Oral History, Documentary Photography, the Archive and Social Change

Seminar, 3 December 2008

This will be a discussion led by a number of scholars who first gathered together at the international Knowledge, Culture and the Transformation of Society conference in Vienna in December 2007.

The following abstract defined the agenda:-

“The panel will look at issues concerning both oral documentation and visual representation; concerning the archiving of both sorts of material and the ownership and accessibility of the archive; concerning the relationship of the archive to social agency and change; and concerning the mediation of memory in the material created and archived. The empirical bases of the discussion – though only its starting point – are the major, recently completed and archived, ‘Lives in the [North Sea] Oil Industry’ Oral History Project, and the Oil Lives Documentary Photography Project, at the University of Aberdeen.

“In the main social centres of the global economy today, an uncritical visual culture predominates, often to the detriment both of the voice and of critical thought about both visual and oral documentation. Crucial to overcoming this is a critical approach to how and why material is gathered, placed on permanent record and made available for use both within, and particularly outside, the academy.

“Oral history, over the past generation or two, has become an increasingly practised academic discipline and an internationally popular community activity. It has attracted some major theoretical discussion, but its methods and approaches have arguably not undergone the same rigorously critical debate that has attended the almost contemporaneous evolution of documentary photography.

“The panel will aim to promote discussion about what the practitioners of oral and photographic documentation can learn from each other, and about how archives can inform social criticism, and be more efficient in informing the agents of humanist and progressive social change.”

The workshop was chaired by Terry Brotherstone (University of Aberdeen, Scotland; Director of LOI.

Speakers were:- 

Alexandra Brehme (AHRC Doctoral Student, University of Aberdeen) on ‘The Challenge of Modernity to a Peripheral Island in a Sea of Oil: issues about oral history as a research method arising from the study of Shetland’s changing working culture and sense of identity’

Duncan Forbes (Senior Curator of Photography, National Galleries of Scotland) and Alex Law (Lecturer, Abertay University) on  ‘Walter Benjamin, the archive and early photography’.

 

Owen Logan (Hon. Research Fellow, School of History, Divinity and Philosophy, University of Aberdeen) on ‘Oral History and Modernity: a photographer’s critique’. 
Hugo Manson (University of the Highlands and Islands Millennium Institute and University of Wellington) on ‘Lives in the Oil Industry: practice and rationale’.

Alessandro Portelli (University of Rome-La Sapienza) on ‘Monterotondo: remembering Garibaldi and Mussolini’

The final speaker, unfortunately unable to attend, was to have been Danny James (Professor of Hispanic Studies, University of Aberdeen) on ‘Memory and History: some reflections on Italo Calvino and the Argentine Disappeared’.
It is hoped to reassemble most of these speakers in an open session and discussion. Confirmed are Terry Brotherstone, Danny James, Alex Law, Owen Logan, Hugo Manson and Sandro Portelli.

The idea will be neither to systematically review the KCTOS agenda nor to re-present these papers, but rather, with the (no doubt dimly remembered) day’s discussion in Vienna as background to focus on some of the issues that were being raised about what oral history can, and cannot do, to what extent its methodological problems reproduce those faced since the 1920s by documentary photographers, about the importance of archiving as a science of access, and about how scholarly work, including the creation of archives, can influence social change by informing the agents of change.
Synopses of the Vienna papers are appended here for information only.

Alexandra Brehme

Over the last three decades, oral history has become increasingly popular as a method within academia and beyond. The paper ( focusing on my research as a doctoral student on the most northerly Scottish island group, Shetland (60° North), which was faced, in the 1970s, with the arrival of multinationals exploiting North Sea oil ( will discuss how I have gone about conducting life-story interviews, and the strengths and weaknesses of interviews as primary sources. It will raise a number of methodological issues, including those surrounding the inter-subjectivity of interviewer and interviewee and the problematic nature of memory processes – thus addressing some of the main criticisms of oral history. It will refer to issues about ethics and technology. Examples from interviews that were more and less successful will be played and discussed. The underlying argument will be that the inclusive nature of a biographical interview is highly conducive to researching social and cultural change.
Duncan Forbes and Alex Law:

Against the persistence of the ‘eternal image of the past’ favoured by ‘epic’ historicism and the ‘facticity’ of archival fetishism, Walter Benjamin advocated a constructivist form of historical materialism that violently wrenches the unique artwork out of its quasi-naturalistic immersion in an immediately given environment ( one premised not on the harmonious evolution of humanity or civilisation but on the destructive barbarism of class violence, including ‘the destructive energies of technology’. As a new technology the reception of technology was ‘bungled’, as Benjamin said about positivism in general, but not before a moment in the 1840s when, with the first photography, class and technology entered into an entirely appropriate relationship. Once the ambiguity of class relations is named as an operative force in the ‘landscape’ of ‘bungled photography’, it alters its reception. This requires the construction of a constellation through, first, incorporating a ‘delicate empiricism’ in the factual ‘genesis’ of the early photography in Scotland of Hill and Adamson and, second, relating its subsequent history to the present ( inquiring how a frozen ‘stream of tradition’ of ‘creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery’ can ( from a critical contemporary perspective ( be detonated to allow an incomplete ‘stream of becoming’ to flow into the pressing concerns of our own time.
Danny James

The paper reflects on the relationship between memory and history as it has emerged in the memory boom of recent years. After a brief examination of the implications for oral history the paper centres its analysis on two distinct embodiments of this complex relationship: a literary text and visual commemorative artefacts. The first focuses on a short story by Italo Calvino – ‘Memories of a Battle’ – about his memories of his participation in the anti-fascist resistance and the second on the photographic representation of the Argentine disappeared and its relationship to the construction of an officially inspired culture of memory of the Argentine military dictatorship (1976-1983).

Owen Logan

The development of oral history as an institutional practice and an academic discourse in the 20th century coincides with that of the documentary movement in photography. Indeed both these oral and visual methods have been spoken of as movements and in practical work documentary photography and oral history interviewing often overlap. However unlike photography, oral methods and the theoretical discourse based on orality, have been relatively isolated from critical realist discussions founded upon early anti-naturalist theory in photography. The critical attention to orality, brought about particularly by post-modernism, failed to link the development of these different strands of popular representation. 

 
The paper draws on debates in photography to contextualise the historical development of oral history as a practice with a strong tendency towards naturalist categories (taxonomies) of research which, for example, emphasise memory rather than history, communities of individuals rather than dispersed social networks, and of course the spoken word over the written. It argues that with the global expansion of internet sites and personal ‘blogs’ the rationale which underpinned oral history in Anglo-American institutions has been exhausted; and that the occurrence of the misnomer ‘oral history’, as opposed to ‘living history’, continues to make it difficult to distinguish the most distinctive and genuinely democratic feature of this ‘movement’– the scope it gives to self representation. The paper concludes that oral sources are best situated methodologically by utilising the concept of the social whole in historically reflexive terms.
Hugo Manson

The paper discusses the creation of one of the world’s biggest archives of its kind, the University of Aberdeen/British Library ‘Lives in the Oil Industry Oral History Project’ between 2000-2006. Some 700 hours of life-history archival interviews were recorded with nearly 200 individuals. It discuss the centrality of the oral archive as a resource of primary evidence for historians; its role in making material available to the historian/researcher; issues of availability and ownership of the material as it moves from the original provider through the hands of the oral historian/archivist to the future user; and some of the ethical questions that arise during this process. It comments on the unique value of the oral archive, in a world in which visual culture dominates, as a source of unedited voiced material, contextualised in the life-histories of the people recorded in such a way as to provide future users with the strongest possible sense of the key questions to be addressed in any critique of what they said or did: who were these actors in this stage of their country’s history and what was the range of values and experiences that determined the course of their lives and work? Finally, it address the question of the role of the interviewer in creating this record. 

Sandro Portelli:

In 1867, on his way to an attempt to liberate Rome (still under the Pope's rule), Giuseppe Garibaldi stormed the walled town of Monterotondo, fifteen miles from the city. A few days later, he was attacked and defeated by French troops that had arrived in defence of the Pope. While Monterotondo actively and fiercely resisted Garibaldi's attacks in 1867, it has since then adopted Garibaldi as a metaphor for its own libertarian and socialist tradition. On the other hand, one of Mussolini's columns in the March on Rome in 1922 also gathered in Monterotondo, and a plaque on the town gates commemorates the continuity between Garibaldi's Red Shirts and Mussolini's Black ones. The tension between Garibaldi as the bearer of an alternative, rebellious tradition on the one hand, and Garibaldi as a nationalist, ‘patriotic’ icon is also reproduced in a number of family narratives about ancestor's involvement in Garibaldi's battles: the rebellious ancestor who left home and family to join Garibaldi on the road becomes a symbol of the respectability of his descendants.
The speakers:-

Terry Brotherstone recently retired as a Senior Lecturer in History at the University of Aberdeen, Scotland, where he has taught since 1968. He has edited or co-edited, and contributed to, a number of books, such as Covenant, Charter and Party: traditions of revolt and protest in modern Scottish history (1989); The Trotsky Reappraisal (1992); History, Economic History and the Future of Marxism (1996); The City and its Worlds: aspects of Aberdeen’s history since 1792 (1996); Gendering Scottish History: an international approach (1999 and 2000); These Fissured Isles: Ireland, Scotland and British history (2005). He has published essays on a variety of topics from Scotland’s ‘declaration of independence’, the Declaration of Arbroath of 1320, through the Scottish ‘Common Sense’ philosophy to ‘Red Clydeside’ and the history of the British Communist Party; and on Marxism and cultural history. He is now working on the Lives in the Oil Industry oral history archive, created in a project he directed from 2000 to 2006. He is currently President of the University and College Union
Alexandra Brehme was born in 1975 and grew up in Germany. She came to the University of Aberdeen, Scotland, as an undergraduate to study cultural history, gaining first-class honours, followed by a masters degree in modern historical studies (2006). She is currently an Arts and Humanities Research Council postgraduate, working on an Aberdeen doctoral thesis about the contemporary history of the changing working culture and perceptions of identity in the Shetland Islands.

Duncan Forbes is a Senior Curator of Photography at the Scottish National Photography Collection at the National Galleries of Scotland in Edinburgh. He lectured in the History of Art at the University of Aberdeen from 1996 to 2000, having graduates M.A., Ph.D. from the University of St. Andrews in 1990 and 1996. He had a Robert T. Jones Memorial Scholarship to undertake a graduate course in Film Studies at the Institute of Library Arts, Emory University, Atlanta, Georgia from 1990-92; and has been the recipient of scholarships and awards from the British Academy, the Leverhulme Trust, the Getty Foundation, the Paul Mellon Foundation and the Harry Ransom Centre at the University of Austin, Texas. His research interests focus nineteenth-century Scottish painting and twentieth-century German and Austrian photography; and he has published extensively, in History Workshop Journal, Oxford Art Journal, Third Text and elsewhere, as well as in a number volumes of collected essays. Recent publications include: ‘Wolfgang Suschitzky and the British documentary tradition in the 1930s’, in Anna Auer (ed.), Photography and research in Austria (Passau, 2002); An Exile’s Eye: the photography of Wolfgang Suschitzky (National Galleries of Scotland, 2002); ‘Politics, Photography and Exile in the Life of Edith Tudor Hart’, in Shulamith Behr and Matian Malet (eds.), Arts in Exile in Britain (Amsterdam, 2005); ‘Wolfgang Suschitzky in Vienna and london’, in Michael Omasta et al. (eds.), Wolf Suschitzky Photos (Vienna, 2006); and (with Roberta McGarth), ‘Head in Hieroglyphic Bonnets’, in Joanna Kaye, The Somnambulists (Stockport, 2007).
Alex Law lectures in Sociology at Abertay University, Dundee, Scotland. His first degree was from the Open University, from which he also received his M.Sc. in Policy Studies. He then studied for his doctorate at the University of Edinburgh. He teaches the sociology of Scotland, classical social theory, the sociology and theory of class, and cultural sociology. And his main research interests are ‘nation and society’; the theory and sociology of class; and cultural urbanism. Since 2001 he has been publishing regularly in several volumes of collected essays and in journals such as Identities, Culture and Society, Historical Materialism, BSA Network, Geography, Journal of Intercultural Studies, Variant, Critique, Critical Social Policy, Industrial Relations Journal, Teaching and Teacher Education, Scottish Affairs, and Critical Discourse Studies Online. He has recently co-edited (with G. Monney), New Labour/Hard Labour (Bristol, 2007), contributing several essays, including one on ‘Academic Proletarians?’ He is an external consultant for the Open University. 

Danny James, now Professor of Hispanic Studies at the University of Aberdeen, occupied until 2007 the Bernado Mendel Chair in Latin American History at Indiana University, Bloomington. He was educated at Oxford University and the London School of Economics, where he took his doctorate. Following a spell as Research fellow at Cambridge University, he taught sociology at the University of Brasilia from 1979 to 1982. He taught at Yale University and Duke University before going to Indiana in 1999. he first went to Argentina, now his primary research interest in 1972 and has spent long periods there since, working on modern Argentine labour, social and cultural history. Amongst his many publications are Resistance and Integration: Peronism and the Argentine Working Class 1943-1976 (1994) and Dona Maria’s Story: life, history, memory and political identity (2000), reflecting his interest in oral history. He is working with Mirta Lobato on the community of Berisso; and, before leaving for Aberdeen was co-director of the Indiana University Center for History and Memory.
Owen Logan was until recently an Arts and Humanities Research Council Fellow in the Creative Arts within the School of Divinity, History and Philosophy at the University of Aberdeen. He is working there alongside the Lives in the Oil Industry oral history project. His work as a photographer has been widely published, has been exhibited internationally and is in several major public collections. Books include Al Mahgrib (1989) ( about Moroccan postcolonial identity, with short stories by Paul Bowles; Bloodlines ( vite allo specchio (1994) ( about Italian migration, with a text by Tahar Ben Jalloun; and a forthcoming volume on Nigerian performance artists, a political satire called Maequerade ( Nigeria hits Michael Jackson (2009). He recently edited a special ‘Oil’ issue of the Glasgow-based journal Variant available with associated images and oral material on the website www.overabarrel.info.

Hugo Manson is an Honorary Research Fellow at both the University of Aberdeen and at the University of Wellington, New Zealand. He is working on a number of oral-history research projects at the UHI Millennium Institute, Inverness, Scotland ( forerunner of the new University of the Highlands and Islands. He is well known internationally as the co-founder of the Oral History archive at the National Library of New Zealand. From 2000 to 2006 he worked with Terry Brotherstone, creating one of the world’s major life-story oral archives related to a single industry, the British Library/University of Aberdeen Lives in the Oil Industry archive.    

Alessandro Portelli is Professor of American Literature at the University of Roma-La Sapienza and author of The Text and the Voice: speaking, writing and democracy in American literature. He is even better known as one of the world’s leading oral historians. His most recent book, translated into English as The Order Has Been Carried Out: history, memory and meaning of a Nazi massacre in Rome is a bestseller. He has also published two volumes of seminal oral-history essays covering topics as varied as the Italian Resistance, student movements since the 1960s and the Kentucky mining communities. He was recently Simon Visiting professor at the University of Manchester and is Honorary Research Professor in Oral History at the University of Aberdeen. He is much in demand as a guest speaker at conferences in Europe, Africa, Australia and Latin America.
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a.brehme@abdn.ac.uk; t.brotherstone@abdn.ac.uk; duncanforbes@nationalgalleries.org; dajames@indiana.edu; a.law@abertay.ac.uk; o.logan@abdn.ac.uk; h.manson@abdn.ac.uk
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