wsppEo e Suop 03 yusreambs st sosodind synuews 1oy odey s soerdoa 03 1dpos
-uen a1 Sunoadxy ‘uondrosuen JO SPOYPOUI 1550 pur mau 10§ 3sanb aip 0} uonuUsYE
9A15590%0 2A13 03 AIesseoouum ST 1 24912q | AyMm uUosear duo ST sEyJ, -doudModxs
a1p £q parepaidde oq £[uo ues —vouejsur 10§ ‘sssodind woossepo 10§ — sidrwsuen
03 paredmoo se ‘sGurpiooat jo Loeoype JusmyIp oY, ‘uoneerdrayw pue soSueyo
sorduuy A{qeaseur s ‘souo Tensia ojur $199(qo [eme swiny ydiosuen oy,
“prom ujods oy Jo UONONMSIP Y} JO IsED
ofoquus e :pekonsap Aremioe axe sodey “A[reuoisengy . Paystqnd e teys sydrosuen
Aquo s1 31 pue ‘sydrosuen oy Uo oM 0] UO 08 e ysoure nq ‘adey papiodat ayy st
JUSTNOOP [eNIOe 31y} 12y JIWPE 0} SUI[IM T8 SIR[OTRS "SODIOS [pI0 STe SIVMOS [E10)

$904n0s [e10 Jo £I[eto Sy,

‘myest A[peogwads
a10pesoy) pue GUerINp A[eomsurnur ST A103sTy IO YoM ur sAes 93 JO WOS
15033ns o3 ydwoene [ readeyp sigp, sy (e 10) 9.mo Kosn[r ue ojur 10 ‘s00INOS
uelM [euopipen 1oy spioddns erowr ojur Ly se0unos aseyy Surmy ‘seppenb
ogwads o Zuroues £q dn pus seomos ero jo Sumpearsao oy pue Sumpea
-Iopum 1 Jng ‘spuewmansuy sane3aadiojur oyads Justagyp axmbour Loy ‘exoprey]:
*(I9I0 S UBY3 I91I9] S[[J $0INOS JO IS UO YOIYA 10) [ UED ouo I A[uc
yorym suonouny ogads pue sonSLIOBIRYD SNOWOUOINE Se [[9A St UOTITUOD JARY
£y ], “aa1snoxe A[enynur 304 1€ $I0MOS [2I0 PUE UNILIM ‘JORJ JO IOJIRW € Sy “J[OSIT
Sunusm jo aanjeu oy o Ajeso sy puelswpun wuol ou om a1eym jurod oy
03 vonEoruMUIIod pue dFendue] Jo uondeotad ano patiosip seyy Fupam Jo ame mo
1BY) J0] ST} 0} ST SPUI[q SPMIRIL ST} ING " [eLID}eUL m:anfOEw pInJj JO SSEWI OfqE]
-[oquooun snosueyuods e £q J1 se o dosms aq [ (3 i Suope Lyeuoner pue)

wiﬁg Juwﬂvmo axe \F:mho Jjo mwumw@ocd ST} 90UO JeY} JB9J € 3( 0} SIS DI ],

1 N nm0>ﬂvmavﬂﬂ-
%n— Vﬁ&u ﬁgﬂ ®>OH=« ) »AwUDﬁrnO %&Owwﬁc— 1m.~0 UN:U Anmwﬂﬁu“ Emﬁu 210w ou TOMUTNWEOO
uaygo opdood roqqe) odoad anq “sBuryz jou st 11 teyy vopou oy Furddoys weas o
lﬁuwg ¢ nm®>~®mE®~1 Nﬁﬁ* vﬂu—Nﬂ MU,E,N QA0 0} TUMO&NTJW e mwﬁumﬁ U,H@nﬁg :%‘AO&ME mdhonn %0
m@M&u-,UNﬂH ,—,NWUW:-.«'HM us ,T:N

MOo[Rq woij, suopdrosep, ssiusip 03 poysna saIjrep

UeI[e}] JO POIUSLIO xzd:o.nm:\_uu:._ pue %:agumzvuﬁ sour oy “poyjqqnday pT “d0URISUL
104 "R m:.u‘:wmi \E 953 Je purmt mhxwom\?m\ﬁ 198 0} JOPIO UI ‘9ARY JOU $I0P I

m—HOMmﬁ—UuUhm ‘L,l.:\(r \AhOu‘mE ﬁﬁ.ﬂ—‘u M:wwh@ﬂﬁu %O um&u :ODﬁ— WNJ MUMmd TOEHQE OJLL “H esn 03
MO PUE ST 1 JEYM PUBISIIPUN OF Fudn woas 2.10§9q 9ZIs 0) UMOP \Qoﬁ.ﬂ [e10 1),
01 PAUBISEY — SILIDAODSIP US[A10], O] JUSIAIISANS O 2 puE IPISINO TIOLf SMIU JO
snomwrdsns sAespe ‘{yrumuwuion [engoopu uerey oy, ‘K10isy [elo jo 1oads

o :Awopece oy Jo STTIVH SHL OSNILNNVH SI WALOAAS <

$91109Y) 0) Surpea] SOLIOWOW

PPIA ueA dry, Sumaap uorFurgse

.E.MO\SuMOOL e
.wO ﬁﬁuN oﬂu Jﬁg n ﬂ@ﬂuﬂwm Tﬁd h@uuuﬁvvmoﬁﬁﬂ .wO Oﬂ,\::o\r ﬁ@&mdﬁu Mﬁuuﬁ e se
31 uodn pooo[ oY “dsourenks w::umu.im ® I2pun ‘ISNOYULIR} PIJOOL-MO]

€€ LNIYIAAI0 AYOLSIH TvH0 SINVIN LVHM

31w dn nys £[3nus “Ajrurey oIng sumued e wodn pouaddey oy ‘axoy
2107 ‘I1aA0ULY AN ;CSmE 91 0} A[qen|eATt 05 ‘010] ?mv:owﬂ Jey) w
YOI ‘SPAIM 19U 210 [Bs pue ‘s1oydng po ey punoy oy mmubs&.
ssordoy 9)rI0A®y ST U0 fyueos »EE:MEE SIE 1oULI0f 91} 10} fuowr Suoure
se $3j00q Fuowre ypnur os o1 30u PIP 194207 ‘$9to1eas0. [eoLIosTy ST

NNANENENK EGQ hﬂﬁﬂm\&ﬁNm AQUW«LLO Nﬁﬁwl\

,'saL10aty 03 Surpeay serrowow u23q 24aey
21213 0g *Surures] jo suesw ou QAR OM L) PUE MOW] J0U Op 2M Jeyy
Mﬁ.:toﬁom mowy| b_wau S %uﬂ g "3 03 Pay JeyM 10 125&%: n
\E\S ‘sem joef o Teym buuaxo oty Jou Leur \Awﬁ :mzos:m muzoﬁwﬁ
s o[doad ur Topwmﬁ; OATY YOI SIOB] ULELIO sowy 03 Jueytoduwy m e
01104 pres ‘ingdjoy stay, gt st ‘Mydioy A[yme 3, usp ey, Amoﬁum:woww dn
opeut oa Loty YOTY4 31 10J uonn[os oy 03 a4 Loy ‘spaeaoge swn Suop
® 31 IN0qe Y[©} 03 awoo Ao usym sty pue, ‘1A "SIy pres .».mu?

o ) 'L0T-96 dd
¢L "OU “L86T ‘jeuinopr doysyiop Aiogsiy up Adoisiy jeso o saneinoad ayy ug,
Se pajulidal ‘09— G *dd ‘€T “joA ‘6/6T “(Rjea1 ‘oueln) osBBepy ouwitdd ul paseadde
";3/eJ0 BLI0JS Bjjap ©}oUYI190ds BJINS, ‘UOISIBA 3SIY W ‘pPantasal SO |1y oA
MIN JO RISIanIUN 0383S T66T © SSald JMOA MIN J0 AYiSIBAILN 33e1S By} /|j|epiod
oJpuessaly Aq £103siH e uf Bujueayy pue wiio4 $91401S 3t pue .:\Emmx..w 16in7
40 Y1Bag aY ] Woly uoissiuuad Ag pajuliday BWOY 4O AYsAenlun By} e w\_:um\_&j
UBDLIBWY Ul 4iey) e spjoy |[|a}iod 0puessaly ‘Wajqo4d ' uey) soyjed 8\_:8.9_
© 'SISSaUNRIM Se URy} Jayyed syibuass se Ppa4opIsuod aq pinoys — aamaileiul pue
AOMaIAIRUL Usamiag diysuoriead ayp pue ‘Alowaw 40 ALj1gipaJo Em‘at_m, ayp .\b_>_
-193[Qns ‘waoy sa)zesteu ‘Ajyelo — SAUBIIIP AI03SiY Jedo sdjew Jeym, u.mﬁ m:_:m.\_m.
g uo-peay sopLo s,A101s1Y R0 pabus ©UYD ‘66T Ul paysiignd sy \w_u:\_mw_c.r

INIE3441Q
AJOLSIH TVH0 SINVIN LYHM

1133404 oJpuessajy

€ 191deyy




Y)EVELOPMENTS

r literary criticism on translations. The most literal translation is
, and a truly faithful translation always implies a certain amount
ime may be true for transcription of oral sources.

[ the orality of oral sources has a direct bearing on interpretative
spect which is usually stressed is origin: oral sources give us
lliterate people or social groups whose written history is either
I. Another aspect concerns content: the daily life and material
ple and groups. However, these are not specific to oral sources.
or instance, have the same origin and content, but are written.
, many oral history projects have collected interviews with
sroups who use writing, and have been concerned with topics
the standard written archival material. Therefore, origin and
cient to distinguish oral sources from the range of sources used
eneral; thus, many theories of oral history are, in fact, theories
\ whole.?

“a distinguishing factor, we must therefore turn in the first place
nced repeat here that writing represents language almost exclu-
egmentary traits (graphemes, syllables, words, and sentences).
composed of another set of traits, which cannot be contained
ent but which are also bearers of meaning. The tone and volume
n of popular speech carry implicit meaning and social connota-
reproducible in writing — unless, and then in inadequate and
m, as musical notation.* The same statement may have quite
ngs, according to the speaker’s intonation, which cannot be
ely in the transcript, but only approximately described in the
ords,

ke the transcript readable, it is usually necessary to insert
which are always the more-or-less arbitrary addition of the
tion indicates pauses distributed according to grammatical
a conventional place, meaning, and length, These hardly ever
thms and pauses of the speaking subject, and therefore end up
within grammatical and logical rules which it does not neces-
act length and position of the pause has an important function
of the meaning of speech. Regular grammatical pauses tend to
around a basically expository and referential pattern, whereas
ngth and position accentuate the emotional content, and very
s recall the style of epic narratives, Many narrators switch from
0 another within the same interview, as their attitude toward
iscussion changes. Of course, this can only be perceived by
ling.

an be made concerning the velocity of speech and its changes

. There are no fixed interpretative rules: slowing down may
is as well as greater difficulty, and acceleration may show a
tain points, as well as a greater familiarity or ease. In all cases,
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This is not a question of philological purity. %H.&g which cannot vw Hoos.mmﬁom
within segments are the site (not exclusive, but very 5%9..&:3 .ow omeMpUm bE.E.nEM
functions: they reveal the narrators’ emotions, their @mw.ﬁn%msoz E e MWOH% an
the way the story affected them. This often involves ﬁn;:mm.m which spe :G.m .-MM%
not be able (or willing) to express otherwise, or elements s&.por are not fu W wi oﬂ
their control. By abolishing these traits, we flatten the maoﬁ._osm_ content o Mﬂuop.n ]
down to the supposed equanimity and objectivity of the written moocam.:.n. M is
even more true when folk informants are involved: _”r.mu\ EwM be poor H.B M_ooﬂ u-
lary but are often richer in range of tone, volume and intonation Hrmw.s:nw_ ¢-class
speakers who have learned to imitatc in speech the monotone of writing.

Oral history as narrative

Oral historical sources are narrative sources, Therefore the analysis of oral Emﬂwg
materials must avail itself of some of the gencral categories n_.m<m_m.%mm WM smwwm.ﬂﬁu
theory in literature and folklore. This is as true of testimony given in free interviews
as of the more formally organized materials of folklore. o h .

For example, some narratives contain substantial shifts in the .<&ooﬁm QMU
narration, that is, in the ratio between the duration of the cvents described and the
duration of the narration. An informant may recount in a few words mu%wdmwnmm
which lasted a long time, or dwell at length on brief episodes. Hrw.ﬁw omnEmﬂ.osw
are significant, although we cannot establish a .mﬁ.ﬂmwm_ norm of interpretation:
dwelling on an episode may be a way of stressing its :.5—518:8. but also a mﬁ.mﬁ.m@
to distract attentions from other more delicate points. In mﬂ cases, there is a
relationship between the velocity of the narrative and the meaning of the quw_“oﬂm
The same can be said of other categories among those o_mvm.uwm:“m& by Gérar
Genette, such as ‘distance’ or ‘perspective’, which define the position of the narrator

6

ﬁoémmﬁw.“_rmwowhww from nonhegemonic classes are linked to the tradition .Om ﬂrn. folk
narrative. In this tradition distinctions between narrative genres .E.m perceived arm,m_.ﬁ
ently than in the written tradition of the educated classes. This 5, true o_m the mgn.dn
distinction between ‘factual’ and ‘artistic’ narratives, _umﬁamhnw_ events’ and feeling
or imagination. While the perception of an account as ‘true’ is relevant Mm Es_nr M
legend as to personal experience and historical memory, ﬁ.rﬁ.m are no &odﬁw QOM_
genres specifically destined to transmit historical Emo.ﬂgmcosw historic Hu mon cal,
and legendary narratives often become nextrieably Eim&. up.’ The result Emsmﬂ_ﬂmun
tives in which the boundary between what takes place outside the Smﬁ.mﬁomw and wha
happens inside, between what concerns the E&ﬁ.m:& and what concerns M mm.“.% “
may become more elusive than in established written genres, so that persona
may coincide with shared ‘imagination’. o .

Each of these Factors can be revealed by formal and stylistic factors, The greater
or lesser presence of formalized materials Qﬂoéwvwv mowmm_ mo.H.EEm.m. m:&. H.@Hm“
types) may measure the mmmw.mm, in which a nou_.mng_m viewpoint mﬁmﬁ.sa in
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on reproductions, or literary criticism on translations, The most literal translation is
hardly ever the best, and a truly faithful translation always implies a certain amount
of invention. The same may be true for transcription of oral sources.

The disregard of the orality of oral sources has a direct bearing on interpretative
theory. The first aspect which is usually stressed is origin: oral sources give us
information about illiterate people or social groups whose written history is cither
missing or distorted. Another aspect concerns content: the daily life and material
culture of these people and groups. However, these are not specific to oral sources,
Emigrants’ letters, for instance, have the same origin and content, but are written.
On the other hand, many oral history projects have collected interviews with
members of social groups who use writing, and have been concerned with topics
usually covered by the standard written archival material. Therefore, origin and
content are not sufficient to distinguish oral sources from the range of sources used
by social history in general; thus, many theories of oral history are, in fact, theories
of social history as a whole,’

In the search for a &mmcmﬁmg.dm factor, we must therefore turn in the first place
to form. We hardly need repeat here that writing represents language almost exclu-
sively by means of segmentary traits (graphemes, syllables, words, and sentences).
But language is also composed of another set of traits, which cannot be contained
within a single segment but which are also bearers of meaning. The tone and volume
range and the rhythm of popular speech carry implicit meaning and social connota-
ticns which are not reproducible in writing — unless, and then in inadequate and

hardly accessible form, as musical notation * The same statement may have quite
contradictory meanings, according to the speaker’s intonation, which cannot be
represented objectively in the transcript, but only approximately described in the
transcriber’s own words.

In order to make the transeript readable, it is usually necessary to insert
punctuation marks, which are always the more-or-less mﬂ_&qm@ addition of the
transcriber. Punctuation indicates pauses distributed according to grammatical
rules: each mark has a conventional place, meaning, and length. These hardly ever
coincide with the rhythms and pauses of the speaking subject, and therefore end up
by confining speech within grammatical and logical rules which it does not neces-
sarily follow. The exact length and position of the pause has an important function
in the understanding of the meaning of speech. Regular grammatical pauses tend to
organize what is said around a vmmmnm:% expository and refcrential pattern, whereas
pauses of irregular length and position accentuate the emotional content, and very
heavy rhythmic pauses recall the style of epic narratives, Many narrators switch from
one type of thythm to another within the same interview, as their attitude toward
the subjects under discussion changes. Of course, this
listening, not by reading.

A similar point can be made concerning the velocity of speech and its changes
during the interview. There are no fixed interpretative rules; slowing down may
mean greater emphasis as well as greater difficulty, and acceleration may show a
wish to glide over certain points, as well as a greater mﬁ:.:miq or ease. In all cases,
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t of the narrator or (as when the occurrences of dialect
ed language) the intrusion of collective memory. On the other
age may emerge in a dialect narrative when it deals with
connected with the public sphere, such as politics. Again, this
re or less conscious degree of estrangement, or a process of

‘educated’ form of expression beginning with participation
ly, the dialectization of technical terms may be a sign of the
peech and of the way in which speakers endeavor to broaden
of their culture.

.Em

1akes oral history different, therefore, is that it tells us less
it their meaning. This does not imply that oral history has no
views often reveal unknown events or unknown aspects of
lways cast new light on unexplored areas of the daily life
classes. From this point of view, the only problem posed by
verification (to which I will return in the next section).

1 precious element which oral sources force upon the historian
burces possess in equal measure is the speaker’s subjectivity.
earch is broad and articulated enough, a cross section of the
or class may emerge. Oral sources tell us not just what people
nted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what
lid. Oral sources may not add much to what we know, for
ial cost of a strike to the workers involved, but they tell us a
sychological costs. Borrowing a literary category from the
> might say that oral sources, especially from nonhegemonic
ul integration of other sources as far as the fabula — the logical,
story — goes; but they become unique and necessary because
y in which the story materials are arranged by narrators in
® The organization of the narrative reveals a great deal of the
to their history.

much the business of history as are the more visible ‘facts’.
ve is indeed a historical fact (that is, the fact that they believe
eally happened. When workers in Terni misplace a crucial
(the killing of Luigi Trastulli) frém one date and context to
- cast doubts on the actual chronology, but it does force us
tation of an entire phase of the town’s history. When an old
50 in Terni, dreams up a story about how he almost got the
cverse its strategy after World War II, we do not revise our
itical debates within the Left, but learn the extent of the
ecisions to those rank-and-file activists who had to bury into
ir needs and desires for revolution. When we discover that
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Should we believe oral sources?

Oral sources are credible but with a different credibility. The importance of oral
testimony may lie not in its adherence to fact, but rather in its departure from it,
as imagination, symbolism, and desire emerge. Therefore, there are no ‘false’ oral
sources. Once we have checked their factual credibility with all the established
criteria of philological criticism and factual verification which are required by all
types of sources anyway, the &<mwmm@ of oral history consists in the fact that ‘wrong’
statements are still psychologically “true’ and that this truth may be equally as
important as factually reliable accounts.

Of course, this does not mean that we accept the dominant w;.m_.:&om which
sees factual credibility as a monopoly of written documents. Very often, written
documents are only the uncontrolled transmission of unidentified oral sources (as
in the case of the report on Trastulli’s death, which begins: ‘According to verbal
information taken . ..”). The passage from these oral ‘ur-sources’ to the written
document is often the result of processes which have no scientific credibility and
arc frequently heavy with class bias. In trial records (at least in Italy, where no legal
value is accorded to the tape recorder or shorthand transcripts), what goes on record
is not the words actually spoken by the witnesses, but a summary dictated by the
judge to the clerk. The distortion inherent in such procedure is beyond assessment,
especially when the speakers originally expressed themselves in dialect. Yet, many
historians who turn up their noses at oral sources accept these legal transcripts with
no questions asked. In a lesser measure (thanks to the frequent use of shorthand)
this applies to parliamentary records, minutes of meetings and conventions, and
interviews reported in newspapers: all sources which are legitimately and widely
used in standard historical research.

A by-product of this prejudice is the insistence that oral sources are distant from
events, and therefore undergo the distortion of faulty memory. Indeed, this problem
exists for many written documents, which are usually written some time after
the event to which they refer, and often by nonparticipants. Oral sources might
compensate chronological distance with a much closer personal involvement. While
written memoirs of politicians or labor leaders are usually credited until proven to
be in error, they are as distant from some aspects of the event which they relate
as are many oral history interviews, and only hide their dependence on time by
assuming the immutable form of a ‘text’. On the other hand, oral narrators have
within their culture certain aids to memory. Many stories are told over and over,
or discussed with members of the community; formalized narrative, even meter,
may help preserve a textual version of an event.

In fact, one should not forget that oral informants may also be literate. Tiberio
Ducci, a former leader of the farm workers’ league in Genzano, in the Roman hills,
may be atypical: in addition to remembering his own experience, he bhad also
researched the local archives. But many informants read books and newspapers,
listen to the radio and TV, hear sermons and political speeches, and keep diaries,
letters, clippings, and photograph albums. Orality and writing, for many centuries
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36 CRITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

personal involvement of the narrator or {as when the occurrences of dialect
coincide with formalized language) the intrusion of collective memory, On the other
hand, standard language may ererge in a dialect narrative when it deals with
themes more closely connected with the public sphere, such as politics. Again, this
may mean both a more or less conscious degree of estrangement, or a process of
‘conquest’ of a more ‘educated’ form of expression beginning with participation
in politics.? Conversely, the dialectization of technical terms may be a sign of the
vitality of traditional speech and of the way in which speakers endeavor to broaden
the expressive range of their culture.

Events and meaning

The first thing that makes oral history different, therefore, is that it tells us less
about events than about their meaning. This does not imply that oral history has no
factual validity. Interviews often reveal unknown events or unknown aspects of
known events; they always cast new light on unexplored areas of the daily life
of the nonhegemonic classes. From this point of view, the only problem posed by
oral sources is that of verification (to which T will return in the next section),

But the unique and precious efement which oral sources force upon the historian
and which no other sources possess in equal measure is the speaker’s subjectivity.
II' the approach to research is broad and articulated enough, a cross section of the
subjectivity of a group or class may emerge. Oral sources tell us not just what people
did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were doing, and what
they now think they did. Oral sources may not add much to what we know, for
instance, of the material cost of a strike to the workers involved, but they tell us a
good deal about its psychological costs. Borrowing a literary category from the
Russian formalists, we might say that oral sources, especially from nonhegemonic
groups, are a very useful integration of other sources as far as the  fabula — the logical,
causal sequence of the story — goes; but they become unique and necessary because
of their plot — the way in which the story materials are arranged by narrators in
order to tell the story.” The organization of the narrative reveals a great deal of the
speakers’ relationships to their history.

Subjectivity is as much the business of history as are the more visible ‘facts’.
What informants believe is indeed a historical fact (that is, the fact that they believe
it), as much as what really happened. When workers in Terni misplace a crucial
event of their history (the killing of Luigi Trastulli) from one date and context to
another, this does not cast doubts on the actual chronology, but it does force us
to arrange our interpretation of an entire phase of the town’s history. When an old
rank-and-file leader, also in Terni, dreams up a story about how he almost got the
Communist Party to reverse its strategy after World War II, we do not revise our
reconstructions of political debates within the Left, but learn the extent of the
actual cost of certain decisions to those rank-and-file activists who had to bury into
their subconscious their needs and desires for revolution YWhar won Jie o 3
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historian lies, not so much in their ability to preserve the past, as
ges wrought by memory. These changes reveal the narrators’ mm”oﬁ
f the past and to give a form to their lives, and set the intervi

¢ in their historical context. . e
w.nr may have m:_umcn_:mi_u\ taken place in the narrators’ personal
lousness or in their socio-economic standing, may affect, if not the
g of prior events, at least the valuation and the ,o&oﬁ.uﬁm, of the
ople are reticent, for instance, when it comes to &mmnl_u_.:w illegal

:, such as sabotage. This does not mean that they do not remember

t that there has been a change in their political opinions, personal

r in their party’s line. Acts considered legitimate and even normal
e wmmﬂ may be therefore now viewed as unacceptable and literall

adition. In these cases, the most precicus information may lie H.M
nts hide, and in the fact that they do hide it, rather than HWM what

Ver, narrators are capable of reconstructing their past attitudes
no longer coincide with Present ones. This is the case with the
rkers who admit that violent reprisals against the exccutives
1ass layoffs in 1953 may have been counterproductive, but yet
Teat FQ&@ why they seemed useful and sensible at ﬁrm time %F
nportant oral testimonies of our time, Autobiography of E&_.,&E. X
ribes very vividly how his mind worked before he reached Em,
, and then judges his own past selt by the standards of his present
Ous consciousness. If the interview is conducted skillfully and its
to the narrators, it is not impossible for them to make o distinc-
ent and past self, and to objectify the past self as other than the
Se cases — Malcolm X again is typical — irony is the major narra-
ferent ethical (or political, or religious) and narrative standards
ap, and their tension shapes the telling of the stor

hand, we may also come across narrato .
0 arrested at climactic moments of the

ighters,

rs whose consciousness
ir personal experience:
n.:. war veterans; and perhaps certain student militants
n, ._p.rmmm individuals are wholly absorbed by the totality of the
which they were part, and their account assumes the cadences
c. The distinction between an-ironic or an epic style implies
cen historica) perspectives, which ought to be taken m.ao
- Interpretation of the testimony.

t objective. This of course applies to every source, though the
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of the Nation of Islam which he was trying to project. This illustrates the fact that
the documents of oral history arc always the result of a relationship, of a shared
project in which both the interviewer and the interviewee are involved together, if
not necessarily in harmony. Written documents are fixed; they exist whether we
are aware of them or not, and do not change once we have found them. Oral testi-
mony is only a potential resource until the researcher calls it into existence. The
condition for the existence of the written source is emission; for oral sources, trans-
mission: a difference similar to that described by Roman Jakobson and Piotr
Bogatyrev between the creative processes of folklore and those of literature, !!

The content of the written source is independent of the researcher’s need and
hypotheses; it is a stable text, which we can only interpret. The content of oral
sources, on the other hand, depends largely on what the interviewer puts into it in
terms of questions, dialogue, and personal relationship.

It is the researcher who decides that there will be an interview in the first place.
Researchers often introduce specific distortions: informants tell them what they
believe they want to be told and thus reveal who they think the researcher is. On
the other hand, rigidly structured interviews may exclude elements whose existence
or relevance were previously unknown to the interviewer and not contemplated in
the question schedule. Such interviews tend to confirm the historian’s previous
frame of reference.

The first requirement, therefore, is that the researcher ‘accept’ the informant,
and give priority to what she or he wishes to tell, rather than what the researcher
wants to hear, saving any unanswered questions for later or for another interview.
Communications always work both ways. The interviewees are always, though per-
haps unobtrusively, studying the interviewers who ‘study’ them. Historians might
as well recognize this fact and make the best of its advantages, rather than try to
eliminate it for the sake of an impossible (and perhaps undesirable) neutrality.

The final result of the interview is the product of both the narrator and the
researcher. When interviews, as is often the case, are arranged for publication omit-
ting entirely the interviewer’s voice, a subtle distortion takes place: the text gives
the answers without the questions, giving the impression that a given narrator will
always say the same things, no matter what the circumstances — in other words, the
impression that a speaking person is as stable and repetitive as a written decument.,
When the researcher’s voice is cut out, the narrator’s voice is distorted.,

Oral testimeny, in fact, is never the same twice. This is a characteristic of all
oral communication, but is especially true of relatively unstructured forms, such as
autobiographical or historical statements given in an interview. Even the same inter-
viewer gets different versions from the same narrator at different times. As the two
subjects come to know each other better, the narrator’s “imbmbnm.v may be
attenuated. Class subordination — trying to identify with what the narrator thinks

s interest — may be replaced by more independence or by a better
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sources for the historian lies, not so much in their ability to preserve the past, ag

in the very orm:.mam wrought by memory. These ormsmmm reveal the narrators’ effort
to make sense of the past and to give a form to their lives, and set the interview
and the narrative in their historical context,

Changes which may have mﬁvmmm:mbmu\ taken place in the narrators’ Personal
subjective consciousness or in their socio-economic standing, may affect, if not the
actual recounting of prior events, at lcast the valuation and the ‘coloring’ of the
story. Several people are reticent, for instance, when it comes to describing illegal
forms of struggie, such as sabotage. This does not mean that they do not remember
them clearly, but that there has been a change in their political opinions, personal
circumstances, or in their party’s line. Acts considered legitimate and even normal
Or necessary in the past may be therefore now viewed as unacceptable and _#Q.m:u\
cast out of the tradition. In these cases, the most precious information may lie in

what the informants hide, and in the fact that they do hide it, rather than in what
they rell.

Often, however, narrators are ca

pable of reconstructing their past attitudes
even when they no longer coincide

with present ones. This is the case with the
Terni factory workers who admit that violent reprisals against the exccutives
responsible for mass layoffs in 1953 may have been counterproductive, but yet
reconstruct with great lucidity why they seemed useful and sensible at the time. In
one of the most important oral testimonies of our time, Autobrography of Malcolm X,
the narrator describes very vividly how his mind worked before he reached his
Present awareness, and then judges his own past self by the standards of his present
political and religious consciousness. If the interview is conducted skilltully and its
purposes are clear to the marrators, it is not impossible for them to make a distinc.

tion between present and past self, and to objectify the past self as other than the

present one. In these cases — Malcolm X again is typical — irony is the major narra-
tive mode: two different ethical

(or political, or religious) and narrative standards
interfere and overlap, and their tension shapes the telling of the story.
On the other hand, we may also come a
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Traditional writers of history present themselves usually in the role of what
literary theory would describe as an ‘omniscient narrator’. They give a third-person
account of events of which they were not a part, and which they dominate entirely
and from above (above the consciousness of the participants themselves). They
appear to be impartial and detached, never entering the narrative except to give
comments aside, after the manner of some nineteenth-century novelists. Ora)
history changes the writing of history much as the modern novel transformed the
writing of literary fiction: the most important change is that the narrator is now
pulled into the narrative and becomes a party of the story.

This is not just a grammatical shift from the third to the first person, but a
whole new narrative attitude. The narrator is now one of the characters, and the
telling of the story is part of the story being told. This implicitly indicates a much
deeper political and personal involvement than that of the external narrator. Writing
radical oral history, then, is not a matter of ideology, of subjective sides-taking, or
of choosing one set of sources instead of another. It is, rather, inherent in the
historian’s presence in the story, in the assumption of responsibility which inscribes
her or him in the account and reveals Eﬁoﬂomﬁ%r% as an autonomous act of
narration. Political choices become less visible and vocal, but more basic.

The myth that the historian as a subject might disappear in the objective truth
of working-class sources was part of a view of political militancy as the annihilation
of all subjective roles into that of the full-time activist, and as absorption into an
abstract working class. This resulted in an ironical similarity to the traditional
attitude which saw historians as not subjectively involved in the history which they
were writing. Oral historians appear to yield to other subjects of discourse, but, in
fact, the historian becomes less and less of a ‘go-between’ from the working class
to the reader, and more and more of a protagonist.

In the writing of history, as in literature, the act of focusing on the function
of the narrator causes this function to be fragmented. In a novel such as Joscph
Conrad’s Lord Jim, the character/narrator Marlow can recount only what he himself
has seen and heard; in order to tell the ‘whole story’, he is forced to take several
other ‘informants’ into his tale. The same thing happens to historians working with
oral sources, On explicitly entering the story, historians must allow the sources
to enter the tale with their autonomous discourse,

Oral history has no unified subject; it is told from a multitude of points of view,
and the impartiality traditionally claimed by historians is replaced by the partiality
of the narrator, ‘Partiality’ here stands for both ‘Unfinishedness’ and for ‘taking
sides’; oral history can never be told without taking sides, since the ‘sides’ exist
inside the telling. And, no matter what their personal histories and beliefs may be,
historians and ‘sources’ are hardly ever on the same ‘side’. The oobm.ocﬁmmoﬁ,_oﬁ
their different partialities — confrontation as ‘contlict’, and confrontation as ‘search
for unity’ —is one of the things which make oral history interesting,
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unfinished nature of 2 work in progress. In order to go ﬁrﬁo:mr all the possible oral
sources for the Terni strikes of 1949 to 1953, one ought to interview in depth
several thousand people: any sample would only be as reliable as the mmd%r.bm
methods used, and could never guarantee against leaving out ‘quality’ narrators
whose testimony alone might be worth ten statistically selected ones.

The unfinishedness of oral sources affects all other sources. Given that no
research (concerning a historical time for which living memories are available)
is complete unless it has exhausted oral as well as written sources, and that oral
sources are inexhaustible, the ideal goal of going through ‘all’ possible sources
becomes impossible. Historical work using oral sources is unfinished because of the
nature of the sources; historical work excluding oral sources (where available) {s
incomplete by definition,

Who speaks in oral rmmmoﬁ%w

Oral history is not where the working classes speak for themselves. The contrary
statement, of course, would not be entirely unfounded: the recounting of a strike
through the words and memories of workers rather than those of the police and the
(often unfriendly) press obviously helps (though not automatically) to balance a
distortion implicit in those sources. Oral sources are a necessary (not a sufficient)
condition for a history of the nonhegemonic classes; they are less necessary {though
by no means useless) for the history of the ruling classes, who have had control over
writing and leave behind a much more abundant written record,

Nevertheless, the control of historical discourse remains firmly in the hands of
the historian. It is the historian who selects the people who will be interviewed;
who contributes to the shaping of the testimony by asking the questions and reacting
to the answers; and who gives the testimony its final published shape and context
(if only in terms of montage and transcription). Even accepting that the working
class speaks through oral history, it is clear that the class does not speak in the
abstract, but speaks to the historian, with the historian and, inasmuch as the material
is published, through the historian.

Indeed, things may also be the other way around. The historian may validate his
or her discourse by “ventriloquizing’ it through the narrator’s testimony. So far from
disappearing in the objectivity of the sources, the historian remains important at least
as a partner in dialogue, often asa ‘stage director’ of the interview, or as an ‘organizer’
of the testimony. Instead of discovering sources, oval historians partly create them.
Far from _umnoEEm. mere mouthpieces for the working class, oral historians may be
using other people’s words, but are still responsible for the overall discourse.

Much more than written documents, which frequently carry the impersonal
aura of the institutions by which they are issued — even though, of course, they are
composed by individuals, of whom we often know little or nothing — oral sources
involve the entire account in their own subjectivity, Alongside the first person narra-
tive of the interviewee stands the first person of the historian, without whom there

T P B R P T

1
litera
aCCOv

and f
appez
comT
histor
EZE
pulle

1_,
whol
selling
&oni
H.mn:j,
of ch
histor
her a
narral

T
of wc
of all
abstrz
attitu
were
fact, 1
to the

I
of the
Conr
has se
other
oral s
to cnd

C
and d
of the
sides’
inside
histor
their

_,H.Cﬁ ur

Note



42

10

11

CRITICAL DEVELOPMENTS

long-playing records since the mid-1960s — without anyone in the cultural
establishment noticing: see F. Coggiola, ‘L’attivitd dell'Istituo Ernesto de Martino’,
in D, Carpitella (ed.), [’etnomusicologia in Italia, Palermo: Flaccovio, 1975, pp.
265-270.

L. Passerini, ‘Sull'utilitd e il danno delle fonti orali per la storia’. Introduction to
Passerini (ed.), Storia Orale. Vita amo:.&nan ¢ cultura materiale delie classi subalterne,
Torino: Rosenberg & Sellier, 1978, discusses the relationship of oral history and social
history,

On musical notation as reproduction of speech sounds, sce G. Marini, ‘Musica
popolare e parlato popolare urbano’, in Circolo Gianni Bosio (ed.), I giorni
cantati, Milano: Mazzotta, 1978, pp. 33-34. A. Lomax, Folk Song Styles and Culture,
Washington DC: American Association for the Advancement of Sciences, 1968,
Publication no. 88, discusses electronic representation of vocal styles.

See W Labov, “The logic of non-standard English’, in L. Kampf and P. Laater (eds),
The Politics of Literature, New York: Random House, 1970, pp. 194244, on the
expressive qualitics of non-standard speech.

In this article, I use these terms as defined and used by G. Gennete, Figures [iI, Paris:
Scuil, 1972. ,

On genre distinctions in folk and oral narrative, see D. Ben-Amos, ‘Categories analy-

tiques et genres populaires’, Podtique, 1974, no. 19, pp. 268-293; and ]. Vansina, ,

Oral Tradition, Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, [1961], 1973.

For instance, G. Bordoni, Communist activist from Rome, talked about family and
community mainly in dialect, but shifted briefly to a more standardized form of Italian
whenever he wanted to reaffirm his allegiance to the party. The shift showed that,
although he accepted the party’s decisions, they remained other than his direct experi-
ence. His recurring idiom was ‘There’s nothing you can do about it." See Circolo
Gianni Bosio, I giorni cantati, pp. 58—66.

On fabula and plot see B. TomaSevskij, ‘Sjuetnoe postroenie’, in Teorija literatury
Poetika, Moscow-Leningrad, 1928; Italian trans., ‘La costruzione dell’intreccio’, in
T. Todorov (ed.), I formalisti russi, Torino: Einaudi, 1968, published as Théorie de la
Littérature, Paris: Seuil, 1965,

These stories are discussed in chapters 1 and 6 of A, Portelli, The Death of Luigi
Trastulli, Albany: State University of New York Press, 1991.

R. Jakobson and P, Bogatyrev, ‘Le folklore forme spécifique de creation’
R. Jakobson, Questions de poétique, Paris: Seuil, 1973, pp. 5972,
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