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The Factory Homers – Oral History from the Grey Area

This paper discusses ethical problems of oral history by focusing on history of factory

"homer's" in Finland.

A "homer" is an object made for oneŽs own benefit by a worker using his or her

factory's equipment and materials. Traditionally homers are construed as a part of the

paternalistic exchange system, where the factory owners provided the workers with the

living conditions that were necessary for the continuance of the work, both as pay and

as perks. Homers were considered exist in the grey area between perks and pilferage

from the workplace. Homers are part of less researched workers' culture which

demonstrate workers' "self-will". After the first part of the 20th century, a period marked

by a shortage of goods caused by the economic depression and wartime rationing, the

typical homers changed from utensils, tools and home supplies to leisure time supplies

and ornaments. This change, caused by the increased significance of leisure time and

prosperity of workers, depicts how the Finnish society transformed from agrarian into a

modern consumption society.

This paper discusses collecting and researching oral history of homers made by Finnish

workshop and paper mill maintenance workers between 1950 – 1990. What kind of

ethical problems occur when you research the subject that performs in the grey area.

How to build trustful relationship with informants when you are researching

clandestine subject and still research their history truthfully and respectfully. On the

other hand, what kind of problems occur in preserving the collection.

The main source of this paper is the collection of interviews of retired industrial

workers. The collection includes 99 different informants who were interviewed either

privately (63 informants) or in the groups (36 persons).
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When Does the Ethical Happen? Reorienting Ethics in Oral History

When the ethics of doing oral history is discussed, many usually take it for granted that

the ethical responsibilities of oral historians are confined to the question of how strictly

one observes the protocols for data collection, archiving, analysis and access. Whatever

happens afterwards ceases to be the oral historians' concerns. Considering that a set of

information obtained following strict ethical standards could be and often enough they

are, sooner or later, misused and in the process could harm innocent people, and given

that advances in technology allow putting online transcripts or actual interview clips in

a grander scale, the potential harm is greater than ever. On the other hand, oral sources

that were unethically obtained may be used ethically, for the benefit of many. It is

pertinent thus to ask, when does the ethical actually happen? Is there really a particular

moment when one can pin down and say that the ethical ends and the unethical

begins, or vice versa? Or, such moments shift along with the contexts?

In this paper, I wish to reflect on why is it that oral historians, or scholars in general, tend

to have a restricted notion of ethical responsibility, how this tendency manifest in the

widely accepted ethical practices, and what adverse but often ignored consequences

this tendency might have. I will argue for a need to embrace a holistic view of ethical

responsibility, which entails the re-thinking of the ethics of doing scholarly practice.
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Beyond Ethical Approval. Oral history practice in Central and Eastern Europe.

Oral history practice is inseparably connected to ethics. However, over time, a deeper

ethical reflection has developed, together with ongoing debates on nature of the craft.

Recent western scholarly literature in particular has drawn attention to situations

involving underrepresented or marginalized communities or narratives tainted by

trauma, conducted in precarious circumstances and sensitive contexts. Although

western researchers still write that anxiety about ethics emerges mostly informally,

there are still areas where such topics have not been discussed until now, even over

coffee. At the same time, in the US or Canada ethics review boards try to control

research processes in order to ensure that nobody will be hurt. The problem is that their

principles are designed for the medical field. American oral historians have been

fighting for their rights for more than twenty years.

Meanwhile, recently in Europe similar rules have been adopted, based on WHO

procedures guided by i.a. World Medical Association Declaration of Helsinki. All

projects involving human subjects must achieve ethical standards demanded by the EU

through above motioned recommendations. As in the US, the standards hardly apply to

oral history and raise similar dilemmas. As Sheftel and Zembrzycki ask, "how we can

translate a messy, dynamic, relationship-based craft into a formal research practice that

is both ethically and legally defensible?" (Sheftel, Zembrzycki 2016).

In this paper, I would like to discuss my experience of participating in an EU project on

Children Born of War, while being at the same time affiliated to a German university and

conducting research in Poland where the topic is still taboo. I would like to talk about

my struggles with ethical clearance and difficulties in applying all requirements in my

fieldwork and local context. I hope it will be an opportunity to discuss this issue among

colleagues from around the world.
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An interviewee objects. And then what. On Oral history, power relations and

ethics.

As oral historian, I am interested in the experiences, perceptions, constructions, and

interpretations of historical agents. I am not necessarily aiming to give voice to the

voiceless; nevertheless I am dependent on people who agree to be interviewed. What is

probably more important is that they give their consent to use the interview as

historical sources. These sources, generated in a collaborative effort during an

interview, are complex dialogues. They contain my questions and research interests as

well as the answers, perspectives and narratives of the interviewee. Being the

researcher who initiates the interview I am also the sole interpreter, the intellectual

power lays clearly on my side. As an attempt to compensate for the structural

imbalance that is inherent to oral history and as a symbol of my appreciation of their

participation, I usually make my project outcomes available to the interviewees. The

responses that I get are very divers. They range from gratitude to silence with several

options in between. In my paper, I would like to focus on the different reactions of the

interviewees more thoroughly and discuss how we can deal with them and understand

them in present day oral history. I would particularly like to focus on the debates about

shared authority (M. Frisch 1990) and sharing authority (L. Shopes 2003) and reconsider

questions of research ethics (A. Leh, 2000). This is a topic that needs to be discussed

continually, especially since in the last decades the settings and politics in with

interviews are conducted have changed. In the context of the German speaking Oral

History the interviewee has turned into a contemporary witness, a term which includes

a certain moral appeal.
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Oral history and standardized research-ethics regulations. Epistemological and

methodological reflections from a newly started oral history project with Jewish

women in Sweden

This paper will explore how research ethics regulations influence how oral history

research can or cannot be conducted. During the last decade research ethics in the

humanities and social science has been regulated by law. In Sweden, for example, a law

has been in force since 2004 which deals with vetting the ethics of research that

involves humans. The purpose of the law is to protect the individual and the respect for

human dignity in research. The Swedish law concerning research ethics is in many ways

informed by the WMA Declaration of Helsinki and thus subjugated by biomedical

science's epistemological standards, concepts and discourses about, for example,

"vulnerable groups", "risks" and "informed consent". With the law of research ethics

came standardized research-ethics regulations and application forms and the

establishment of central and local ethical vetting boards with the mission to consider

and approve or reject applications, which has consequences for how research can or

cannot be conducted. In this presentation, I will discuss how the discourses of the

standardized research-ethics regulations influenced the design of a newly started oral

history project with Jewish women about their history and experiences of antisemitism

and sexism during the twentieth and twenty-first century. The paper will for example

address the challenges in translating, interpreting and working with the concepts of

"risks" and "vulnerable groups" of the WMA Declaration of Helsinki and the regulations

about "confidentiality" or "anonymity" in an oral history project with the outspoken

purpose to collect and tell the diverse experiences and life stories of Jewish women in

Sweden.
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