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"I wanted to see themanwith that thing on his forehead" – Autobiographical

researchmeets oral history in the context of Mikhail Gorbachev's State Visit to

Finland in 1989

When Mikhail Gorbachev, the last leader of the Soviet Union, made a state visit to

Finland in October 1989, he was welcomed by crowds of smiling and cheering Finns.

The visit by a reformist politician, the father of perestroika and glasnost, symbolized a

new era to Finland, who, despite its independence, had been subservient to its giant

Eastern neighbor since the end of WWII.

While the official state visit, with negotiations and ceremonies determined by the

protocol, took place in Helsinki, Gorbachev and his wife Raisa made a short extra stop in

Oulu. The dwellers of this small northern town went crazy about the visit, resulting in

huge crowds in the city centre, waiting to see the Gorbachevs with their own eyes.

Among the cheering crowds, there were also schoolchildren, waving little handmade

Finnish and Soviet flags. Why did children participate in and what did they think about

this public ceremony?

Drawing on the oral histories of Finns born in the late 1970s and early 1980s, this paper

discusses how children perceived and experienced the state visit by Gorbachev. How

did they contextualize and discuss the event, what kinds of meanings did they attach to

it, and how do they now narrate their experiences?

Besides oral histories of other people, this paper also employs the memories of the

author/researcher herself and discusses the benefits and challenges of using one's own

memory as a source for historical research. How does it change the way of doing

research when the researcher is an insider and a source, and an outsider and an

interpreter at the same time. How does this type of research influence epistemological

and ethical considerations in research and what does it do the process of gathering,

analyzing and narrating the data?
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Ukrainian Holodomor (1932-1933) Through the prism of oral history.

After the collapse of the Russian Empire in 1917, the people who were enslaved by it, in

particular the Finns, won their state independence. The Ukrainian national liberation

competitions of 1917-1920 got a defeat. Ukraine felt into subjection on the Soviet

empire for decades.

The Soviet Union organized the Holodomor-genocide in Ukraine in 1932-33, which

destroyed millions of Ukrainians for their desire to revive Ukrainian statehood.

The Soviet government organized an information blockade around the crime that he

has committed. And only in the late 1980's – at the eve of the USSR collapse

Holodomors witnesses finally spoke. In this situation, the memories of the Holodomor

witnesses become a valuable historical source.

In the late 1980s, I started a scientific project to collect memoirs of witnesses who

survived the Holodomor of 1932-33. Students from the Kremenchuk Mykhaylo

Ostrogradsky National University have joined the Project.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, we recorded the memoirs of witnesses.

The witnesses' polls were conducted according to specially developed questionnaires,

and were reproduced in an arbitrary format. Holodomor victims lists were reproduced

as far as possible.

Our task was to turn the national memory into a documentary source. In 2008, on the

basis of collected eyewitness accounts and a scientific analysis of historical memory by

a professional historian, the following book was published: Hanna Kapustyan. "The

memory of the 33rd calls for the youngs: memories of witnesses and the word of the

historian", which was reissued in 2014 and 2017.

Memoirs of witnesses reproduce the causes, course, consequences of the Holodomor,

the organization of yard trips, when all food was took out and such conditions were

created that were incompatible with physical survival as well as the structure of

demographic losses, life of the Ukrainian peasantry under the conditions of the

Holodomor.
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Strategies of explaining failures by the former FinnishMPs

The sitting MPs usually try to safeguard their re-election. Despite their edge over the

competitors outside the parliament, some of the sitting MPs always lose their seats.

While interviewing the former MPs, narrations over why the seat was lost are often the

most sensitive moments of the success story. In this paper, the focus is on the MPs'

explaining strategies of a failure to be re-elected. What went wrong; were there others

to blame than the candidate him/herself, such as the media, the electoral system, even

the candidate's own party? The malicious press captures the immediate reactions by

the losers. When time has healed the wounds is there differences between the

explanation strategies of a confidential oral history interview and a published written

memoir of a certain politician? The material of this study consist of published interview

statements by the fallen MPs, oral history interviews of the former Finnish MPs and

some written memoirs by the most experienced parliamentarians.
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Between culture of remembrance and history politics – oral history in professional

contexts

The concept of oral history is concerned with historians, practitioners and recipients,

who can also move outside the traditional historical sciences. This approach makes it

possible to turn from history "from below" or "from within". This paper deals with the

opportunities and weaknesses of the oral history in the health care, social care and

social sphere.

The survey is based on theme-focussed, semi-structured expert interviews as source

material. This is supplemented by (auto-) biographical literature of protagonists of the

researched field. Via analysis of expert interviews with representatives of the

professional field, social processes, thematic aspects and content-related components,

which are difficult to comprehend through the classical analysis of the history of the

history of science, can be analysed. The interviews will be evaluated by qualitative

content analysis.

A problematic aspect of historical time-work, which should be critically reflected, lies in

a conflict of interpretations between contemporary witnesses and historians. Witnesses

involved in the projects can occupy strategic positions in the dissemination discourse

as members of professional groups and institutions, which can bring a distant,

retrospective view of their own history almost to their limits.

In their dual role as "valuable, endogenous voices in the memory channel" (Rudnick

2014), they offer access to historical core questions from the inner perspective. The

resulting tension, especially in the case of deviating interpretations between

contemporary history and politics of history, must be problematized and taken into

account in the evaluation.

Regardless the way reminders are "memorized", subjectivity is a central aspect of oral

history (Niethammer 2007). Especially because the questions of the interview are

interesting for the professional life, experiences can be related to an individual context

of action. At the same time, the memories of a subsequent meaning foundation are
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"An egret in the snow": Everyday talk about generations in China

Scholarship on generations and generational discourses has largely been centered on

Western settings. When generations are studied in the Chinese context, scholars often

apply ideas developed in the west, without sufficiently attending to the discourses

through which Chinese themselves conceive of and talk about generations. In this

project, we use 41 oral histories conducted among ordinary Chinese – students, factory

workers, teachers, street vendors, meteorologists, and more – to address these lacunae.

We find, first, that in China, just as in western settings, modernity precipitated a shift

from discursively positioning generations in terms of continuities to positioning them

as sites of change. Yet, in China, it is not only modernity but also the Communist

Revolution that has substantially informed this discursive shift. Second, although

western research has typically found generations to span roughly 20 to 25 years, in

China, the social and economic reforms of the post-Cultural Revolution years (i.e., 1976

onward) precipitated another discursive shift: generations are now characterized as

having ten-year or even shorter spans and generational change is anticipated to

become ever-more rapid. Third, we trace how those coming of age during the Cultural

Revolution came far later to be retrospectively constituted as a generation, and discuss

how the terminology participants use to label this generation emerged from amongst

earlier alternatives. Fourth, we show that beyond talking about specific generations as

a means of locating one's biography in relation to history, our participants use "floating

signifiers" (Lévi-Strauss) such as "my generation" or "our generation" to do considerable

interactional work vis-à-vis their interviewer. "An egret in the snow" is a metaphor that

one of our participants offered to capture such an idea of a floating signifier, one whose

meanings are multiple and more contextually-dependent than fixed. So too, we argue,

is the meaning of "generations" in China.
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Our Soviet past:  the oral  history of the kazakh society 

 

In 1991,  Kazakhstan became independent, and an entire generation has grown up for 

which «the Soviet past» far from being intelligible. The past is diverse: these are the 

hard days of the Second World War, these are the horrors of the Gulag, these are the 

"December" of 1986 when  the youth led to the square named after Leonid Brezhnev 

the then General Secretary of the Communist Party of USSR. 

 

How to explain and write the history of the recent past of Soviet Kazakhstan? 

Nowadays, we have possibilities to use a large of interviews, life stories recorded by 

numerous expeditions. However, many interviwers capture  translated version to 

Russian language of the interviews, which originally collected in kazakh language.  

Accordingly an idea that the feature of Kazakhstan, it is clearly reflected by the 

interviews in the Kazakh language we will discuss about specificities of the life stories 

in Kazakh language collected on base of  the oral history research center «Aitylgan 

tarikh» at KazNPU named after Abai. Own version of the interpretation of interviews, 

devoted to different aspects of the Soviet past of Kazakhstan. 

 


