.[53] Furthermore, they are collaborating on the building of a unified online
archive at Oral-History.Digital.[54] Recent years have seen more and more domestic cooperative
projects emerging in addition to the field’s broader international exchanges, such as those
cultivated through lively discussions at IOHA conferences and through the Oral History Network of
the European Social Science History Conference. There is always a great deal to discuss, due the
great complexity of oral narratives as a source material.

4. Theoretical Foundations and Dimensions of Interview Analysis

In the ideal model of an oral history interview, a person exists at a particular biographical moment
in their life within a historically specific present and recalls—with a view towards an anticipated
future - their experiences of the past. The person tells of their own experiences and those of
others, expresses opinions and interpretations of the self and the world, and links the individual
episodes through narrative means into a coherent whole. This does not happen in a vacuum but in
the physical presence of another person, who is in turn a biographically, socially and culturally
anchored being. Through their shared conversation, stories about the past are formulated and
images of the self are negotiated, both interactively and performatively.

Furthermore, the things that can be heard and seen on the recording go far beyond the actual
words. Equally meaningful are the tones of voice, speech rhythms, pauses, nonverbal vocalizations,
gestures, facial expressions, and so on. In short, oral history interviews feature an overlapping of
different time layers (past, present and future) and an inextricable mixing of the individual with
the social. The remembered experiences are narratively constructed and represent the visible/
audible expression of a communicative relationship. On top of that, aspects of personal identity
are also being formed and negotiated through the life history narrative. In order to avoid a hasty
equivalence between narrated account and historical incident, or between an individual's remark
and an unchanging identity, oral historians began to search early on for theoretical underpinnings
that would help them better understand the resulting source materials. To do so, they often
borrowed from adjacent disciplines.[55]
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In looking to comprehend the complex interplay between the time of speaking and the tim&B8irg
spoken about, as well as the relationship between the individual and the collective, oral historians
have taken frequent inspiration since the early 1990s from theories of memory developed by
cultural studies and the social sciences. Here, the core insight is that memories are socially and
culturally conditioned, and thus changeable. As individuals move through different social
environments, their memories change accordingly, along with their images and conceptions of the
past.[56] Remembered details recounted in oral history interviews are therefore socially shaped

communicative constructions.

Not only are memories both individual and collective, they are also both backward-looking and
forward-looking. In the recounting, the interviewee draws a connection between the selves of the
present, past and future. In doing so, the individual constructs a self that is always recognized as
“me” despite any physical (or nonphysical) changes over time. The fact that narrative coherence is
sometimes lacking cannot be explored here in depth, but only briefly mentioned. Traumatic
experiences in particular can be hard to integrate into the narrative, resulting in interviews with
discontinuities, gaps and fragmentation.[57] This calling up of the past in the present—beyond its
function in forming identity—also serves to temporalize subjective realities.[58]

The sequencing of events as constructed in an oral history interview always reflects a narrative
structure. Narration can be seen as the main linguistic method for the temporal organization of
experiences. According to the classical Aristotelian definition, narratives have a structure of
beginning, middle and end within which the sequence of events unfolds.[59] The field of
narratology can thus provide interesting theoretical insights for oral history. For example, there is
analytical potential in the idea that the act of narration gives meaning to what has been
experienced. This makes life-history interviews excellent source materials for looking at how
individuals explain their world to themselves and endow historical events with meaning. In doing
so, oral history interviews not only semanticize the past, but also restructure, aestheticize and
fictionalize it. Narrators make use of their culture’s plot paradigms and fill gaps in the chain of
events with creative imagination. They place their remembered experiences into a newly created
temporal sequence while deciding which life episodes they want to present and which they do not.

Nonetheless, life history narratives are generally not substantially fictionalized, let alone pure
fiction.[60] Unlike literary texts, they do claim to address real experiences. They could be described
as “reality narratives” that are both historically based and constructive in nature.[61] This is why
oral historians need to go beyond the what of a narration’s content in order to also consider the
how of its telling, in terms of form, language, narrative structure and personal interactions.

However, the process of historical analysis cannot be satisfied with just looking at a narrative’s
internal workings. For historians, it is also important to track down references outside the text, and
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to ask how the narrated experience relates to the lived one, and to what extent this is 13 von 35

historiographically relevant. For this, it is helpful to take a closer look at the idea of Erfahrung or
“integrated experience.” According to Alfred Schiitz and Thomas Luckmann, an integrated
experience can be defined as an Erlebnis or “lived experience” that has been interpreted by the
self. A lived experience becomes an integrated one when an individual deals with it internally,
placing it in an interpretive framework alongside other integrated experiences. Besides these
personally lived experiences, other reference points for the interview include socially mediated
explanatory accounts such as films and other cultural artifacts.[62] As noted by Ulrike Jureit, an
oral history interview can thus be seen as a “synthesis of experiences” in that it is both individual
and collective and also interweaves the “today” with the “back then."[63]

While it is not possible to analytically disentangle the temporal layering of this experiential
synthesis, we can say that today’s presentations of the past always point back to experiences and
discourses that are not rooted in the present.[64] But these experiences and discourses never exist
as unchanged objects and are accessible only within a subjective framework of appropriation and
interpretation, colored by integrated experience. And this is precisely where the real strengths of
the oral interview lie. According to Alexander von Plato, if we understand oral history as an
“Erfahrungswissenschaft” or “science of integrated experiences,” then this allows us to investigate
“the processing of history and the aftereffects of past experiences on present-day attitudes and
behaviors."[65]

To write oral history as a history of personal experiences and interpretations, it is necessary to
contextualize each audio/video narrative within its biographical, conversational and historical
frameworks. While the biographical specificities and production situation can be analyzed on the
level of the individual interview, pinpointing its historical references requires a comparison with
other sources (such as personal documents, newspaper articles, archival materials, etc.). The
primary aim of such a comparison is not to check the truthfulness of a life history narrative, but to
map out its individuality and subjectivity.[66] In order to better understand how subjective
meaning is constructed, oral historians have been increasingly investigating narrative structures
for some time now.[67] This is because, as described above, oral history interviews present

experiences to us only as narratives.

Another analytical approach that was propounded decades ago, but which is rarely pursued in a
systematic way, is to also utilize the sense of hearing. After all, oral histories are spoken sources,
and thus ones to be heard.[68] The oral aspects in particular, such as tone of voice, dialectical
usages, intonation and nonlinguistic utterances, are significant carriers of meaning. In the case of
video interviews, the same applies to physical expressions and demeanor.[69] Since these cannot
be adequately transcribed (no matter how sophisticated the transcription system), it is the
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recording itself that represents the actual source.[70] This is why we strongly advocate a cld$&°" 3
viewing and listening. Especially with emotional undertones and conversational dynamics, it is
much easier to see/hear these things than to read them. The relationship between the interview’s
participants has a decisive impact on the shaping of the life history narrative, as has now become
general knowledge among historians. According to the widely held consensus, every interview must
be seen as a cooperative endeavor. The “creative role” of the interviewer thus also needs to be
taken into account, as well as the evolving — and possibly reversing - relationship and power
dynamics between the conversation partners over time.[71]

For many years now, the practice of oral history has been accompanied by questions about who
gets to shape the interview and determine its interpretation. Even as early as the LUSIR project,
with its intention that the interviewees act as the empowered subjects of their own stories, there
were attempts at a collaborative historiography. However, the writing of history “from below,” i.e. in
collaboration with the historical actors, proved to be extremely difficult: according to Lutz
Niethammer, it was simply not possible to resolve the tensions between the interviewees’
interpretations and those of historians.[72] In the end, it was generally the interviewer who
ultimately got the last word in the scholarly practice of oral history, in terms of analysis,
interpretation and publication.[73]

It was with the concept of “shared authority” that the push for more collaborative approaches
picked up again in the 1990s. This term was put forward by American oral historian Michael Frisch,
who applied it mainly to the communicative level during the interview situation and to the
subsequent editing of the transcript.[74] The idea of sharing control and authorship has been
taken up many times since then, and with even greater collaborative involvement.[75] But for a
long time, egalitarian cooperative research, with interviewees involved from the initial planning
stage to the final analysis phase, was done mostly in the context of more activist-inspired projects,
which sought to empower marginalized groups by amplifying their voices.[76]

The sharing of authority remains relatively unproblematic as long as the project participants do
not develop conflicting interpretations. However, historians should not relinquish their intellectual
control if historical revisionist, antidemocratic, racist, misogynist or similar interpretations are
being inserted into the writing of history. Furthermore, we cannot sacrifice the core values of the
historian’s work, which include the balanced consideration of different voices and perspectives as
well as the “veto power of the sources” (Reinhart Koselleck). The limits of a shared authority must
therefore be constantly kept in mind and openly stated.

Today, projects based on collaborative history production, whereby interviewers and interviewees
work together on an equal footing and present a shared result, are becoming more common in
academia as well.[77] These are often projects in which interviews and other source materials are
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collected through common effort. More recent research endeavors, especially those concerhing 3>
exile, migration and postcolonial issues, point to new forms of cooperation that go far beyond
traditional understandings of historical research.[78] But projects that strive towards a more open
participation in source production and/or interpretation also need to carefully consider what they
are promising to the participants. Maintaining the basic principles of research ethics, as
formulated by Almut Leh some twenty years ago, is all the more important here. In particular, the
form and limits of the collaborative framework, along with the levels of control, need to be
communicated transparently.[79] Such projects offer a great opportunity for honing the concept of
shared authorship and authority, for example in the context of participative research endeavors;
after all, new theoretical insights in oral history always come from its real-world practice.[80]

Interview situation during the Inclusive Digital Memory Archive (Inklusives Digitales Erinnerungsarchiv, or
IDEA) project, Freiburg 2020/21. Photo: IDEA © https://heridea.de/ (accessed March 20, 2023)

5. Doing Oral History: Practical Field Tips for Conducting Interviews

Oral history is a research practice characterized by differing regional approaches, diverse
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interdisciplinary influences and great methodological variation. There are no fixed rules on h¥iltd
conduct an oral history interview. Between the desire to interview as efficiently as possible (for
example under time pressure) and as productively as possible (for example to build up an archive),
it is the biographical narrative method that has proven most worthwhile. The narrative interview
allows the interviewee to convey what is most important to them while also allowing the
interviewer to pursue specific research questions. Influenced by sociology’s biographical research
work as well as the tradition of folklore studies, this method has been broadened through many
years of experience by historians.[81] Regardless of whether the focus is on a narrowly defined
situation or on drawing out a more comprehensive narrative about the interviewee’s life story, it is
important for the interviewer to encourage a free narrative.[82] Oral history interviews thus arise
from the active interest of a questioning person whose most important skill should be attentive
listening.[83]

Ideally, the narrative interview begins with a question that is open-ended in terms of time and
scope, which elicits a narrative response. As much as possible, this opening narrative should
remain uninterrupted by questions. When the interviewee signals the end of their report, the
interviewer then asks subsequent questions intended to generate further narratives, as a way to
better understand and deepen what has been said so far. Finally come the questions relating to
aspects that have not yet been addressed, and that relate to the research project’s specific focus.
[84] At every stage of the interview, there have to be moments where the interviewer stays silent
for a while, in order to actively listen and give the interviewee a chance to say whatever is
important to them.

It is in the German-speaking world that the method of the life history narrative has become
particularly popular. But here too, we can also profit from the English-speaking world’s insights
into the conducting of interviews, with tips that are both pragmatic and wide-ranging, and that
span from the preparatory phase to the final analysis.[85]

The preparatory phase includes the question of who should be interviewed and why, so that the
project’s intentions can be openly and definitively communicated to the respondent. While
advance research into the interviewee and the historic event’s context are essential, this should
not be used to constrict the narratives during the interview itself. Getting familiar with the
recording equipment before the interview is just as important as settling the question of where
and how the interviews are to be archived after the project is finished. To allow for long-term
archival preservation, the recording should be of high quality. It is also important to prepare a
release form that outlines the relevant usage rights and privacy protections.[86]

It is helpful to keep a research diary during every phase of the interview process, from preparation
and implementation to postproduction and evaluation.[87] Information about the interview’s
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genesis and implementation is indispensable not only for one’s own evaluation process, buf 483>
for a secondary analysis by other scholars. While having a transcription is helpful, it is no
substitute for viewing or listening to the recording, because, as stated above, this is the actual
source material. Last but not least, research ethics must also be kept in mind. This is because
interviews are sensitive materials containing personal data, thus requiring extra protection. One
must therefore be transparent in informing the interviewee about the reason and goal behind the
interview, as well as its future archiving and potential uses. They should also have a chance to
inspect the interview after it is done, with the possibility of restricting access to particular
passages.[88]

6. Archiving, Secondary Analysis and Digitization

For a long time, interviews were seen as the private property of the interviewer, and after the
project’s completion, have rarely been made available as source materials for other researchers.
There were often good reasons for this reluctance: insufficient resources for a proper archiving,
issues left unresolved, missing release forms and poor-quality recordings, in addition to the
interviewer’s own potential desire to avoid outside scrutiny. This problem was further exacerbated
by unclear or nonexistent guidelines for the archiving of interviews. All this led to a serious and
practical consequence: these oral source materials could not be called up for inspection.

On the other hand, there were also early examples of interviews being placed in archives and

made available for use beyond the original interview project, although the source materials might
not have always fulfilled today’s methodological expectations. In many cases, it was only
transcripts of interviews that were archived. This applies to a collection assembled during the early
days of Munich’s Institute for Contemporary History, the “Zeugenschrifttum” (literally “witness
writings”), whose very name pushes orality into the background.[89]

Similarly, at the Research Center for Hamburg’s History from 1933 to 1945 (later the Research Centre
for Contemporary History in Hamburg), the archives hold only transcripts of the interviews
conducted in 1949 with various functionaries and several victims of the Nazi regime.[90] There are
also a few early examples of state archives collecting interviews as well. One is the Huttenberger
Collection at the State Archive of North Rhine-Westphalia, comprising 155 conversations with civil
servants and politicians during the 1960s and 70s.[91] The early 1990s saw the creation of archives
specifically dedicated to interviews, such as the Workshop of Memory (Werkstatt der Erinnerung,
1990, part of the Research Centre for Contemporary History in Hamburg), which began mostly with
the voices of individuals persecuted by the Nazis, as well as the German Memory Archive (Archiv
deutsches Gedachtnis, 1993), which took in the interviews from the LUSIR project. Meanwhile, the
more narrowly focused Archive of Memory (Archiv der Erinnerung, 1995-98) comprises video
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interviews with Holocaust survivors living in Berlin and Brandenburg. Since 1990, the 18 von 33

Documentation Center and Museum on Migration in Germany (Dokumentationszentrum und
Museum Uber die Migration nach Deutschland) has also been collecting personal accounts,

including interviews.

The names of these variously conceived institutions are clear reflections of their historical focus
and commemorative priorities. Interviews were conducted with historiographically marginalized
persons while previously collected materials were professionally archived and made accessible for
subsequent research purposes. With the increasing distance to the events of the Nazi period and
the resulting medialization of the eyewitnesses, people began discovering archived interviews as a
resource for educational efforts, museums and other cultural products such as films. In the new
millennium, it is digitally accessible interview collections that have become increasingly important.
For example, the Center for Digital Systems at Berlin’s Free University has been providing access
since 2006 to interviews addressing Nazism, the Holocaust and other contemporary history topics.
[92]

For a long time, there was little theoretical reflection on how interviews are archived and utilized.
As is so often the case, it was first in the English-speaking world that we saw debates concerning
the significance and consequences of reusing oral history source materials.[93] Joanna Bornat, for
example, gave a concrete example of the ethical problems stemming from secondary analysis: Is it
okay to take interviews on the topic of housework and examine them for racist content if the
female interviewees may not have consented to this particular area of inquiry?[94] One potential
solution would be a release form that permits scholarly investigation beyond the original project;
another would be an anonymization of the sources. With the increasing attention paid to oral
history, the German-speaking world has also seen a growing interest in archived interviews,
thereby putting the spotlight on secondary analysis as a new research strategy needing further
deliberation in terms of inquiry focus, methodology and research ethics.[95]

Here, secondary analysis is to be understood as the analysis of interviews conceived of and
conducted by others, where the original production framework and investigative interests may not
match one’s own. One trailblazing discussion of this was presented by the sociologist Brigitte
Halbmayr, using the example of interviews conducted with female survivors of Mauthausen
Concentration Camp.[96] Meanwhile, debates concerning a seeming disappearance of voices about
the Nazi era and its aftermath inspired historians Julia Paulus and Matthias Frese, with their
regionally focused project on wartime and post-war societies in the period 1938-48, to reflect on
the secondary use of archived interviews.[97]

There have also been many discussions about how historians should deal with the huge number of
interviews collected so far, what experiences they have had in this regard, and what conditions
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need to be met before interviews can be used (in a critically aware manner) by outside partfe&n 3
Here, Almut Leh underlines some basic preconditions: the interviews need to be properly archived
and catalogued so that they can be researched, and they need to be viewable by researchers and
known to them.[98]

Furthermore, when an oral source is to be archived, there is the question of what it will consist of.
In addition to the recording, the interview material should ideally include a transcript as well,
alongside a release form in which the participants specify the recording’s permitted uses. If
possible, there should also be information about the original production framework, which can
help with contextualizing the interview.[99] This might include supplementary notes, for example
on different existing formats (e.g. an original tape or a digitized copy) or transcript versions (e.g.
whether edited, corrected, anonymized, etc.).

Notwithstanding various lesser pitfalls, secondary analysis does offer a great deal of potential.
Narrative interviews can be extremely rich sources. Oral history archives, well-established for a
good many years now, have reduced the barriers to interview analysis endeavors. But like any
other historical source material, they also need to be scrutinized through the lens of source
criticism. Here, several aspects differentiating interviews from other source materials have to be
kept in mind.[100] These relate above all to the interview situation’s particular dynamics, in which
an intense interaction occurs between interviewer and interviewee at a particular moment in time,
producing a dynamic constellation that can be difficult for outsiders to grasp. What at first glance
might seem to be unprofessional behavior by the interviewer needs to be carefully contextualized.
For example, it is important to recognize the state of scholarship back then and the potential limits
to what could openly be said; these also need to be accounted for in the analysis. This is how
secondary analysis is broadening the spotlight to include the interviewers, mostly ignored until
now, with their own investigative interests, styles of communication and ways of seeing the world.
[101]

The use of interviews for secondary analysis in other topical contexts and disciplines has been
strongly affected by accelerating processes of digitization.[102] Analog recordings on outdated
storage media - from magnetic tape to MiniDisc - had long been inaccessible for later users, due to
reasons of conservation and/or practicality. These interviews have now been largely digitized,
which not only enables their easy availability, but also means that these audio/video recordings
can now get the analytical attention they deserve. This accessibility is further enhanced through
online portals. Countless interviews are now available with just a few clicks and can be pieced
together from widely scattered collections into new research samples. Data analysis tools like
ATLAS.ti and MAXQDA are making it easier than ever to analyze interviews in bulk. There are
currently experiments on also using Al to analyze large corpora.[103] Digitization’s revolutionary
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potential underlines once again how the development of oral history practice is strongly sH4p&d*By
technology and media. Since its beginnings, it has always shifted according to new trends and
possibilities in terms of recording, storage and dissemination.[104]

Archival practices are similarly shaped by digital innovations. The aforementioned online portal
Oral-History.Digital, a cooperative project currently under construction, helps repositories and
researchers with the archiving, cataloging and digital dissemination of collected interviews,
thereby setting new standards in this area.[105] As time goes on - and this is anything but a
shortcoming - archived interviews will lose their status as source materials for the writing of
“contemporary” history. Furthermore, when treated as important and preservation-worthy
“research data” - itself a concept that has played only a minor role until now in the
hermeneutically oriented humanities - these archived interviews can come into question not only

for historical researchers, but also for those in other fields of inquiry.

The current great interest in interviews will be further supported by a planned nationwide research
data infrastructure for Germany, which is motivated by both scholarly and economic arguments.
[106] The turning of narrative life-history interviews into audiovisual research data, now much
easier to call up through digital infrastructures, presents both advantages and disadvantages.
Easier availability with savings in both time and money is one advantage; improved collaboration
in terms of shared access and discussion is another. This also makes it easier to combine different
interview collections and to analyze these with a new investigative lens. But, among the
concomitant challenges, there is the potential question of what it could mean if samples of almost
unlimited size can now be assembled. Does easier access to large numbers of preexisting
interviews make it harder to limit the number of sources included? Will the increasing ease of
software-assisted analysis lead to a greater emphasis on quantitative analysis? There are many
questions about source criticism in the digital age that have yet to be resolved.

From a research perspective, we need to ask what this standardized digital corpus, nearly limitless
in size, will do to the interview as a unique and “unruly” source material. Will it be robbed of its
potential for vexing and contradicting the accepted narratives of the past? Will a bulk analysis of
interview data necessarily result in an unacceptable decontextualization of “wayward” narratives,
erasing their specificities in terms of history, biography, conversational situation and audible/
visible characteristics? An oral history practice that accounts for all these contextual details can be
very fruitful, but it also means a lot of work. Fortunately, there are many who remain undeterred
and are committed to working with a method that demands a certain “extra” from the researcher,
in terms of theoretical reflection, social dexterity, and - that rarest of commodities — time.
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Server of the Internet Archive in San Francisco. Photographer: Jason Scott, 2013. Source: Flickr. License: CC BY
2.0 (accessed March 20, 2023)

7. Looking Ahead

Oral history has long since arrived in the mainstream of the historical sciences. What was formerly
viewed with skepticism, a method whose proponents were taken only somewhat seriously by other
scholars, has now become a vital and integral component of contemporary history research. Where
it was once difficult to argue for the use of oral sources, the opposite can sometimes hold true
today. Nowadays, if a contemporary history research project ignores the voices of those who were
there, it is asking for criticism. According to the new imperative: if eyewitnesses are available, they
have to be interviewed. While a welcome development, there are also risks here - especially if
there is only a passing awareness of the decades of developments in oral history, with its many

refinements and insights in both theory and methodology.

As both a method and a research field in its own right, oral history ultimately remains very time-
consuming and can be meaningfully applied only if the investigation aims above all at the

interviewees’ own interpretations of the self, the world and the past, and/or at analyzing their
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experiences. Understood as a particular way of seeing and approaching history, it allows ugtger 3
leverage oral sources in researching the most diverse array of subject matters, going far beyond
“traditional” oral history topics (for example, the Nazi period or the everyday history of “ordinary
people,” as frequently studied in Germany). The occasionally highlighted fears that later
generations, whose life experiences are marked more by prosperity and progress than by
dictatorship and violence, might have nothing historiographically significant to recount, can be
quickly dispelled[107] - quite apart from the fact that experiences of war, violence and pandemics
are certainly not restricted to the first half of the twentieth century. Current topics being
intensively researched today through oral history include migration history and postcolonial
studies, as well as the histories of gender and sexuality. Similarly important in the current practice
of historical research are projects examining historical injustices like the abuse experienced in
Catholic and Protestant church settings, at residential schools and in other situations of coercive

“care”

After decades of archival accumulation, the temporal horizons are also shifting: even if the
eyewitnesses themselves have died, their narratives still remain available to us. This means that
oral history research can also be practiced beyond the epoch of the currently living. And for some
time now, the field of oral history has been also historicizing itself in an inspiring way.[108] With
the reappraisal of archived interviews, more scrutiny has been turning to the interviewers
themselves. Their questions, their investigative interests and their conversational comments are
being analyzed within their historiographic context, which also helps us write a history of science
and a history of knowledge for the field of oral history. The outlook for the future of oral history is
therefore quite encouraging, with its methodological and topical diversity ensuring that it remains
a lively and disputatious research field.

Translated from German by Wayne Yung.
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Tagungsbericht,” uploaded to H-Soz-Kult on June 25, 2021, https://www.hsozkult.de/
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and many other countries.
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