Call for papers - conversations!
Oral history in Africa: For an ethical agenda in the postcolonial age

It is common knowledge among historians of Africa that oral history has a central place
in the discipline. Initially imposing itself in the form of recollected “oral traditions” as a
remedy to the absence or fragmented nature of textual evidences for the history of
Africa before the 19t Century, its importance has continued to grow and its time span
to stretch. Today, its use in writing the contemporary history of Africa is commonplace
even when texts abound. Indeed, as was advocated by African historians in the
1950s, its use helps to debunk colonial, imperial and national dominant narratives, and
it participates to the project of writing a more inclusive history. Oral history is
considered one of the best tools to grasp and represent the points of views and
experiences of groups which, for various social and/or political reasons, were kept at
the margins or outside textual sources, or whose perspective was deliberately erased.
Moreover, in the context of a history of violence of various types - settler and non-
settler colonialism, imperialism, murderous nationalist projects — oral history has come
to be seen as a methodology intimately connected to social justice (Janesick 2007). In
some cases, where funding and institutional support allowed it, large oral history
projects came to be launched to keep the memory of particularly violent episodes of
resistance to oppression, such as the various oral history projects in South Africa, or
the Mau Mau Oral history project in Kenya.?

But even outside African history, oral history became a widespread practice for writing
about subaltern groups,® and a flurry of academic guides as to how to conduct
interviews started to be produced, especially in the Global north.* Some excellent
research also appeared as to how to conduct oral history in African contexts. Reference
books such as “African Words, African Voices: Critical Practices in Oral History” (2001)
and others taught researchers to take very seriously testimonies in all their facets,
including gossips, lies, mistakes, silences, and to take in considerations gender, power
differences, language, the presence or not of intermediaries, compensations, and so
on.”> During the last decade, moreover, there has been a growing concern about the
ethics of oral history, even if here the word ‘ethics’ is understood above all in its legal
and psychological sense: thus, the need for an oral or written consent of the participants
to interviews and the possibility to withdraw it, the definition of ‘vulnerable population’
and the practices to protect informants and foresee any possible harm that may result
for the publications of parts of their oral accounts. These considerations are now
increasingly formalised and several institutions have now put in place ethical boards
that scrutinize research proposals before their funding.®

1 T wish to express my gratitude to Noor Nieftagodien, Karin Pallaver, Anne Hugon, and Daouda
Gary-Tounkara for their comments on earlier drafts. All errors and omissions are solely my
responsibility.

2 The literature in particular on South African history and oral history, with also various critical
appraisal, is too extensive to be quoted here, but just few references may be: La Husse 1990;
Field 1999; Bickford-Smith, Field, and Glaser 2001; Kros 2006; Rasool 2010.

3 In the Gramscian sense, people whose economic/social/racial marginalisation goes hands in
hands with a politics of representation that essentialise their marginalisation.

4 For example: various editions of The Oral History Reader and Handbook of Oral History, beside
the existence of several professional journals, such as Oral History Forum, The Oral History
Review, Oral Tradition, Oral History Journal of South Africa...

> Some examples among a sea of publications: Gluck and Patai 1991; White 2000; Greene 2003;
Cooper 2005.

6 See for instance to “resource” section of the website of the Oral History Association,
https://oralhistory.org/




In spite of so many guidelines - including some insightful reflections about “the
peculiarities of oral history” (Portelli 1981, 2002) - there is still one question that is
particularly intractable in the context of African history, especially in the interaction with
subaltern groups. Most of historians conducting interviews have been asked at least
once this question: *“Why do you want to produce knowledge about us and our past?”
This is also what makes oral history much more uncomfortable than dealing with texts,
which as objects cannot ask embarrassing questions. They echo the piercing
interrogations listed in an influential essay published originally in 1999, “Decolonizing
methodologies”, by New Zealand education scholar Linda Tuwahi Smith: “[i]n
contemporary indigenous contexts there are [...] critical questions that communities and
indigenous activists often ask, in a variety of ways [...] Is her spirit clear? Does he have
a good heart? What other baggage are they carrying? Are they useful to us? Can they
fix up our generator? Can they actually do anything?” (Linda Tuhiwai Smith 2021: 10).

Unless the historian comes from the community s/he is enquiring about, when a social
or economic or educational distance exists between the researcher and the interviewee,
these questions are the elephant in the room of the interaction. Even more, when the
scholar from the ‘Global north’ addresses ‘vulnerable populations’ from the ‘Global
south’, the difference from producing science and extracting knowledge - in the same
way in which colonial powers have extracted wealth - becomes quite invisible to the eye
of the interviewees, in spite of the researchers’ best intentions (and his and her own
situated vulnerability). This paradox has been well described by sociologist Saba Le
Renard during her fieldwork in Saudi Arabia: “"Because of my status as a student and
as a foreigner [...] I felt rather dominated during the interactions with the institution
leaderships, but what they reproached me for was my being Western, and as such
dominant in a power relationship that, while not being directly related to the interaction
of the interview, had made it possible” (Le Renard 2010: 132).” Many oral history
manuals suggest to state bluntly from the start our positionality as researchers (ie:
white, European, female), but none explains what to do afterwards, once the gap is
spelled out.

The researcher with an ethical agenda is then trapped in an impossible position: while
doing his/her best for achieving the writing of a more inclusive history that may
contribute to build social justice, s/he faces a crisis of legitimacy that emanates exactly
from what has made the research possible, her/his coming from those areas of the
world historically accountable for global injustice.

Oral history creates the possibility of democratising history, especially in the
development of ‘histories from below’ in which the voices of subalterns contribute
variously to shaping histories. In this process, space is created for the co-production of
historical knowledge. Nonetheless, the relationship between the researcher and subject
remains suffuse with power and therefore tends to reinforce existing inequalities, even
as researchers may be aware of and even work against such asymmetrical relations.

In this workshop, we want to go straight to the elephant in the room by starting from
the embarrassing question: how is it possible to carry on oral history with subaltern
groups in a world of growing inequalities, without being perceived as extracting
knowledge just for the sake of a distant, self-referential academic world that shares
very little with the lives of the people interviewed? How can history be a tool of
emancipation rather than extraction? How can a relation of trust be built, when the gap
between the social background of the researcher and the interviewee is so wide?

7 Original in French, the inelegant translation is mine.



Here we underline the word “how” because we still believe that this is possible, if we
work together and we do not throw up our hands in despair. Hence, the aim of this
workshop is to call for collective reflection as to how to do that.

During the workshop, we would like to explore possible paths, inspired by various
strands of oral historians working (and often belonging to) different types of oppressed
groups (sexual and racial minorities, indigenous communities targets of settler
colonialism).

For instance, Elspeth Brown and Myrl Beam (2022) in a piece of research on Trans Oral
History talks about the collection of interviews as “resources for resilience” for the trans
community, and as “care work... that enables coconstitued, interdependent subjects to
repair, rebuild and cultivate resilience”. For them, archives of trans oral history are “a
legacy” that provide to others “tools of self-care.” They also mention the concept of
“slow archives”: “a temporality that allows for an ethics of care in relationship not only
to the records, but also to the people whose histories are entwined with these records”
(Brown and Beam 2022: 35). In turn, the concept of “slow archive” and the need for
an “ethics of care” is drawn from the seminal article of two specialists of “settler
studies”® - Kimberly Christen and Jane Anderson (2019), originally from Australia:
“Slowing down creates a necessary space for emphasizing how knowledge is produced,
circulated, and exchanged through a series of relationships. Slowing down is about
focusing differently, listening carefully, and acting ethically” (2019:87). This cannot fail
to remind us the injunction of the South African History Workshops to “"Write your own
history” (Witz 1988) as a tool of community empowerment and mutual care.

Another path that has come to be advertised as the solution to research inequalities is
the co-production of knowledge, sharing authority and ‘participatory research’.’
However, which knowledge and for whom? Co-producing research does not necessarily
implies answering to fundamental questions asked by the community among which we
work, such as those outlined above.

Far from hoping to find definitive answers and solutions during this workshop, we aim
at least to engage in a conversation about the production of knowledge in a contest of
sheer global inequality and violence, and about the different options that ‘outsider’
historians may have to address them.

Possible themes to be explored are the following:
- How to think the links between historical research, scientific method and social
justice activism?
- Why do local communities need hisory, and which history?
- How are the concept of “care” and community history linked?
- What can be drwan from settler studies historical methodologies?

Please send an abstract of about 150 words by the 28" of February 2025 to the following
address: womatwork.erc@gmail.com
The workshop will take place on the 16 of June 2025.

8 Settler studies is a new field of historical enquiry, inaugurated few years ago with the
establishment of the journal «Settler Studies Journal».

° The literature is too broad to be quoted here, even if it has not really impacted African history
extensively. For an attempt to the state of the art: Honeybun-Arnolda, Mahony, Chilvers 2024;
Bandola-Gill, Arthur, Leng, 2023; Shea 2025 and the useful bibliography of these articles. On
oral history and sharing authority, of course the reference work is Frisch 1990.For a concrete
example in European history: Cole and Kaposi 2024. For how oral history makes environmental
history participatative, with some examples from Africa, see Williams and Riley 2020.
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