Conference Report: Corporate Voices: Institutional and Organizational Oral histories: The 2013 Oral History Society UK conference, in partnership with the Centre for Life History and Life Writing Research at the University of Sussex

Independent, academic, and professional oral historians met at the University of Sussex in Brighton, July 5-6th, 2013, to explore  emergent themes in the field of ‘oral history’. The conference foregrounded corporate voices from ‘institutional and organizational’ oral histories that are changing the contours of ‘oral history’ tradition. This entwined with ongoing  academic discussion over how to give  status to ‘oral history’ so as to answer the epistemological and normative objections posed by other social scientific disciplines. 
The primary objective of oral history practices in the UK has been to record and study the lives of people who otherwise would remain historically unheard (Blee 1993).  However, the increasing use of oral history as a corporate social media tool and its application by corporate employees to capture their institutional histories has raised pertinent questions of purpose, as well as methodological and ethical concerns. Errante (2000: 25) while highlighting the politics of oral history, states that ‘both historians and narrators come to the oral history event with stories to remember and tell. However, oral historians choose the voices they wish to narrate by choosing the stories they wish narrators to voice, by hunting for some memories and not others.’ The complexity of these choices in a corporate setting was underscored during the session on ‘Banking and Finance’ that presented ‘oral histories’ of corporations such as Barclays, HSBC and Bank of England. Critical issues were raised about the control, access, utilization and ownership of knowledge either produced by the state or the corporate sector in the context of the commercial use of oral histories and methods applied. Familiar questions, such as ‘Whose memory?’ ‘Whose history?’, ‘‘whose knowledge? And ‘Who holds the keys and to what purpose?’ culminated in last but not least ‘whose side we (oral historians) are going to take?’  Are we going to end up as ‘manufacturers of oral history’ or ‘surrogate hard drives’ of the corporate world or will we be in solidarity with people whose interests they exclude? Matters of power, agency and potential infringement were discussed at length but without a clear conclusion. It was suggested that the regulation regarding the disclosure or publication of any copyrighted information i.e. over the 80 years of its production would help the matter. However, the question remains as to what purpose that information would serve to the ordinary citizen, particularly in terms of the short term. Anthropology has already dealt with these issues in the past. The Boasian controversy (1919) over the potential use of anthropologists for military purposes by US Government is just one classic example. I believe that more could be learned from the discipline. The moment any discipline or intellectual enterprise becomes an aide to capital or state, the integrity and allegiance of its practitioners is bound to come under question. The objectivity or neutrality of research is a much discussed epistemological issue in social sciences. Hamersley cited Becker’s (1962) classical criticism ‘Whose side we are?’  on the supposed objectivity in social science research to argue that ‘Becker never meant social scientists to take sides but given the fact that ‘any systematic sociological research on human inevitably tends to have political implications - to gain the fuller understanding of the world it is essential that we consciously take the perspective of the oppressed rather than the oppressor’ (Hamersley 2001). Here I do not necessarily presuppose the monolithic negative nature of corporations. But institutions and organizations naturally tend to act according to the agendas and priorities set by people inhabiting them, and by nature do not attempt to be objective. Of course these agendas and priorities are dependent on the political ideological biases and disciplinary preferences of people running the institutions (Douglas 1984, Best 2013).
In another interesting session on ‘institutional versus individual memory’, distinct accounts of institutional and individual experiences, memories and histories were situated in the interstices of intersecting public and national life histories. Despite the vastly different contexts of the Gaelic Athletic Association, the European Union and the New Zealand Department of Immigration in the 1940s, common threads of interplay between the agency of individuals and the statecraft of ‘governmentality’ proved the  primacy of collectivity over the individual.  The concept of ‘governmentality’ propounded by Foucault (1991) explains what he calls the ‘conduct of conduct’. That is the variety of ways in which human conduct is regulated by deliberate means, i.e. by creating governmental rationalities. This was reflected in Barbara Einhorn’s analysis of the New Zealand government’s wartime report on differentiating  ‘good Jews’ and ‘bad Jews’ as immigrants, dictating the ways of gradually accommodating them into mainstream. A similar phenomenon was observed in the case of Siobhan Brownlie’s presentation on the ‘translator’s role in the construction of the European Union’ wherein the perceptions of translators seems to be deeply influenced by an overarching construct or repertoire of ‘project European Union and values’ created by the ‘top’ epistemic community - another example of governmental rationalities. Interestingly the translators feel they have accomplished their duties irrespective of whether they agree with what they actually have to translate  in the day to day proceedings of European Commission’s office of Directorate General for Translation. Bethan Coupland, meanwhile, provided practical advice on the realpolitik of dealing with institutional oral history commissioners, recommending getting stake holders (particularly archivists) onside and working out contracts with interviewees with regards to online access at the outset.
Several speakers demonstrated how oral history can change our perceptions of the public record of institutions. Richard Jolly gave an illuminating example of an oral history of the United Nations in a session on ‘Organizational Memory and Culture’. Jolly had headed a ten-year project on the UN Intellectual History and interviewed 79 senior officials with his colleagues. He offered quite unique insights into the way UN top functionaries had led their respective regimes in UN offices with astuteness and cultural political sensitivity. Exploding myths about the UN as a handmaid to a bunch of powerful nations he presented a very different picture of the UN’s ‘woes’, challenges and path-breaking interventions for socio-economic betterment of humankind, despite the pressures of global super powers and international conflicts. A converse example came from keynote Abdel Aziz El-Arab, who showed how oral histories with ministers and business leaders in Egypt could be interpreted to demonstrate the failures of government and democracy in the 1980s, prefiguring the protests of the last two years. This testifies what an actor-oriented approach from the sociology of development (Long and Long 1992) advocates i.e. to theorize actual practices rather than basing them on established theories (Mosse in Lewis and Mosse 2006). It also proved that the monolithic perception of institutions or a Manichean point of view of linear global hierarchies hinders rather than help to understand the multi layered and intersecting processes and practices of networks within international and national organizations. Actually institutions are peopled by many actors who form the ‘epistemic communities’ (Mosse 2005) throughout their architecture, and these actors exert, contest and negotiate according to their priorities, interests, disciplinary preferences and ideological biases ( Harper 1998, Broad 2007).
Nevertheless, many presentations suggested a concerning apathy among oral historians towards the ethnographic intricacies which could otherwise enrich their analyses. By this I mean self-reflexivity, observant participation and thick description in addition to the recorded oral history. Furthermore, oral historians might talk more often with life historians in the social sciences in light of more or less similar ethical and legal ‘conditions and precautions’ for working with the human subject. (See the Oral History Society website[footnoteRef:1] and ASA[footnoteRef:2] guidelines). Some of the discussions of securing informed consent, managing data, tackling confidentiality, identity of anonymity of participants, honoring the interest and psychological well being of informants, seemed restatements of old principles. That said, there were some useful probes into the new challenges and tensions in a corporate environment, particularly in the opening plenary session of keynote speaker Mr. Bruce Weindruch, USA, who challenged the audience with his commercially successful service ‘The History Factory’. [1:  http://www.ohs.org.uk/ethics.php]  [2:  http://www.theasa.org/ethics/guidelines.shtml ( ASA stands for Association of Social Anthropologists of the UK and Commonwealth 
] 

In this light, it looks as if the discipline of oral history is currently  at a critical juncture of introspection and relative adaptation, which its current wrestling with the challenge of ‘business’ and institutional history is bound to force further. As a comprehensive field of historical inquiry, it has the capacity not only to encompass the past, but highlight the present while foretelling the trends of the future too, not just for the elite, but for all.

Report by Shrikant Borkar,  School of Global Studies, University of Sussex, Brighton UK, (sb289@sussex.ac.uk)
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