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Origins and Foundations of Oral History

Method?! A set of traditions!

• British tradition
• USA 
• Italy
• Germany 
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Historiography in the 19th and early 20th Centuries

• Source-critical positivism
• Official documents, diplomatic correspondence
• Other „hard-written“ sources
• Written evidence „from above“ 
• Focus on 

− „great men“ and institutions
− political events, diplomacy, structural history
− macro-processes
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Oral History Traditions

Feature German (Niethammer) British (Thompson) U.S. Italian (Portelli, Passerini)

Epistemology Critical realism; 
Erfahrungsgeschichte Empirical social history Archival & technical Narrative/interpretive

View of Memory Socially structured; ideologically 
mediated Socially shaped but factual Supplementary to documents Poetic, symbolic, performative

Politics
Strong presence of debates 
around Nazi past, labor, regional 
identity

Reformist, class-focused Varied; originally: elite-focused Explicitly leftist, activist

Typical Projects Large-scale team studies 
(Ruhrgebiet) Community life histories University archive collections Workers’ struggles, resistance

Aim Reconstruct experienced social 
history Democratize history Document and preserve Understand narrative meaning
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The narrative (biographical) Interview
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“Journey through the memory of our movement”*

1

* Luisa Passerini 2007

• Starting point: “recognition to important groups of 
people who had previously been neglected” (P.T.)

• working class
• indigenous groups
• ordinary people on the periphery
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“Journey through the memory of our movement”*

2

• 1970s – criticism of the method

But also > turning the tables: 
• “Subjectivity” of memory provides important clues to 

different levels of relationships!
− past & present
− memory and personal identity
− individual and collective memory 

• Consultation with other disciplines
• Fine-tuning of the method

“Where will 
this lead us? 
Not to 
history, but 
to myths.” 

Patrick O'Farrell,
1979
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“Journey through the memory of our movement”*
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• 1980s – the oral historian or: the “concept of objectivity”

− oral historians have taken a more conscious approach to 
positioning themselves

− dialog situations from the interviews have also become 
the subject of analysis
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“Journey through the memory of our movement”*
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• since the 2000s – OH and the digital revolution

Aspects of change

• Recording techniques
• Audiovisuality
• Distribution / Sharing
• Access
• Searchability (AI!)
• Ethical aspects?!
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Oral History and European History

1

• The Holocaust…

− victim´s reports to get a clear picture of the Nazis' policy 
of extermination

− experiential history of exclusion, destruction of families, 
local communities, and social worlds

− survivor voices have become an indispensable tool in 
teaching about the Holocaust

− huge interview archives were established
− memory and trauma
− family memory and trauma-transmission
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Oral History and European History

1b

• … and National Socialism

− “ordinary perpetrators” debates
− (new) insights into complicity, collaboration, and the 

myth of collective innocence
− Erfahrungsgeschichte of social crises, ideological shifts 

and war
− family memoirs and memory traditions
− survival and transformation of memory 
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Oral History and European History

2
• Francoist Spain
• Salazar’s Portugal
• Military dictatorships in Greece and the Balkans
• State Socialism in Central, Eastern and Southeastern 

Europe

• Other Authoritarian Regimes and Dictatorships in Europe
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Oral History and European History

3
− The Revolutions of 1989 

o Poland Solidarnosc, GDR „friedliche Revolution“, 
Romania „bloody revolution“/“the events of 
december 1989“

− The transition period in (S)EE
o see f.i. „30 de ani de democrație“/ „30years of 

democracy“, documentary of Recorder, Romania 
− The (post-)Yugoslav wars of the 1990s

o „best documented war(s)“ and still not understood

• Postcommunism/Transition Studies
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Oral History and European History

4
− European Work Migration / Experiences of „1st“ and 

„2nd class“-Europeans within the European Union
− War in Ukraine / Stories of Escape / Women´s 

experiences in host countries / Stories from the War
− Dictatorship in Russia / again: everyday life under

dictatorship, the impact of propaganda, mental and 
practical strategies of survival, conformity

• Future topics from the present
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The End of the Eyewitness Era: Recent Concerns and Outlook

• Holocaust Memory Didactics
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Summary 

• “experience of ordinary people”
− crucial for understanding twentieth-century European history
− victims, perpetrators and bystanders became a voice by OH
− perpetration of propaganda and ideologies into everyday life 

could be traced and analyzed
− individual meaning-making processes within the context of 

“big” history show how we all participate in it
− findings of oral history research have had a profound influence 

on European memory culture and politics of history
− Unfortunately, the “learning effect” from history remains 

elusive. 
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CHARACTERISTICS 
The essay is a scientific presentation of a well-defined research problem, where the 
author should provide an answer to the question they have posed. “Scientific” is this 
context means being systematic, logical, objective and precise, and it also implies that 
the essay is grounded in scientific principles. 
The author must support their arguments with appropriate references, incorporating 
evidence, illustrations, and critical engagement with the material. 
The essay can be similar to an undergraduate dissertation, though its scope is more 
limited. In the essay, the author may, for example, analyse a specific phenomenon or 
evaluate a particular approach. The essay does not necessarily need to be empirical in 
nature. 
In the essay, the idea is not to merely summarise a work or phenomenon, but to 
critically examine and evaluate them. 
The writing style should be clear, objective and academically rigorous, with the 
author’s views supported by well-reasoned justifications.
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Your Research Essay – possible Directions 

• What are the implications of the “end of the eyewitness era” for future research 
and education on the Shoah? Present a current museum education initiative that 
integrates AI and discuss the topic.

• How can oral historians work with the “subjectivity” of memory when recollections 
are shaped by ideology, fear, or later reinterpretation? Chose one European 
dictatorship to explain why the work is still worthwhile. 

• Interviews with “ordinary” perpetrators and bystanders complicate clear-cut moral 
categories and help to understand grey zones of adaptation, opportunism, and 
resistance under dictatorship. Does oral history make it more difficult to come to 
terms with the past, or is its contribution helpful? Explain! 
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Picture credits

• Berlin grüßt Rumänien! 
Von Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-1989-1223-006 / CC-BY-SA 3.0, CC BY-SA 3.0 de, 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=5347718
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