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Introduction

A casual announcement made at the founding conference of the National
Women’s Studies Association in 1977 brought almost two dozen feminists
together for an early morning breakfast meeting where we shared our enthusi-
asm for the new, uncharted work that we were doing collecting women’s oral
narratives.! It had become increasingly clear to all of us that traditional oral
history methodology did not serve well the interests of women’s oral history.?
This methodology did not address the basic insights that grew out of the
women’s liberation movement, including the notion that the personal is politi-
cal and the conviction that women’s experiences were inherently valuable and
needed to be recorded.

Present at that early morning meeting were community activists committed
to uncovering women’s history both as part of consciousness raising and as a
way to inform organizing; academicians from a variety of disciplines who
were beginning to think of oral narratives as an avenue for understanding and
documenting women’s culture and history; and young students eager to be a
part of the new feminist scholarship that was less than a decade old.

This meeting gave the first hint of the numbers and range of women across
the country who, in isolation, were developing projects that, broadly speak-
ing, constitute the field of feminist oral history. What united us was our
fascination with the possibilities afforded by the technique of recording
women’s words: their oral narratives, testimonies, and life histories. We were
not yet a network, and we had no literature to guide us.’> At the same time,
other scholars throughout the country were independently discovering oral
history’s extraordinary potential as a tool of feminist research.

The editors of this volume came to oral history through these two paths
and represent, in effect, two generations of feminist oral historians. Each was
driven by a sense of urgency to recover women’s words. Sherna Gluck, angered
by the invisibility of women in the writing of U.S. history, began her work in
1972. She has been involved in the field of women’s oral history since its
inception as a distinct area linking women’s studies to history, anthropology,
and sociology—disciplines in which the collection of oral narratives has been
an important method. Daphne Patai, a critic of Brazilian literature, became
concerned about all the women whose “texts” were nowhere to be found and
began recording Brazilian women’s stories in 1981.

The appeal of oral history to feminists is easy to understand. Women doing
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_oral histories with other women in order to recover their stories and revise
received knowledge about them have seen their work as consistent with the
principle of feminist research later codified in the phrase “research by, about,
and for women.” This conviction generated an enormous volume of women’s
oral history, making available in accessible forms the words of women who
had previously been silenced or ignored. On radio, in community auditoriums,
in classrooms, and in bookstores, women from all walks of life were being
introduced as agents whose very presence transformed our understanding of
the social world.

This immense literature, in addition to its inherent significance, also pro-
vided a body of material that could in turn become the object of critical
analysis. In fact, when examined through the lens of the expanding feminist
scholarship of later years, women’s oral history revealed itself to be more
problematic than we had imagined.

Most striking, in retrospect, were the innocent assumptions that gender
united women more powerfully than race and class divided them, and that the
mere study of women fulfilled a commitment to do research “about” women.
Although we had questioned the value of traditional androcentric methodol-
ogy, not all of us had yet learned to be skeptical of the claims for a single
feminist methodology. Our assumptions had the effect of foregrounding gen-
der while obscuring the possible centrality of other factors—race and class, in
particular—in the identity of our narrators. To define feminist scholarship as
work done by, about, and for women had seemed simple. Experience, how-
ever, demonstrated that these three little words positioned the scholar within
a complex web of relationships, loyalties, and demands.’

Because it involves at least two subjectivities, that of the narrator and that
of the interviewer, oral history adds a new dimension to the concept of work
“by” women. A story or statement that, in its oral form, is “by” the speaker
very often reaches the public in the form of a text “by” the scholar, whether
as a life history or as excerpts used by a scholar to illustrate a line of argument.

It is, of course, the case that narrators frequently shape their narratives
according to their own sense of direction, often in the face of considerable
interference from single-minded interviewers.¢ It is also true that the telling of
the story can be empowering, validating the importance of the speaker’s life
experience. This, indeed, is one of the reasons that oral history work with
women was assumed to be inherently feminist. On the other hand, narrators
typically are not true partners in the process. Whatever control they exercise
during the interview, when they are able to negotiate the terrain, usually ends
once the session is completed.” This shift in control over the narrative reveals
the potential for appropriation hiding under the comforting rationale of em-
powerment. Although narrators are occasionally consulted prior to publica-
tion, and at times even share in some of the material benefits of publication,
the scholar/interviewer typically returns to her life and her scholarly enter-
prise, having transformed women’s words into various written forms, but
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having also walked away—usually for good—from the situation that led her
to her subject in the first place.

Ironically, it is precisely at this moment, when the individual narrator’s
power over the process recedes, that the feminist scholar is most actively
engaged in fulfilling her sense of obligation that her research be “for” women.
Through our work of framing, presenting, interpreting, analyzing, and mak-
ing the work public, we have believed, simply and finally, that we were con-
tributing to the larger collectivity of women—making a kind of return. By
documenting women’s representations of their own reality, we were engaging
in advocacy. We felt that our work was, indeed, political and that it was for
women.

But as scholars have continued to examine the different moments in the
production of oral history, the real separation between narrator and inter-
viewer has become ever more apparent. It was no longer possible to ignore
the distinct imbalances in power and privilege that characterize most women’s
oral history projects. Perhaps we were merely discovering on our home turf
and from the perspectives of our own disciplines what some ethnographers
have considered to be the pitfalls of their fieldwork.

Anthropology is by no means the only discipline that offered valuable in-
sights to those collecting oral narratives, although it is the field that has pro-
duced the greatest body of work of immediate relevance to understanding the
intricacies of interviewing across cultural boundaries. The fields of speech
communication and linguistics helped us recognize the importance of analysis
of women’s speech patterns and of the interview as a linguistic event; folklore
emphasized narration as a type of performance. From psychology we gained
an awareness of the more subtle dynamics of the interview process and the
importance of subjectivity and memory in shaping narratives. On the other
hand, sociology alerted us to the ways in which narrators are constrained by
and at the same time contest their social environments. History contributed
an understanding of the dynamic interaction between continuity and change.
Contemporary literary theory—challenging the older historian’s tendency to
see oral history as a transparent representation of experience—made us aware
that the typical product of an interview is a text, not a reproduction of reality,
and that models of textual analysis were therefore needed.

The contributions of the different disciplines often overlap, revealing the
artificiality of the academic division of knowledge. But it was the specific
addition of feminist scholarship, frequently transforming these fields and dis-
solving their boundaries, that led to the multidisciplinary perspective charac-
terizing the essays prepared for this volume.

These essays reflect some of the recurring problems with which feminist
scholars have grappled in the practice of oral history as we have moved beyond
celebration of women’s experience to a more nuanced understanding of the
complexities of doing feminist oral history. Ironically, it is the feminist empha-
sis on the personal, which is criticized by several of our contributors, that also
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.enables these authors to be reflexive and analytical of their own practice. By
focusing on themselves and their own experiences, they have been able to
expose the flaws of existing models, including the prevailing feminist ones.

Originally trained in anthropology, history, folklore, literature, psychology,
sociology, linguistics, and speech communication, all our contributors draw
on their experience in a variety of national and international contexts. As each
of them guides the reader along the paths followed in her own oral history
work, the authors indicate, sometimes in bold strokes, at other times in tenta-
tive outline, the problems they confronted and the solutions they have devised
as they collect, interpret, and use women’s words.

Notes

1. We are using “oral narratives” to mean the material gathered in the oral history process,
typically utilizing a tape recorder. These narratives take a variety of forms, including life
history, topical interviews, and testimonies. “Oral history,” in contrast, refers to the whole
enterprise: recording, transcribing, editing, and making public the resulting product—usually
but not necessarily a written text.

2. Traditional oral history methodology was outlined in such early sources as the 1966 pamphlet
by William G. Tyrell, Tape Recording Local History, and the 1969 booklet, Oral History
for the Local Historical Society, both published by the American Association for State and
Local History (AASLH); and the 1973 book by Gary L. Shumway and William G. Hartley,
An Oral History Primer, produced by the California State University, Fullerton program. It
was not until the publication in 1978 of Paul Thompson’s The Voice of the Past: Oral History
(New York: Oxford University Press) that a general work on oral history methodology
became available, one that was helpful to those engaged in social history, including women’s
oral history. Many early articles are collected in the more recently published volume by David
K. Dunaway and Willa K. Baum, Oral History: An Interdisciplinary Anthology (Nashville,
Tenn.: AASLH and the Oral History Association [OHA], 1984). Even today there are stark
contrasts between the practices of oral history followed by social historians, anthropologists,
and other researchers in the human sciences, on the one hand, and the practices of the more
traditional historians and political scientists, on the other. One example of this is the recent
debate within the Oral History Association on the issue of anonymity. Anonymity is anath-
ema to some historians and political scientists, trained above all to value verifiability and
specified sources. But it is a necessity to people using oral narratives in social history and
other disciplines, who have learned that identifying one’s sources may drastically restrict the
type of material with which a researcher is likely to be entrusted.

3. The first major body of literature on women’s oral history appeared in late 1977 in a special
issue of Frontiers: A Journal of Women’s Studies. This ground-breaking issue served as the
key reference in women’s oral history for many years, and the suggested outlines for women’s
oral history interviews that appeared at the back of the journal were xeroxed, dittoed, and
mimeographed by women in communities and classrooms around the country. In 1983 a
new collection of articles was gathered, resulting in another special issue of Frontiers:
“Women’s Oral History, II.” Since then, a number of journals have published special issues
predominantly or exclusively on women’s oral history.

4. For a discussion of the criteria for feminist scholarship, see, especially, Joan Acker, Kate
Barry, and Joke Essevelt, “Objectivity and Truth: Problems in Doing Feminist Research,”
Women’s Studies International Forum 6 (1983):423-35; and Sandra Harding, “Introduction:
Is There a Feminist Method?” in Feminism and Methodology, ed. Sandra Harding (Blooming-
ton, Ind.: Indiana University Press, 1987), pp. 1-14.

Introduction

Concern with connection and collaboration emerges as a clear theme of the feminist oral
history work that is presented in this volume. Women’s attraction to the techniques of oral
history may well be due to the opportunity it affords for interaction with other women in a
setting that both overlaps and transcends the usual private sphere. The phenomenon of
feminist oral history may thus provide support for Carol Gilligan’s hypothesis that women’s
moral development in this society (and perhaps in other Western societies) leads them to
value “attachment that creates and sustains the human community” rather than separation
and detachment, as men characteristically do. See Carol Gilligan, In a Different Voice:
Psychological Theory and Women’s Development (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1982), p. 156.

We are thankful to Michael Frisch for his forceful description of this process during the
dialogue with the audience at the roundtable discussion, “Empowerment or Appropriation:
Oral History, Feminist Process, and Ethics,” at the Oral History Association meeting in
Baltimore, Maryland, October 1988.

Rendering the oral narrative into an accessible form for public consumption requires consider-
able intervention on the part of the researcher/editor. The literal transcription is usually
edited into a continuous narrative, in the process of which choices are constantly made about
how to translate the spoken word into the written word. Because the final product is in most
cases a text that is to be read, it must conform, to a greater or lesser extent, to literary
expectations. Punctuation is added, repetitions are deleted, words and passages are discarded,
highlighted, and/or taken out of sequence. In short, conventional editorial considerations
come into play. Typically, the speaker is consulted, if at all, only once the editing process is
completed.
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Oral history begins with talk. Because feminists, like social historians, were
initially attracted to oral history as a way of recovering the voices of sup-
pressed groups, they tended to ignore the problematic dimension of language
as the basis of oral history. But as the thirst for information about women’s
lives began to be assuaged, it became apparent that attention had to be given
to the very medium and process through which this information was being
made available. The three essays in this section all focus on language and
communication, and on the ways in which they are shaped by gender.

Coming from the discipline of history, many of the early feminist scholars
collecting oral narratives were impeded by traditional historical methodology,
above all by the belief that their main task was to ask the right questions in
order to uncover new data about women’s lives and activities. Kathryn Ander-
son and Dana Jack urge interviewers to abandon this stance, discard their
protocols and presuppositions, and, instead, truly attend to narrators’ self-
evaluative comments, meta-statements, and the overall logic of the narrative.

The active nurturing of the interview process is further elaborated by Kris-
tina Minister, who argues that gender itself should become a basic unit of
analysis in oral history methodology. Evoking an imaginary video of a group
conversation, she explores how women’s style of communication structures
women’s verbal and nonverbal interaction, and urges that we draw on these
resources and abandon patriarchal models of communication.

Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis demonstrates the need for specific studies of the
language and communication patterns of different groups, arguing that black
women in the United States cannot be understood if their talk is examined
using models created for white women. Analyzing the speech patterns of a
group of Afro-American women and delineating three distinct narrative styles
in their talk, Etter-Lewis shows how language shapes the representation of
self.

Together, these essays move us beyond earlier prescriptions for women’s
oral history. They make us realize that women interviewing women is not an
unproblematic activity. Taping a woman’s words, asking appropriate ques-
tions, laughing at the right moment, displaying empathy—these are not
enough. What is missing from this list is the realization that the interview is
a linguistic, as well as a social and psychological, event, one that can be better
understood by taking into account the specific characteristics and styles of the
group being studied.
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Learning to Listen:
Interview Techniques and Analyses

Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack

Oral history interviews provide an invaluable means of generating new insights
about women’s experiences of themselves in their worlds. The spontaneous
exchange within an interview offers possibilities of freedom and flexibility for
researchers and narrators alike. For the narrator, the interview provides the
opportunity to tell her own story in her own terms. For researchers, taped
interviews preserve a living interchange for present and future use; we can
rummage through interviews as we do through an old attic—probing, compar-
ing, checking insights, finding new treasures the third time through, then
arranging and carefully documenting our results.

Oral interviews are particularly valuable for uncovering women’s perspec-
tives. Anthropologists have observed how the expression of women’s unique
experience as women is often muted, particularly in any situation where
women’s interests and experiences are at variance with those of men.! A
woman’s discussion of her life may combine two separate, often conflicting,
perspectives: one framed in concepts and values that reflect men’s dominant
position in the culture, and one informed by the more immediate realities of
a woman’s personal experience. Where experience does not “fit” dominant
meanings, alternative concepts may not readily be available. Hence, inadver-
tently, women often mute their own thoughts and feelings when they try to
describe their lives in the familiar and publicly acceptable terms of prevailing
concepts and conventions. To hear women’s perspectives accurately, we have
to learn to listen in stereo, receiving both the dominant and muted channels
clearly and tuning into them carefully to understand the relationship between
them.

How do we hear the weaker signal of thoughts and feelings that differ from
conventional expectations? Carolyn Heilbrun urges biographers to search for
the choices, the pain, the stories that lie beyond the “constraints of acceptable
discussion.” An interview that fails to expose the distortions and conspires
to mask the facts and feelings that did not fit will overemphasize expected
aspects of the female role. More important, it will miss an opportunity to
document the experience that lies outside the boundaries of acceptability.

To facilitate access to the muted channel of women’s subjectivity, we must
inquire whose story the interview is asked to tell, who interprets the story,
and with what theoretical frameworks. Is the narrator asked what meanings
she makes of her experiences? Is the researcher’s attitude one of receptivity to

11



12/ Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack

,learn rather than to prove preexisting ideas that are brought into the inter-
view? In order to learn to listen, we need to attend more to the narrator than
to our cwn agendas.

Interview Techniques: Shedding Agendas—
Kathryn Anderson

My awareness of how both personal and collective agendas can short-circuit
the listening process developed while scanning oral histories for the Washing-
ton Women’s Heritage Project. This statewide collaborative effort received
major support from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the
Washington Commission for the Humanities to develop educational work-
shops and to produce a traveling exhibit documenting women’s lives in inter-
views and historical photographs. The first stage of the project involved
training dozens of interviewers in a series of oral history workshops held
throughout the state. A typical workshop provided information on equipment,
processing tapes, interviewing techniques, and a crash course in the new
women’s history scholarship. Prospective interviewers left with a manual,
which included Sherna Gluck’s “Topical Guide for Oral History Interviews
with Women.”

To select excerpts for the exhibit, we reviewed dozens of interviews pro-
duced by project staff and workshop participants along with hundreds of
interviews housed in archives and historical societies. We found them filled
with passages describing the range and significance of activities and events
portrayed in the photographs. To our dismay and disappointment, however,
most of them lacked detailed discussions of the web of feelings, attitudes, and
values that give meaning to activities and events. Interviewers had either ig-
nored these more subjective dimensions of women’s lives or had accepted
comments at face value when a pause, a word, or an expression might have
invited the narrator to continue. Some of us found discrepancies between our
memories of interviews and the transcripts because the meaning we remem-
bered hearing had been expressed through intense vocal quality and body
language, not through words alone.

We were especially confused that our interviews did not corroborate the
satisfactions and concerns other historians were discovering in women’s diaries
and letters, or the importance of relationships social scientists were uncovering
in women’s interviews. To understand why, I scrutinized the interviews with
rural women that I had done for the project, paying special attention to inter-
view strategies and techniques. My expectations that the interviews would
give rural women a forum to describe their experiences in their own terms
and to reflect on their experiences as women in the specific context of Wash-
ington state were thwarted to some extent by three factors: the project’s
agenda to document women’s lives for the exhibit; an incomplete conversion
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from traditional to feminist historical paradigms; and the conventions of social
discourse.

While the project’s general goal was to accumulate a series of life histories,
my special task was to discover women’s roles in northwest Washington farm-
ing communities. Project deadlines and the need to cover a representative
range of experiences combined to limit interviews to no more than three hours.
In retrospect, I can see how I listened with at least part of my attention focused
on producing potential material for the exhibit—the concrete description of
experiences that would accompany pictures of women’s activities. As I rum-
mage through the interviews long after the exhibit has been placed in storage,
I am painfully aware of lost opportunities for women to reflect on the activities
and events they described and to explain their terms more fully in their own
words.

In spite of my interest at the time in learning how women saw themselves
as women in specific historical contexts, the task of creating public historical
documents as well as the needs of the project combined to subvert my personal
interests and led to fairly traditional strategies. As a result, my interviews
tended to focus on activities and facts, on what happened and how it hap-
pened. They revealed important information about the variety of roles women
filled on Washington farms, and how they disguised the extent and importance
of their contributions by insisting that they were just “helping out” or “doing
what needed to be done.” Left out, however, was the more subjective realm
of feelings about what made these activities fun or drudgery, which ones were
accompanied by feelings of pride or failure. The resulting story of what they
did tells us something about the limitations under which they operated but
less about the choices they might have made. My interests were not incompati-
ble with the project’s goals but my methods often failed to give women the
opportunity to discuss the complex web of feelings and contradictions behind
their familiar stories.

My background included both women’s history and interpersonal communi-
cation, but no specific training in counseling. My fear of forcing or manipulat-
ing individuals into discussing topics they did not want to talk about
sometimes prevented me from giving women the space and the permission to
explore some of the deeper, more conflicted parts of their stories. I feared,
for good reasons, that I lacked the training to respond appropriately to some
of the issues that might be raised or uncovered. Thus, my interview strategies
were bound to some extent by the conventions of social discourse. The unwrit-
ten rules of conversation about appropriate questions and topics—especially
the one that says “don’t pry!”—kept me from encouraging women to make
explicit the range of emotions surrounding the events and experiences they
related. These rules are particularly restrictive in the rural style I had absorbed
as a child on an lowa farm. In a context where weather, blight, pests, and
disease were so crucial to productivity and survival, conversation often tended
toward the fatalistic and pragmatic; we certainly did not dwell on feelings
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about things beyond our control. As I interviewed rural women, the sights,
sounds, and smells of a farm kitchen elicited my habits of a rural style of
conversation and constrained my interview strategies.

Another interviewer experienced tensions between project goals and rules
of conversation in a different context for different reasons. As she interviewed
Indian women from various Washington tribes, she felt torn between a need
to gather specific information and an awareness of appropriate relationships
between yound and old: the rules she had learned as an Indian child prohibited
questioning elders, initiating topics, or disagreeing in any form, even by imply-
ing that a comment might be incomplete. When, as in these instances, inter-
viewer and narrator share similar backgrounds that include norms for
conversation and interaction, interview strategies must be particularly explicit
to avoid interference.

Although I approached the interviews with a genuine interest in farm
women’s perceptions of themselves, their roles, and their relationships in the
rural community, I now see how often the agenda to document farm activities
and my habit of taking the comments of the farm women at face value deter-
mined my questions and responses. Both interfered with my sensitivity to the
emotionally laden language they used to describe their lives. My first interview
with Elizabeth illustrates a lost opportunity to explore her discussion of the
physical and mental strains of multiple roles.* We had been talking about her
relationships with her mother and half-sister when she offered the following:

I practically had a nervous breakdown when I discovered my sister had can-
cer, you know; it was kind of like knocking the pins [out from under me]—
and I had, after the second boy was born, I just had ill health for quite a few
years. I evidently had a low-grade blood infection or something. Because I
was very thin, and, of course, I kept working hard. And every fall, why, I'd
generally spend a month or so being sick—from overdoing, probably.

Instead of encouraging further reflection on the importance of her relationship
with her sister or on the difficulties of that period in her life, my next question
followed my imperative for detailing her role on the farm: “What kind of
farming did you do right after you were married?”

Elizabeth was a full partner with her husband in their dairy farm and contin-
ued to play an active role as the farm switched to the production of small
grains. Her interview has the potential of giving us valuable information about
the costs incurred by women who combined child-rearing and housework with
the physical labor and business decisions of the farm. It also suggests some-
thing of the importance of relationships with family and close friends in coping
with both roles. The interview’s potential is severely limited, however, by my
failure to encourage her to expand upon her spontaneous reflections and by
my eagerness to document the details of her farming activity. Not until later
did I realize that I do not know what she meant by “nervous breakdown” or
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“overdoing.” The fact that other farm women used the same or similar terms
to describe parts of their lives alerted me to the need for further clarification.
I now wish I had asked her to tell me in her own words of the importance of
the relationship with her sister and why its possible loss was such a threat.

Later in the same interview I was more sensitive to Elizabeth’s feelings about
the difficulty of combining roles, only to deflect the focus from her experience
once again. She was telling me how hard it was to be a full partner in the
field and still have sole responsibility for the house:

This is what was so hard, you know. You’d both be out working together,
and he’d come in and sit down, and I would have to hustle a meal together,
you know. And that’s typical.

How did you manage?

Well, sometimes you didn’t get to bed till midnight or after, and you were
up at five. Sometimes when I think back to the early days, though, we’d take
a day off, we’d get the chores done, and we’d go take off and go visiting.

Was that typical? Neighbors going to visit each other after the chores were
done?

While Elizabeth was telling me how she managed, I was already thinking
about patterns in the neighborhood. My first question had been a good one,
but, by asking about what other people did, my next one told her that I had
heard enough about her experience. The two questions in succession have a
double message: “Tell me about your experience, but don’t tell me too much.”
Part of the problem may have been that even while I was interviewing women
I was aware of the need to make sense of what they told me. In this case, the
scholar’s search for generalizations undermined the interviewer’s need to at-
tend to an individual’s experience. Ideally, the processes of analysis should be
suspended or at least subordinated to the processes of listening.

If we want to know how women feel about their lives, then we have to
allow them to talk about their feelings as well as their activities. If we see rich
potential in the language people use to describe their daily activities, then we
have to take advantage of the opportunity to let them tell us what that lan-
guage means. “Nervous breakdown” is not the only phrase that I heard with-
out asking for clarification. Verna was answering a question about the
relationship between her mother and her grandmother when she said:

It was quite close since my mother was the only daughter that was living. My
grandmother did have another daughter, that one died. I didn’t know it until
we got to working on the family tree. My mother was older than her brother.
They were quite close. They worked together quite well when it would come
to preparing meals and things. They visited back and forth a lot.
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Her answer gave several general examples of how the closeness was mani-
fested, but what did Verna mean when she described a relationship as “close”
twice in a short answer? What did her perception of this relationship mean
to her? My next question asked, instead, for further examples: “Did they
[your grandparents] come to western Washington because your parents were
here?”

Even efforts to seek clarification were not always framed in ways that en-
couraged the interviewee to reflect upon the meaning of her experience. Eliza-
beth was answering a question about household rules when she was a child
and commented: “My mother was real partial to my brother because, of
course, you know that old country way; the boy was the important one.” My
question “How did her partiality to the brother show?” elicited some specific
examples, but none of a series of subsequent questions gave her an opportunity
to reflect upon how this perception affected her understanding of herself and
her place in the family.

A final example from Verna’s interview illustrates the best and the worst
of what we are trying to do. Her statement is a powerful reflection upon her
role as a mother; the subsequent question, however, ignores all the emotional
content of her remarks:

Yes. There was times that I just wished I could get away from it all. And
there were times when I would have liked to have taken the kids and left
them someplace for a week—the whole bunch at one time—so that I wouldn’t
have to worry about them. I don’t know whether anybody else had that
feeling or not, but there were times when I just felt like I needed to get away
from everybody, even my husband, for a little while. Those were times when
I would maybe take a walk back in the woods and look at the flowers and
maybe go down there and find an old cow that was real gentle and walk up
to her and pat her a while—kind of get away from it. I just had to, it seems
like sometimes . . .

Were you active in clubs?

As the above portion of her remarks indicates, Verna was more than willing
to talk spontaneously about the costs of her choice to combine the roles of
wife, mother, and diligent farm woman. Perhaps she had exhausted the topic.
If not, my question, even though it acknowledged the need for support at
such times, certainly did not invite her to expand upon the feelings that both
she and I knew might contradict some notion of what women ought to do
and feel. She was comfortable enough to begin to consider the realities beyond
the acceptable facade of the female role, but my question diverted the focus
from her unique, individual reflections to the relative safety of women’s clubs
and activities, a more acceptable outlet for such feelings. In this case, my
ability to listen, not Verna’s memory, suffered from the constraints of internal-
ized cultural boundaries. Until we can figure out how to release the brakes
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that these boundaries place on both hearing and memory, our oral histories
are likely to confirm the prevailing ideology of women’s lives and rob women
of their honest voices.

What I learned by listening carefully to my interviews is that women’s oral
history requires much more than a new set of questions to explore women’s
unique experiences and unique perspectives; we need to refine our methods
for probing more deeply by listening to the levels on which the narrator re-
sponds to the original questions. To do so we need to listen critically to our
interviews, to our responses as well as to our questions. We need to hear what
women implied, suggested, and started to say but didn’t. We need to interpret
their pauses and, when it happens, their unwillingness or inability to respond.
We need to consider carefully whether our interviews create a context in which
women feel comfortable exploring the subjective feelings that give meaning
to actions, things, and events, whether they allow women to explore “un-
womanly” feelings and behaviors, and whether they encourage women to
explain what they mean in their own terms.

When women talk about relationships, our responses can create an opportu-
nity to talk about how much relationships enriched or diminished life experi-
ences. When women talk about activities or events, they might find it easy to
take blame for failures, but more sensitive responses may also make it possible
to talk about feelings of competence or pride, even for women who do not
consider such qualities very womanly. When women talk about what they
have done, they may also want to explore their perceptions of the options
they thought they had and how they feel about their responses. We can probe
the costs that sometimes accompany choices, the means for accommodating
and compensating for such costs, and how they are evaluated in retrospect.
We can make it easier for women to talk about the values that may be implicit
in their choices or feelings. When women reveal feelings or experiences that
suggest conflict, we can explore what the conflict means and what form it
takes. We can be prepared to expect and permit discussions of anger. If our
questions are general enough, women will be able to reflect upon their experi-
ence and choose for themselves which experiences and feelings are central to
their sense of their past.

The language women use to explore the above topics will be all the richer
when they have ample opportunity to explain and clarify what they mean.
When they use words and phrases like “nervous breakdown,” “support,”
“close,” “visiting,” and “working together,” they should have an opportunity
to explain what they mean in their own terms. With letters and diaries we
can only infer what individuals mean by the language they use; with oral
interviews we can ask them. As they discuss examples, the particularities of
their experiences often begin to emerge from behind the veil of familiar and
ambiguous terms.

As a result of my discussions with Dana, a trained therapist, I have devel-
oped a new appreciation for oral history’s potential for exploring questions
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.of self-concept and -consciousness, for documenting questions of value and
meaning in individuals’ reflections upon their past. Important distinctions re-
main between oral history and therapeutic interviews, but as we shed our
specific agendas the women we interview will become freer to tell their own
stories as fully, completely, and honestly as they desire.

Interview Analyses: Listening for Meaning—
Dana Jack

I have been using oral interviews in research on depression among women
and on moral reasoning among practicing attorneys.’ In broad terms, both
studies examine the interactions among social institutions, social roles, and
women’s consciousness. The women I interviewed are grappling with ideas
about relationships, self-worth, career, and personal integrity in the context
of society-wide changes in women’s roles. As I listened to a woman’s self-
commentary, to her reflection upon her own thoughts and actions, I learned
about her adaptation to her particular relationships and historical circum-
stances, especially her adaptation to the ideals of “good lawyer,” “good wife,”
“good woman,” to which she tried to conform.

I listened with an awareness that a person’s self-reflection is not just a
private, subjective act. The categories and concepts we use for reflecting upon
and evaluating ourselves come from a cultural context, one that has histori-
cally demeaned and controlled women’s activities. Thus, an exploration of
the language and the meanings women use to articulate their own experience
leads to an awareness of the conflicting social forces and institutions affecting
women’s consciousness. It also reveals how women act either to restructure or
preserve their psychological orientations, their relationships, and their social
contexts. This was true for two very different studies and populations—de-
pressed women and practicing lawyers.

The first, and the hardest, step of interviewing was to learn to listen in a
new way, to hold in abeyance the theories that told me what to hear and how
to interpret what these women had to say. Depressed women, for example,
told stories of the failure of relationships, an inability to connect with the
person(s) with whom they wanted to experience intimacy. These were the
expected stories, predicted by existing models, and the temptation was to
interpret the stories according to accepted concepts and norms for “maturity”
and “health.” Because psychological theories have relied on men’s lives and
men’s formulations for these norms, they explain women’s psychological dif-
ference as deviant or “other.” The interview is a critical tool for developing
new frameworks and theories based on women’s lives and women’s formula-
tions. But we are at an awkward stage: old theories are set aside or under
suspicion and new ones are still emerging. We must therefore be especially
attentive to the influences that shape what we hear and how we interpret.
How do we listen to an interview when we have rejected the old frameworks
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for interpretation and are in the process of developing new ones? How can
an interview pull us beyond existing frameworks so that we stretch and expand
them?

First, we must remember that the researcher is an active participant in
qualitative research. My initial training was as a therapist, and the practice
of listening to others while also attending to my own response to them has
helped in conducting interviews. Theodore Reik calls this quiet involvement
of the self “listening with the third ear.”” As a researcher, I have learned that
critical areas demanding attention are frequently those where I think I already
know what the woman is saying. This means I am already appropriating what
she says to an existing schema, and therefore I am no longer really listening
to her. Rather, I am listening to how what she says fits into what I think I
already know. So I try to be very careful to ask each woman what she means
by a certain word, or to make sure that I attend to what is missing, what
literary critics call the “presence of the absence” in women’s texts—the “hol-
lows, centers, caverns within the work-places where activity that one might
expect is missing . . . or deceptively coded.”

And what is it that is absent? Because women have internalized the catego-
ries by which to interpret their experience and activities, categories that “repre-
sent a deposit of the desires and disappointments of men,”™ what is often
missing is the woman’s own interpretation of her experience, or her own
perspective on her life and activity. Interviews allow us to hear, if we will,
the particular meanings of a language that both women and men use but that
each translates differently. Looking closely at the language and the particular
meanings of important words women use to describe their experience allows
us to understand how women are adapting to the culture within which they
live. When their behavior is observed from the outside, depressed women are
called passive, dependent, masochistic, compliant, and victimized by their
own learned helplessness. Yet, when I listened to the women’s self-reflection,
what became clear was that behind the so-called passive behavior of depressed
women was the tremendous cognitive activity required to inhibit both outer
actions and inner feelings in order to live up to the ideal of the “good” woman,
particularly the good wife. Statements such as “I have to walk on eggshells in
dealing with my husband,” and “I have learned ‘don’t rock the boat’ ” show
awareness of both their actions and their intended effects: not to cause
discord.1?

How do we listen to interviews without immediately leaping to interpreta-
tions suggested by prevailing theories? The first step is to immerse ourselves
in the interview, to try to understand the person’s story from her vantage
point. I found that three ways of listening helped me understand the narrator’s
point of view. The first was to listen to the person’s moral language. In the
depression study, I heard things like: “I feel like I'm a failure,” “I don’t measure
up,” “I'm a liar, a cheat, and 'm no good.” In the lawyer study, when lawyers
were describing fulfilling the obligations of role, we heard statements such as:
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“It’s like being forced into a sex relationship you didn’t anticipate. It’s a screw
job. It feels horrible to do something that you wouldn’t do normally.” Or “I

have to contradict myself depending on what role I'm taking . . . it’s sort of
professional prostitution.” Or finally, “Sometimes you feel almost like a pimp
or something. . . . [I]t felt sleazy to cut the truth that finely.”

Although very different in tone, these moral self-evaluative statements allow
us to examine the relationship between self-concept and cultural norms, be-
tween what we value and what others value, between how we are told to act
and how we feel about ourselves when we do or do not act that way. In a
person’s self-judgment, we can see which moral standards are accepted and
used to judge the self, which values the person strives to attain. In the depres-
sion study, this was the key to learning about gender differences in the preva-
lence and dynamics of depression. Negative self-judgment affecting the fall in
self-esteem is considered to be one of the key symptoms of depression. Re-
search by Carol Gilligan and her colleagues indicates that women and men
often use differing moral frameworks to guide their perception and resolution
of moral problems.!! Listening to the moral language of depressed women
illuminated both the standards used to judge the self and the source of their
despair. The women considered the failure of their relationships to be a moral
failure; their sense of hopelessness and helplessness stemmed from despair
about the inability to be an authentic, developing self within an intimate
marriage while also living up to the moral imperatives of the “good woman.”

Attending to the moral standards used to judge the self allows the researcher
to honor the individuality of each woman through observing what values she
is striving to attain. An oral interview, when structured by the narrator instead
of the researcher, allows each woman to express her uniqueness in its full class,
racial, and ethnic richness. Each person is free to describe her idiosyncratic
interaction between self-image and cultural norms. Each person can tell us
how she comes to value or devalue herself. During the interview, the re-
searcher’s role is to preserve and foster this freedom, and to restrict the imposi-
tion of personal expectations. When the woman, and not existing theory, is
considered the expert on her own psychological experience, one can begin to
hear the muted channel of women’s experience come through.

In analyzing the depression study, for example, I heard how women use the
language of the culture to deny what, on another level, they value and desire.
A key word for depressed women is “dependency.” Psychologists consider
depressed women to be excessively dependent upon their relationships for a
sense of self and self-esteem. But when I looked at how depressed women
understand dependence, and how their negative evaluation of themselves as
dependent affects their self-perception and their actions, the concept was cast
in a new light.

In a first interview with a thirty-three-year-old depressed woman, the issue
of dependence was central and problematic: “You know, I'm basically a very
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dependent person to start with. And then you get me married and tied down
to a home and start not working. . . .”
Asked what she meant by dependent, she responded:

I like closeness. I like companionship. I like somebody, an intimate closeness,
even with a best friend. And I've never had that with my husband. . . . Some-
times I get frustrated with myself that I have to have that, you know.

I look at other people that seem so self-sufficient and so independent. I
don’t know—I just have always needed a closeness. And maybe I identified
that as dependency.

... [Slince I’'ve been married I realize it’s kind of a negative thing to be
that way. I've tried to bury that need for closeness. And so I guess that has
also contributed to a lot of my frustrations.

Saying that she “had been feeling that my need for intimacy and my need
for that kind of a deep level of friendship or relationships with people was
sort of bad,” this woman began “to believe there was something the matter
with me.” In her attempt to bury her needs for closeness, she revealed the
activity required to be passive, to try to live up to self-alienating images of
“today’s woman.”

This interview contains an implicit challenge to prevalent understandings
of dependence. Looking closely, we are able to see how this woman has judged
her feelings against a dominant standard that says to need closeness makes
one dependent, when one should be able to be self-sufficient and autonomous.
Further, she reflects upon her own experience, her capabilities, and her needs
not from the basis of who she is and what she needs but in terms of how her
husband and others see her. Her capacity for closeness and intimacy goes
unacknowledged as strength. Rather than a failure of the husband’s response,
the problem is identified as her “neediness.” If a researcher went into this
interview with the traditional notion of dependence in mind, s/he would find
the hypothesis that depressed women are too dependent confirmed. But if one
listens to the woman’s own feelings about dependence, her confusion about
what she knows she needs and what the culture says she should need, one
begins to see part of the self-alienation and separation from feelings that is a
key aspect of depression.

The second way of listening that allowed me to hear the voice of the subject
instead of my own preconceptions was to attend to the subject’s meta-state-
ments. These are places in the interview where people spontaneously stop,
look back, and comment about their own thoughts or something just said.

For example, in the lawyer study, a woman is answering the question,
“What does morality mean to you?”:

... [I]t seems to me anything that raises to mind hurting other people or
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taking things away from other people or some sort of monetary gain for
oneself. . . . And I suppose just how we interact with each other, if there’s a
contentiousness or bad feelings or bad blood between some people, that raises
some moral issues because I guess I see us all as having a bit of a moral
obligation to be nice to each other and to get along. So—do I sound much
like a litigator?

Meta-statements alert us to the individual’s awareness of a discrepancy
within the self—or between what is expected and what is being said. They
inform the interviewer about what categories the individual is using to monitor
her thoughts, and allow observation of how the person socializes feelings or
thoughts according to certain norms.'>? Women lawyers made many more
meta-statements than men, indicating they were “watching” their own think-
ing. Because women have come into a legal system designed by men, for men,
and because they still face discrimination, it is easy for them to develop an
“onlooker” attitude of critical observation toward themselves.!* This woman
looks at herself being looked at in law and notices the difference. Second,
these remarks show how powerfully a stereotypic image of the successful,
adversarial lawyer divides them from their personal experience and makes
some women, early in their careers, question their ability within law. Finally,
such comments reveal the lack of public validation of frameworks that women
use to understand and value their own feelings and experiences.

The third way of listening was to attend to the logic of the narrative,
noticing the internal consistency or contradictions in the person’s statements
about recurring themes and the way these themes relate to each other. I lis-
tened to how the person strings together major statements about experience
so I could understand the assumptions and beliefs that inform the logic and
guide the woman’s interpretation of her experience.

A woman I call Anna, age fifty-four, hospitalized twice for major depres-
sion, provides an example of a contradiction within the logic of her narrative,
a contradiction that points to conflicting beliefs. Anna says:

I was telling my daughter-in-law, “I guess I was just born to serve others.” But
we shouldn’t be born to serve other people, we should look after ourselves.

Anna constructs the most important issues in her life—how to balance the
needs of her self with the needs of others—as an either/or choice that presents
her with loss on either side. The choice is either loss of self or loss of other.
Such dichotomous thinking leaves Anna with feelings of hopelessness about
how to resolve the conflicts in her relationships, and restricts her perception
of choice.

On the surface, Anna’s statement simply pits the traditional female role
against the new “me first” ethic of self-development. But, looking more deeply,
one sees that she describes two visions of relationship: either isolation or
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subordination. Through Anna’s construction of her possibilities in relation-
ship, one gains a glimpse of how specific historical ideas about women’s roles
and women’s worth affect her own depression. Anna’s vision of her self in
relationship as either subordinated or isolated is profoundly influenced by a
social context of inequality and competition. When unresolved personal issues
intersect with conflicting social ideals that limit women’s lives, that intersec-
tion increases the difficulty of forming a positive and realistic vision of self
toward which one can strive.

Rather than conclude, as do cognitive theories of depression, that cognitive
errors “cause” depression, observing this dichotomous thinking led me to see
how the female social role is structured in thought and works to constrict
women’s perceptions of their relationships and their choices. Such logic of the
narrative allowed me to see how a woman deals with conflicting cultural
ideals, and how easy it is to feel depression as a personal failure rather than
to recognize its social and historical aspects.

Conclusion

The process of sharing and critiquing our interviews has helped us sharpen
our listening skills and improve our interviewing methods so that narrators
feel more free to explore complex and conflicting experiences in their lives.
Because of our divergent disciplinary interests, we have changed in different
ways. The historian has become more alert to the subjective dimensions of
events and activities; the psychologist has gained greater awareness of how
the sociohistorical context can be read between the lines of a woman’s “pri-
vate” inner conflict. Both are more determined to discover how individual
women define and evaluate their experience in their own terms.

Realizing the possibilities of the oral history interview demands a shift in
methodology from information gathering, where the focus is on the right
questions, to interaction, where the focus is on process, on the dynamic un-
folding of the subject’s viewpoint. It is the interactive nature of the interview
that allows us to ask for clarification, to notice what questions the subject
formulates about her own life, to go behind conventional, expected answers
to the woman’s personal construction of her own experience. This shift of
focus from data gathering to interactive process affects what the researcher
regards as valuable information. Those aspects of live interviews unavailable
in a written text—the pauses, the laughter—all invite us to explore their mean-
ing for the narrator. The exploration does not have to be intrusive; it can be
as simple as “What did that [event] mean for you?”

This shift in focus, from information (data) gathering to interactive process,
requires new skills on the researcher’s part. In our view, it stimulates the
development of a specific kind of readiness, the dimensions of which have
been sketched in this paper. As Anderson has suggested, its most general
aspects include an awareness that (1) actions, things, and events are accompa-
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nied by subjective emotional experience that gives them meaning; (2) some of
the feelings uncovered may exceed the boundaries of acceptable or expected
female behavior; and (3) individuals can and must explain what they mean in
their own terms. Jack described three ways of listening during the interview
that sharpen the researcher’s awareness of the feelings and thoughts that lie
behind the woman’s outwardly conventional story: (1) listening to the narra-
tor’s moral language; (2) attending to the meta-statements; and (3) observing
the logic of the narrative. Incorporating these insights has helped us learn how
to remain suspended and attentive on a fine line between accomplishing our
research goals and letting the subject be in charge of the material in the
interview.

While by no means conclusive or inclusive, the following points suggest
further ways to sharpen our attentiveness to the interactive process of the
interview:

A. Listening to the narrator

1. If the narrator is to have the chance to tell her own story, the inter-
viewer’s first question needs to be very open-ended. It needs to con-
vey the message that in this situation, the narrator’s interpretation of
her experience guides the interview. For example, in the depression
study, Jack started with, “Can you tell me, in your own mind what
led up to your experience of depression?”

2. If she doesn’t answer the interviewer’s question, what and whose
questions does the woman answer?

3. What are her feelings about the facts or events she is describing?

4. How does she understand what happened to her? What meaning
does she make of events? Does she think about it in more than one
way? How does she evaluate what she is describing?

5. What is being left out, what are the absences?

B. Listening to ourselves

1. Try not to cut the narrator off to steer her to what our concerns are.

2. Trust our own hunches, feelings, responses that arise through listen-
ing to others.

3. Notice our own areas of confusion, or of too great a certainty about
what the woman is saying—these are areas to probe further.

4. Notice our personal discomfort; it can become a personal alarm bell
alerting us to a discrepancy between what is being said and what the
woman is feeling.

Oral history interviews are unique in that the interaction of researcher and
subject creates the possibility of going beyond the conventional stories of
women’s lives, their pain and their satisfactions, to reveal experience in a less
culturally edited form. But despite the value of this focus on the oral history
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interview in its dynamic, interactive form, we must offer one word of caution.
The researcher must always remain attentive to the moral dimension of inter-
viewing and aware that she is there to follow the narrator’s lead, to honor
her integrity and privacy, not to intrude into areas that the narrator has
chosen to hold back.!’ This is another part of the specific kind of readiness the
researcher brings to the interview: a readiness to be sensitive to the narrator’s
privacy while, at the same time, offering her the freedom to express her own
thoughts and experiences, and listening for how that expression goes beyond
prevailing concepts.
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A Feminist Frame for the
Oral History Interview

Kristina Minister

Despite the present great migration of women from the private to the public
sphere, androcentrism maintains a tenacious grip on society, as evidenced by
the inequality between women’s and men’s wages and domestic work. One
not commonly understood explanation for this lid on the status of women
can be traced to a largely hidden process that sustains differential treatment
of the sexes—our gender-based communication system. After direct physical
force, communication is the means for “doing” power. We all frequently nego-
tiate power by our verbal and nonverbal communication with others. Both
those who exercise the power and those who yield it do so without being
consciously aware that the socially constructed communication patterns that
individuals carry with them substantially determine the balance of power in
specific situations.

Many individuals learn unconsciously—and a few learn by direct study—
various strategies for tolerating, adapting to, or outmaneuvering others who
attempt to gain control with the help of gendered, i.e., socially acquired,
verbal and nonverbal signs. The young woman student learns how to suppress
feminine signals during conferences with a male professor, while he learns
that sympathy for her must be confined to verbal communication; the female
executive takes up habits associated with authority, such as occupying more
space, smiling less, and using a particular system of eye contact. Although
many individuals remain unwitting victims of the gendered communication
codes they acquired early in life, thus providing fodder for the perseveration
of sexual stereotypes by advertisers, others do cut those bonds and move
toward individuality. It is not easy, but it is possible to manage the gendered
signs of synchronous communication, those verbal and nonverbal signs hu-
mans compose and construe from moment to moment in specific situations.

Even the strongest individuals, however, are relatively helpless in certain
kinds of communication situations that are validated by tradition. These dia-
chronic genres of communication—for example, sales talk, preaching, and
interview talk—are the accretion of communication processes that have
worked effectively in the past and thus are imitated and passed on. Eventually
the successful forms are regarded as universal formulas and are prescribed.
Erving Goffman calls this kind of social interpretive act a “frame,” which
“allows its user to locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infinite
number of concrete occurrences defined in its terms.” Once understood and
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. accepted by the participants, the frame regulates the situation and the latitude
of what the participants do and say within it. Although such diachronic com-
munication rituals are modified over the years by succeeding generations of
persons whose values are different from the founders of the forms, the very
communication forms themselves conserve the values of their originators. Such
is the case for standard oral history interviewing methods.

My purpose in this essay is simple: to justify for oral history method the
kind of interviewing that women intuitively would like to use when talking
with women. First, I will describe oral history method from a performance
perspective. Second, I will explain and define a general female sociocommuni-
cation subculture. Third, I will recommend appropriate and productive femi-
nist methods for interviewing women who do not communicate the way men
communicate.

So that we can feel the dilemma posed by oral history method for women
who do not use male communication strategies, assume with me temporarily
the point of view of persons being approached for the first time about contrib-
uting to an oral history project. “What is oral history?” potential narrators
ask. When answering, experienced oral historians learn not to sabotage their
projects by alluding to the controlling journalistic conventions and highly
edited interviews published on television.2 These are false models for the actual
talk and action of interviews. What potential narrators are really asking is
“What are the rules and rituals in the oral history situation, and what is it
that 'm supposed to do there?” Once the purpose of the project is explained,
including the standard disclosures and legal agreement, narrators make an
accurate inference about one thing that goes on in oral history: they are going
to have to display a respectable degree of speaking competence. This supposi-
tion contributes to the hesitation of all kinds of narrators to participate. “All
right,” most finally agree, “but you’ll have to ask the questions.” What that
means is, “I trust you to guide me through this thing, whatever it is.” I have
stopped being surprised at finding narrators, especially females, in more for-
mal costumes and with freshly coiffed hairdos when I arrive on the appointed
interview day, regardless of whether the recording mode is audio or video.
These nonverbal signs are clear: narrators know this is going to be a public
performance.

When narrators are plunged into the interview, they see the interviewer’s
body poised toward them and, as they hear the first question, they note how
the interviewer’s facial expression turns into an expectant audience gaze. Nar-
rators now realize that they are expected to “take the floor.” The oral history
interview frame has been offered and accepted. This frame will determine to
a large extent how meaning is proposed, modified, and interpreted in this
situation. First, it is apparent that contradictory verbal and nonverbal signs
fill the oral history frame. We see a dyad talking earnestly together, apparently
using turn-taking conversation form, yet each knows that the narrator is ex-
pected to “take the floor.” The participants pretend that a tape recorder or a
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video camera and recorder just a few feet away does not exist and that a “live”
microphone is not making what ordinarily is ephemeral into a repeatable
audio- or videotape that may be listened to or watched by strangers. The
conversants’ behavior indicates no apparent concern that the electronic record
eventually may be reduced to print and made available to the eyes of strangers.
The interviewer occasionally leans toward the equipment to check its opera-
tion, but both pretend this activity is not happening. Perhaps the interviewee,
beginning to toy with the microphone, will be signaled by the interviewer’s
back-channel gesture to stop interfering with the recording mechanism that
both parties have agreed does not exist.

These are just a few of the conventions peculiar to the oral history frame.
In short, it is a performance for a ghostly audience. Every successful field-
worker accepts these conventions and works hard for years to master them,
even though, as David Dunaway notes, “The theoretical issues of oral history-
as-performance have . . . not received wide attention.” Methodology hand-
books only implicitly recognize the audience. Oral history method, so centered
on interviewers’ needs to elicit and to present new or profound information
for various audiences, is designed to control the flow of information. Oral
historians should well note the admonition of sociolinguists Gunther Kress
and Roger Fowler: “In the hands of an experienced practitioner, the devices
for control granted to the interviewer by the format and situation of the
interview itself constitute a formidable armoury.”

Why is it that many North American and British women are not used to
speaking in public? Feminist research points to the cause: postagrarian culture
has assigned women to the private sphere.’ The general public appearance of
women as full-time wage earners at all levels of organizations and in all kinds
of work, as full-time entrepreneurs and business owners, graduate students,
students in professional schools, and holders of political office, is so recent
that it has had little effect upon the way women speak and the way in which
persons in positions of power expect women to speak. Changes in gender
presentation lag far behind societal changes. One has but to turn to an evening
television newscast for confirmation that a woman may speak to large mixed
audiences if she is conventionally attractive and if she enthusiastically displays
traditional feminine, i.e., stereotypical, gender signs. Deeply embedded habits
feed the stereotypical values of those who hold power and who manage the
media in our consumer-driven society. These habits are not only perpetuated
through institutions; they are learned anew by each individual born into the
culture and thus conserve women’s and men’s elaborately differentiated com-
munication processes.

Anthropologist Ray Birdwhistell maintains that the low degree of human
sexual differentiation in relation to all species creates the opportunity for
humans to invent a wide and varied range of sexual differentiation on the
behavioral level.5 Anthropologists Daniel Maltz and Ruth Borker observe:
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[the rules women and men have learned for conversation] . . . were learned
not from adults but from peers, and . . . they were learned during precisely
that time period, approximately age 5 to 15, when boys and girls interact
socially primarily with members of their own sex.”

North American women and men, Maltz and Borker argue as they scrutinize
the literature of ethnic and interethnic communication, come from distinct
sociolinguistic subcultures. Girls, who are relatively more closely supervised
by adults than boys, use speech “(1) to create and maintain relationships of
closeness and equality, (2) to criticize others in acceptable ways, and (3) to
interpret accurately the speech of other girls.”® Boys, left to their own devices
for group regulation in relatively unsupervised environments outside the
home, display quite a different use of speech: “(1) to assert one’s position of
dominance, (2) to attract and maintain an audience, and (3) to assert oneself
when other speakers have the floor.” Thus, for girls, communication is the
opportunity for establishing equality and intimacy in relatively small and pri-
vate groups; for boys, communication is the site for contesting dominance
in hierarchically structured groups that are public and relatively large. Girls
negotiate their ever-changing friendships indirectly; boys negotiate their hier-
archies openly. These strikingly different communication domains are the pri-
mary classrooms for learning greatly elaborated and differentiated ways of
displaying culturally acquired, stereotypical femininity and masculinity. Al-
though the genetic communication differences between the sexes are minimal,
amounting to variations in vocal pitch only (and that difference overlapping
rather than discrete),!® sex-specific communication lessons are learned early,
and they are not forgotten. This is why adults tend to remain gender-commu-
nication perseverators, that is, they use the same speech and nonverbal behav-
ior learned from their same-sex childhood peers.

Many women are not yet comfortable speaking in public. Not only are
they not used to public speaking, their public discourse has been rigorously
proscribed, and their silence and quiet attentiveness are valued most highly.
Cheris Kramarae, examining books published over the past 150 years that
recommend how and where women may talk, finds these traditional prescrip-
tions not merely historically interesting; high school and university students
in a 1977 study listed essentially these same communication traits as typical
of women’s speech.!" The myths about women’s talk are tenacious: women
talk more than men, don’t talk about significant things, can’t tell jokes, are
weak and less capable speakers than men, and cannot speak logically. One
may conclude that women’s speech generally has been devalued for a very
long time. The speech communication profession has only recently begun to
investigate women’s speech per se, and the few female orators who have been
admitted to the canon of public address, as communication scholars Carole
Spitzack and Kathryn Carter assert, “can easily support the presumption that
the majority of women cannot rival male accomplishments.”'2 When one lacks
realistic gender models and when self identity and social identity have been
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trimmed to ladylike size, anxiety floods one’s public speaking, especially in
appearances before mixed-sex and large audiences. Indeed, a formidable dou-
ble bind ties women’s tongues in the oral history situation, posing a contradic-
tion between expectations that they will seek out and name their meaningful
life experience and that they will do so in a public context.

Oral history blossomed in the 1940s in a strongly androcentric society and
now flourishes in a society that continues to assume androcentrism in its
public, institutionalized forms—for example: religion, media, law, and sports.
Although oral historians are at present cutting across class and ethnic lines in
a new commitment to publish the voices of those who were once silent or
silenced in the larger human community, oral history method continues to
rest upon the assumption that interviewers will conduct interviews the way
men conduct interviews. This means that women who do not participate in
the male sociocommunication subculture will remain as invisible as most of
their white, middle- and upper-class sisters were until relatively recently.!?

The male sociocommunication subculture is assumed to be the norm for
social science interviewing,'* and, as devoted as oral history is to its unique
objective of eliciting recollected experience, men’s forms of communication
also are assumed to be the norm for oral history interviewing.!s If women
aspire to become approved oral historians, they must learn to control topic
selection with questions, must make certain that one person talks at a time,
and must encourage narrators to “take the floor” with referential language
that keeps within the boundaries of selected topics. Men, even those not used
to public speaking, will feel relatively comfortable using talk and gesture that
refer to acts and events; women, skilled at talk and gesture that refer to
personal relationships, are relatively disadvantaged by the oral history frame.
A wide range of social science research and ethnographic studies verify that
women traditionally refer to personal and family matters, and to relationships
with others. Stewart, Cooper, and Friedley conclude: “Women traditionally
talk to each other about personal and affiliative issues that reflect who they
are; men traditionally talk about task and power issues that reflect what they
do.”'s The oral history interview that hosts a clash of communication form
with persons who have not practiced that form not only will preclude topics
that are central to the narrators’ lives, such interviews will also increase the
chances of introducing unreliable and invalid information. What needs to be
altered for woren’s oral history is the communication frame, not the woman.

Oral history interviewing, influenced by its ties to academic history and by
the practice of interviewing in general, has developed in the context of the
male sociocommunication system. Because in an androcentric world male
speaking is the norm, any other kind of speaking is subnormal or, as Dale
Spender wryly observes, “minus male.”” Although some women narrators
have adapted well to this male interviewing system that female oral historians
must acquire, we will not hear what women deem essential to their lives
unless we legitimate a female sociocommunication context for the oral history
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,situation. As Sue Armitage says, “We will learn what we want to know only
by listening to people who are not accustomed to talking.”'* We will not be
able to hear and to interpret what women value if we do not know how to
watch and how to listen and how to speak with women as women. We first
need to know consciously how women do communicate privately and with
each other.

To pragmatically review and integrate the disparate body of research about
women’s communication, we will first scrutinize a hypothetical videotape fea-
turing a group of women who meet regularly for discussion. Although the
individual women come from the range of ethnic, race, class, and age sub-
groups of North America and exhibit dialect, intonation, and body language
specific to their respective subgroups, we are interested in the common features
of speech, voice, and body movement that they display to one another and
use to interpret one other. Provided that these common communication attri-
butes that the women collectively know and use are not the same communica-
tion features commonly known and used by men’s groups, we can have
confidence that we have isolated some of the major components of the North
American female sociocommunication subculture.

For your initial review of the tape the sound is turned off so that you may
first isolate the group’s nonverbal behavior. You note that every woman is
seated so that she can see each of the others. Because each woman visually
tracks speakers as well as the responses of everyone in the situation, eye-
contact binds these women into a communal embrace. Women not speaking
nod their heads frequently at the speakers and sometimes at each other as they
interpret and anticipate speakers’ meaning with raised eyebrows, tilted heads,
and considerable smiling, and sometimes mirror speakers’ movements, facial
expressions, posture, and gestures. By these gestures the women show how
they invest effort in decoding, i.e., interpreting, one another, and that they
take care to demonstrate to the speakers an active gestural encouragement
and understanding. You realize that this kind of communication nurturing is
in general more active than men’s decoding behavior.?”

At times several persons speak simultaneously to the speaker or to non-
speakers, and sometimes an individual calls across the room to another indi-
vidual. The speaker continues speaking throughout these occasional free-for-
alls, although no one seems disturbed by the confusion. Occasional touching
on hands and arms can be seen. It becomes obvious that the group is conduct-
ing an elaborate, meaningful, and pleasurable ritual. Monitoring only the
visible nonverbal behavior tells you that these women are masters at creating
their own spoken and gestured conversational process, a process that obvi-
ously is highly esteemed.

You rewind the tape to play it through again, turning the picture to black
and turning on the sound slightly, not loud enough to perceive speech clearly,
but loud enough to hear the paralanguage—the voiced nonverbal characteris-
tics of the group. Laughter is prominent. Encouraging minimal responses,
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principally the phoneme “m” uttered with a falling_melod}f and “.uh huh,”
punctuate the conversation frequently. Most pervasive are intonation melo-
dies, dynamic variations of pitch and volume overlaid on utterances. If you
could listen only to intonation, with speech and fundamental pitch masked,
you would identify these tunes as typical of English-speaking Noth American
women from a range of cultural groups and classes.?’ Men’s pitch is more
restricted in range and changes more slowly and less frequently.” The
women’s melodies vary from loud to soft, high to low pitch, fast to slow rate.
Combined with such voice qualities as articulation control, rhythm, tempo,
and resonance,? the women’s communal intonation orchestrates an intercon-
necting musical pattern.

When you rewind the tape and turn up the sound so that you can hear the
women’s speech, you note a general concern for maintaining politeness gnd
showing empathy.?* Some women apologize as they begin and end speaqug;
many times explicit acknowledgment is given to previous speakers; quiet
women are invited to contribute; and conflict is resolved indirectly, including
rotating leadership to prevent dominance by any one person.* Such personal
and inclusive pronouns as “you,” “we,” “our,” and “let’s” are common.**

There is an abundance of laughter and joking, but these are not jokes used
competitively; they are humorous anecdotes and personal narratives, some of
them self-deprecating.”” The jokes seem to reinforce communal bonds.? You
realize that women enjoy telling jokes for women in private contexts, but
women’s jokes don’t necessarily develop by formula to the “normal” punch
line. _

Despite this abundant evidence of politeness and concern for everyone, you
are surprised to observe that the group consistently ignores the pollteness.rule
about taking turns at speaking. Simultaneous speech is prominent, sometimes
“seeming free-for-alls; and more frequently, cases of several people being ‘on
the same wave length.” 7 Quite unlike the male monologic ritual, one or
several women may take a turn while another speaker holds th.e floor. Fre-
quently one woman initiates a sentence and another woman takes it to con}ple-
tion. One speaker’s side comment augments another speaker’s turn, sometimes
in succession and often by interruption and overlap. You realize that this
supportive and interactive work accounts for the often brief and unfinished
nature of individuals’ specific utterances. Questions, comments, and encourag-
ing remarks run throughout individual speakers’ descriptions and narrations.
These interruptions, however, are welcomed by everyone, for they seem to bF
motivated as much to support speakers as to clarify topics. “Intersupport™ is
a better word, one that has not been necessary in an androcentric world where
utterances from those not possessing the floor are regarded as attempts to
take it over. .

As you monitor the group through several sessions over an exter}ded time
period you come to realize how uniquely the women develop thelr. stories.
Performed stories with a familiar beginning, development to a precipitating
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Aaction, and a culminating “point” are the exception. Anecdotes are more com-
mon. These women sometimes develop their stories by reference to one mem-
ber’s prior story that becomes a collectively owned “kernel.” The kernel
usually is but a brief reference to a phrase in a longer story told previously.
At the mention of the kernel, another kernel story emerges out of the conversa-
tional context, further cementing the group’s feelings and relationships. The
point of the story, already established in communal memory, need not be
stated.’! For example, one member of the group relates an incident occurring
in an automobile with her intimate male friend. In response to her query
about some contested matter between them, he lapses into nonresponsiveness.
Explaining how she suppressed her habitual verbal encouragement to respond,
she tells her group: “I would have rolled my tongue up in the car window
rather than beg him to speak.” The group now possesses this creative kernel
as a conversational resource that is utilized by other members of the group to
develop other anecdotes and stories over an extended period of time.3

The foregoing hypothetical observation of the collaborative, participatory,
and inclusive process women together use to discover themselves prepares the
way for general conclusions about what women discuss privately, the referen-
tial axis of communication. Many of women’s stories and jokes are not partic-
ularly remarkable; in fact, they are about commonplace matters and mundane
experience, and are valued for their very typicality.33 Few of the stories are self-
aggrandizing, and many narrators do not even feature themselves as central
characters.>* Often they define themselves in terms of their roles and relation-
ships to others.

In summary, women’s same-sex topics are inseparable from their deeply
gendered communication context. Women speaking together encounter one
another for the purpose of searching for and collaboratively constructing both
personal and female cultural identity. Because women “cannot draw upon a
shared history at the institutional level when that history is particularized,
depreciated, regulated, and silenced,” Langellier and Peterson reason, women
collaboratively seek out and discover “culturally interesting materials for
women’s experience.” Women talking with women use a unique dialectical
choice of words coordinated with a unique nonverbal system for the purpose
of exploring and naming issues unique to women. Women engage in the
process of self and gender construction, and they do so protected and sustained
within their own sociocommunication system. Women from the ghetto, the
suburb, and the farm may not mingle as often and as intimately as our hypo-
thetical group, but women meeting typically in homogeneous social groups
enjoy a doubly intense encounter as players in gendered and in other highly
elaborated and particular subcultural communication forms.

Because of the intense intersubjective nature of North American women’s
same-sex communication, members of this sociocommunication system do not
need to compose nor do they value explicit, “well-formed” verbal comments
and monologic, chronologically developed stories about attention-getting
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events, although some women demonstrably can perform as effectively as men
in men’s genres and styles.?¢ Women’s groups readily interpret, modify, and
enhance the contributions of individual members. Their conversational pro-
cess, nourished and groomed by its complex nonverbal ritual, ripens over time
and holds rich resources for eliciting, developing, and elaborating individuals’
speech. Communication form and content, how women speak and what they
speak about, grow tightly interdependent within women’s protected and pri-
vate places of encounter.

The standard oral history frame—topic selection determined by interviewer
questions, one person talking at a time, the narrator “taking the floor” with
referential language that keeps within the boundaries of selected topics—de-
nies women the communication form that supports the topics women value.
Historian Kathryn Anderson, questioning oral history’s poor record in obtain-
ing subjective accounts from women, confesses:

My own interviews and those of others show a definite preference for ques-
tions about activities and facts and a conspicuous lack of questions about
feeling, attitudes, values, and meaning. Traditional historical sources tell us
more about what happened and how it happened than how people felt about
it and what it meant to them.¥

Women who do not participate in the male sociocommunication subculture
do not usually want to talk about activities and facts, and they are unused to
developing topics without a high degree of collaboration from other women.
Without abundant collaboration from other women, they are rendered nearly
speechless in a situation demanding speech. The following are my recommen-
dations for framing the oral history interview with women’s communication
patterns.

First, women should do the interviewing, for obviously they know how to
utilize women’s communication patterns. However, it is less obvious that sex
is no more a guarantee of a gender-neutral attitude than are institutionally
sanctioned codes for equality. It is how individuals communicate in particular
situations that reveal their assumptions about gender.

Furthermore, it is necessary to be aware, in general, of other socially con-
structed variables that both parties bring to the interview, variables that
strongly condition the kind of frame that will influence meaning in particular
interview situations. Remember that from childhood women value equality
and are not comfortable with hierarchical same-sex systems. Gluck, Oakley,
and Langellier and Hall take a close look at the contradiction between
women’s culture and the typical social science interview, and recommend vari-
ous compromises.3 In brief, field-workers can analyze the hierarchial system
brought to specific interview situations, asking themselves, “How can I equal-
ize the power inherent in the differences between my narrator’s and my age,
class, ethnic affiliation, and education?” Experienced oral historians will be
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. aware of such differences because they do not attempt interviews until they
have studied the social and historical contexts of narrators’ lives, and thus they
learn subtly to adapt their own linguistic performance to narrators’ linguistic
performance. Some sensitive field-workers adjust differences between them-
selves and narrators nonverbally—for example, by matching apparel and de-
meanor—just as polite and sensitive persons adapt to all kinds of cross-class
situations. Feminist interviewers can do more.

Prior to the initial meeting, interviewers can discard their own research-
oriented time frame in favor of narrators’ temporal expectations. Taking time
to know another means more than a preliminary interview; it entails meeting
for an extended session or more. Congruent with good oral history practice,
researchers take the opportunity to solicit narrators’ comments and sugges-
tions about the project, including names of potential narrators, other resource
persons, and sources for photos, artifacts, and written materials. However,
the purpose of the initial contact is not just a preliminary interview to obtain
data; the meeting is an opportunity to promote collegiality and to engage in
mutual self-disclosure. For feminist researchers, questions flow both ways.
Narrators have the opportunity to interrogate interviewers about the research
project and about the interviewer herself.

After the interview, so that narrators will not be led into researchers’ inter-
pretations, the interviewer can reveal her personal investment in the project
and discuss project issues. At the conclusion of the project, narrators can
become involved again in a variety of formal and informal ways, such as
contributing to field notes and commenting on researchers’ interpretations.

Before oral history can build subjective records of women’s lives, interview-
ers must position themselves subjectively within the discourse. Once narrators
are free to take some responsibility for the project, and once researchers have
explicitly placed themselves in a subjective position within the project, chances
improve for the dialogic relationships that can support examination and dis-
closure of narrators’ life experiences as women. Feminist oral history is inter-
subjective oral history.

Next, the feminist oral historian needs to wipe clean her slate of expecta-
tions about the form of oral history discourse. Oral history practice recom-
mends that interviewers take to the interview a list of topics derived from
research on project issues and a compilation of narrators’ biographies. Con-
sider the assumptions grounding such a list. First, its chronological nature
reflects the interviewer’s analytical thinking, which probably will bear little
resemblance to narrators’ recollected life experiences. Worse, a list tempts one
to control interview topics, a hallmark of the male interviewing norm. Worse
yet, as the interview proceeds on its inevitably unique career, its resemblance
to the topic list decreases, and the interviewer’s dismay increases about the
loss of her ideal interview. What emerges and develops through dialogue are
issues—the chaotic and problematic process of two humans thinking and com-
municating.* It is this rich dialogue that holds ontological priority, not an
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magazine formats during her long career with National Public Radio. Stam-
berg never sacrifices content or form; her female intonation is the appropriate
vehicle for her professionally executed stories.

Feminist interviewers are aware that questions function differently in the
female and the male subcultures, and that cross-cultural misunderstanding can
be the source for women’s “inept” response to direct questions. Women use
questions to maintain and enhance conversation, men interpret questions as
requests for information.* For women who do not speak as men speak, re-
quests for information can be worded indirectly, as polite and inclusive imper-
atives: “Let’s talk about your young married life now.” Declaratives, such as
“You worked a long time at the post office,” followed by a long pause and
an expectant facial expression, are another indirect means to avoid direct
questions. Gradually, the interviewer can resort to the standard open-ended
“why” and “how” questions that work so well because interviewers give up
some control by their use.

Keeping in mind the explicit vitality of women’s nonverbal communication
reinforcement, feminist interviewers let their natural communication encour-
agement work by uttering positive vocal minimal responses, tempering a mo-
notonous “uh huh” with equivalent facial expressions and nods. Verbal
reinforcement abounds as interviewers anticipate narrators’ thoughts, occa-
sionally cause an overlap with their own words, and at times link and fill in
incomplete thoughts. This kind of work does not interrupt narrators; it sup-
ports them. One would put interviews with men at risk with such intersupport
work, for some men would interpret the intended help as interruption.

Without condescending, feminist interviewers occasionally explicitly ac-
knowledge narrators’ previous utterances. “Oh, now I understand,” and “I
know what you mean.” This metalinguistic “talk about talk,” long used by
seasoned oral historians in general, slows the pace of the transaction, intro-
duces more collaboration, and simultaneously encourages both speakers to
reflect upon and savor the conversation per se. The interview context now
supports and supplements narrators’ contributions. The pleasurable and famil-
iar collaboration of women is underway. Interviewer self-disclosure is sanc-
tioned in this environment. Although narrators do most of the speaking,
interviewers offer anecdotes to narrators’ extended descriptions, thus contrib-
uting their own subjective self-reflection to the project. To repeat, in woman
talk, reflexivity is not only legitimate, it is inseparable from the process. Femi-
nist interviews are not a radical departure from the most meaningful kind of
oral history; they simply make the self-reflexivity inherent in the experience
of the interview*! explicit and part of the performance record.

For extremely shy women, and where salient class, age, and cultural distinc-
tions between interviewers and narrators are likely to inhibit disclosure, group
interviews more closely resemble natural language situations than do feminist
oral history dyads. I have arranged interviews with groups of three to five
women. One woman volunteers to be featured as the others ask questions
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and briefly offer comparisons with their own experiences. I am somewhat
prominent at first, showing the group how a dyad maneuvers through an
interview. Gradually I recede into a moderator’s role. The collaboration can
become quite spontaneous and intensely involving. Even very shy women
grow eager for their turns, because, as Barbara Myerhoff discovered with her
venerable group,® they long to validate their lives. Individuals have voluntarily
told me that listening to their colleagues stimulates their own recall of events
long dormant or never before considered worthy of being spoken.

As in the early meetings between narrators and interviewers, feminist inter-
viewers adopt their narrators’ time frame, shifting gradually to new issues
only after old ones have been developed generously. The leisurely pace frees
interviewers for the kind of demanding listening that nourishes inferences
about what issues may be waiting to be born and examined for the first time.
When these issues are close to term, interviewers will need a peculiar mixture
of determination and tact to validate narrators’ public naming of buried or
previously only whispered experiences. Do not underestimate female narra-
tors’ communication skills. They are as robust as women themselves. Since
childhood, women have struggled with conflict linguistically, and they are
well prepared to join interviewers in the search for women’s culture.

Susan Armitage asks, “Is there really a female subculture in all times and
places, and does it really function as a defense against male dominance?”* I
have proposed, justified, and described the existence of a vigorous female
sociocommunication subculture. This system might function as a defense
against male dominance; more important, its ongoing process, created and
maintained through communication, flourishes in its own right. If examined
in contexts similar to its natural context, women’s construction of self and
gender can be recorded, analyzed, and interpreted so that it will reconstruct
human history.

Feminist oral historians interviewing women who do not communicate as
men do have learned to discard idealized, androcentric concepts of the effec-
tive oral history interview, the assumption that a universal method can suc-
cessfully be applied to situated and particular oral history encounters.
Interviewers who validate women by using women’s communication are the
midwives for women’s words.

Notes

1.  Erving Goffman, Frame Analysis (New York: Harper, 1974), p. 21.

2. In 1987 a state Arts and Humanities Council revealed to the proposers of an oral history
project the following professional television consultant’s recommendations: “If this proposal
is to come to life, the producers must develop a phantom dialog script. . . . The phantom
is a prewritten, nearly word for word proposed response of the interviewees (before they
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Black Women’s Life Stories:
Reclaiming Self in Narrative Texts

Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis

Oral narrative offers a unique and provocative means of gathering information
central to understanding women’s lives and viewpoints. When applied to
women of color, it assumes added significance as a powerful instrument for
the rediscovery of womanhood so often overlooked and/or neglected in history
and literature alike. Specifically, articulation of black women’s experiences in
America is a complex task characterized by the intersection of race, gender,
and social class with language, history, and culture. It is oral narrative that
is ideally suited to revealing the “multilayered texture of black women’s lives.”
The resulting information is not a mere compilation of idiosyncratic recollec-
tions only interesting to a specialized audience; rather, black women’s life
stories enrich our understanding of issues of race and gender. To this end, I
select, from my own study of older black women, narratives that exemplify
the perils and triumphs of being black and female in America. In particular,
I focus on sociolinguistic representations of a black female self and the power
of language to transform experiences into words. While these narratives reveal
experiences common to all women, the black female self emerges as a variation
of several unique themes.

Oral Narrative as Feminist Methodology

The search for self in many contemporary scholarly studies by and about
women often proves to be fruitless for women of color. Usually what is found
in research on women is the “mythical male norm,”? or, in more current
research, the white female norm, as the standard by which all others are
judged. The narrative self that is defined by the “mythical male norm” is the
center of the universe and is empowered by the notion that the individual is
more important than the group.? As a result, views of self that differ from
this norm are judged to be deviant or deficient. Furthermore, as Doris Sommer
has suggested, the very manner in which we perceive personal narratives re-
flects the trappings of Western thought.* Readers habitually identify with a
single center or voice that usually is seen as autonomous and singlehandedly
in control of the direction of his life. We must question not only the validity
of positing one “center” or self as a model for all life experiences, but also the
expectation that a single male voice has the power and authority to represent
others, regardless of race or gender.
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On the other hand, the white female experience as norm presents its own
set of problems. To take a white, middle-class female’s experience as a given
and generalize to all other women ignores the experiences of women of color
and working-class women. It establishes an elitism within the heart of much
feminist research. As Hazel Carby has observed, “White female critics contin-
ued to perpetrate against black women the exclusive practices they condemned
in white male scholarship by establishing the experience of white middle-class
women as normative within the feminist arena.” The effect of this practice is
to establish a new canon with white female experience at its core. The distinct
experiences of women of color in general, and black women in particular,
are, by definition, excluded. Their concerns can find no voice in a white
female self.

The point is this: existing norms of self in narrative texts have failed to
account for black female life experiences. Self-images of black women cannot
be determined by a prescribed norm based on male and/or white middle-class
values and experiences. Instead, multiple and differing images of a black fe-
male self must be anchored to culturally relevant constructs. Nellie McKay
provides a fitting example in her analysis of Zora Neale Hurston’s autobiogra-
phy. According to McKay, Hurston viewed herself as part of a group of rural
southern black Americans, and a “self-appointed cultural interpreter for the
community from which she came.” Therefore, Hurston’s self-image, no mat-
ter how elusive, is intimately connected to her home community. In order to
understand Hurston, one must also understand her community. In essence,
race is not a hidden quality that surfaces only in connection with external
events, it is an essential component of existence imposed by a prejudiced
society upon the daily lives of black Americans.

Feminist research design and methodology, as well as analytical approaches
to the data, must be sensitive to the cultural diversity present in the larger
population. Sensitivity, however, must go beyond simple tokenism to fair and
accurate representation. Applied to oral narrative, this means inclusion rather
than exclusion, and that al/l women must tell their own stories in their own
words.

Language and Narrative Texts

Language is the invisible force that shapes oral texts and gives meaning to
historical events. It is the primary vehicle through which past experiences are
recalled and interpreted. Attention to language, its variations and categorical
forms, enriches narrative text analysis beyond strictly linguistic concerns.
On a most fundamental level, language is the organizing force that molds
oral narr