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The trouble with straight lines: Narrative structures and newmethods for LGBTQ

oral history

Oral history has long been held as a route to foregrounding silenced and marginalised

voices. Feminist oral history in particular has maintained a commitment to hearing

voices that challenge hegemonic histories. Following in this tradition, historians of

sexuality have been keen to use oral history for the exploration of LGBTQ (lesbian, gay,

bisexual, transgender, queer) histories. Such research has proposed that oral history's

unique methodological and theoretical underpinnings are ideally placed for this type of

recovery history. However, this paper will argue that developments in the field of queer

theory may help to shine a light on, and problematise, such assumptions.

I suggest that some established methodologies of oral history interviewing might have

the potential to inhibit, rather than facilitate, the telling of queer narratives. Specifically,

I argue that the use of normative narrative frameworks to structure storytelling and

interview encounters can lead to the inevitable 'failure' of queer narrators to achieve

narrative composure.

As oral historians we may come to depend on linear narratives in order for our narrators'

stories to 'make sense'. However, for LGBTQ people such narrative cohesion is not

always possible, or desirable. For those who have lived previous heterosexual lives the

inability to narrate a 'total' LGBTQ life can cause narrative breakdown. For transgender

interviewees, interviewing practices that require the speaker to reflect on childhood

and adolescence as a route to understanding the current self can be problematic and

even traumatic. The 'coming out story', now a recognisable narrative in mainstream

culture, has become a touchstone of LGBTQ life narratives. But not all LGBTQ people

have an 'appropriate' coming out story to tell. Such narrators can feel excluded by what

has become a dominant narrative within a marginalised community. Ultimately I argue

for new methodologies that can facilitate and embrace the non-linearity of LGBTQ

narratives.
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Male homosexual experiences in late Soviet Estonia (1960-80s)

The paper is based on life story and thematic oral history interviews with older Estonian

gay or bisexual men that I am conducing from autumn 2017 to spring 2018. In this

presentation, I will analyse these quite open ended interviews from the point of view of

generationally structured large patterns of Estonian memory culture. I will also discuss

how the tension between the Estonian nationalizing and Russian-speaking Soviet ways

of remembering manifest themselves in gay / bisexual memories and interviews.

The paper presents parts of the first results of my larger research project in which I aim

at filling a gap in studying LGBT history of Soviet Union after Stalin (1953-1991) in the

Estonian example. In the project, I analyse communicative networks and identification

patterns among queer people through extensive oral history research. In addition to

promoting democratization of civic society I aim to contribute to better understanding

of late soviet individualisation processes and personal identification patterns with large

social categories (such as Soviet state, ethnicity, and profession) while also exploring

methodological issues with applying Western queer theory in the Eastern European

context.
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Glimpses of Queer. Life Writings and Queer Cultural Memory

This presentation discusses the intertwined nature of life stories and cultural memory.

With examples from Finnish and Estonian collections, it analyzes the utilization of queer

cultural figures by the life-writers and the employment of these collections in the

construction of queer public representations. The material discussed consists of two

collections from the 1990s focusing on sexuality in Estonia and Finland, and a Finnish

collection of queer youth life stories from year 2014. Being different both in time of

gathering as well as in their scope, these collections offer versatile glimpses to the

possibilities of queerness in the life writing traditions of these two countries.

In order to tell about the lives of gays, lesbians, bisexuals, transgendered, or otherwise

queer people, one needs to have available framings and identity labels with which to

construct an intelligible queer life. Furthermore, researchers working on life stories from

queer perspectives utilize cultural understanding of queer to interpret the personal

accounts. On the other hand, oral history and life story sources are have played an

important role in queer historiography and public history as few other sources can tell

of the past from the queer subjects' perspective. Thus, the life stories that utilize

cultural understandings of queer, also construct and articulate queer cultural memory

and participate in the production of public understandings of queer life.

This presentation addresses questions of the intertwined queer life stories and queer

cultural memory in Finnish and Estonian contexts. The study is based on analysis of life

stories, collections in which these are gathered as well as the later utilization of these

collections. The presentation discusses how the possibilities for telling and researching

queer life stories have changed from the 1990s to 2010s.
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Marcus and Noel: life narratives in the intersection of masculinity, class, drug

abuse andmental illness.

This paper focuses the life stories of two young men that passed away due to the

consequences of substance abuse and mental illness. Both of them were my childhood

friends and the paper is a part of the result of a study where I map together pieces of

their life narratives through interviews with their relatives, co-workers and friends.

Through the narratives about their lives questions of class, gender and age are

investigated. The paper focuses on young, white men; people that belong to the norm

and that are in many ways privileged. The aim is therefore to answer questions of how

alienation is a complex process, where people can belong to certain norms and yet

become failed citizens in some aspects of their lives. Whiteness, for example, is a

spectrum of power positions, rather than one clear cut privileged place.

This paper aims to describe experiences of powerlessness in the wake of premature

death. The paper is theoretically influenced by concepts such as protest masculinity,

class and race, and has an overarching post structural framework. Due to my own

personal relations to the research subjects the paper also has an auto-ethnographical

approach where I include my own experiences, memories and emotions in the analysis.

This approach raise methodological and epistemological questions of what kind of

knowledge one is able to gain through orally mediated narratives about people that are

not able to narrate their lives themselves.
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