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MISSION IMPOSSIBLE?
ORAL HISTORIAN AND THE BLOG

We usually consider oral history as a knowledge based oninformants’ spoken memories—
not on literary sources, although we often study the informants’ speech through
transcripts. Oral history is translated in Finnish as muistitieto (memory based data) instead
of suullinen historia (spoken memories, oral history). Finnish oral history tradition highlights
the nature of remembering instead of the way the memories are produced or edited.

When aresearcher’s purpose is to find out people’s thoughts and the meanings they give
to things, interviewing has traditionally been his/her main method. The interviewer usually
records the interviews in one way or another and also very often transliterates them. If not
always using the practical paper-and-pencil (P&P) method, he/she will exploit some comput-
er-aided system and text processing software for turning the oral data to textual format. |
view oral history as a method of historical documentation, which uses interviews and other
methods with living “survivors” of the time under investigation. It is worth considering the pos-
sibilities the current technology provides.*

Whether we like it or not, computer-mediated methods are no doubt becoming more
and more a part of a researcher’s toolbox. Can ICT tools provide additional help to a re-
searcher? Is it worth it to use the Internet, instead of interviews, when collecting oral history
data? What kind of communication is possible in a blog and how can it be used for research
purposes? Does the data obtained from such methods differ from traditional methods —and
if so, how?

My PhD study suggests the ways to use a blog for collecting the so-called baby boom-
ers’ oral history. Internet blogs — defined here as frequently modified web pages in which
dated entries are listed in reverse chronological sequence — have been an increasingly
popular form of communication in the World Wide Web. The first present-day format ap-
pearedin 1996, and the term “blog” was first applied in 19972 In a blog the author (blogger)
writes something and publishes it for others to read. A conversation becomes possible when
readers are allowed to comment on the written entries. The more public a blog, the more
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important is the rhythm of the news the blogger posts. Using a blog is quite a new method
for collecting oral history research material. The literature of the subject is wide, but it
seems to concentrate on giving advice to bloggers on technical and content matters, not
for research purposes.

Blogs are a form of CMC (computer-mediated-communication), which means that
communication through blogs comes with certain changes compared to face-to-face (FTF)
communication. In some ways communication will be poorer and in others it will be en-
hanced. Through a textual conversation people will have a different experience than when
the same people have a face-to-face conversation. On the other hand, when using the In-
ternet it is possible to communicate in a simple and inexpensive way with people on
the other side of the world.3 In my research | found a blog to be the best way to get in
contact with my target group, now middle-aged and spread out, working and living all over
the world.

My blog was built as a forum to discuss and share memories in public. | launched it in
2006 and ran it for 45 weeks. In addition to the fact that the people were able to share
memories (by reading and writing about them), they could participate and follow the progress
of the research. Everyone had equal access to the blog community, because there were no
passwords. | introduced a new subject every week according to my research question, so
there were 45 themesto discuss. | see different themes very important, when you want to build
a real conversation in a blog and try to collect data with it. One theme suits her, the other
him.

Itis very important to have a real conversationin a blog, especially when you try to collect
data with it. The writers really built up a living on-line community in my blog. In almost all
occasions they knew each other from the 1960s—1970s and continued the conversation which
was interrupted nearly 40 years ago. The blog made it possible for people to join the com-
munity once again.

For me as a researcher the blog was a very interesting and stimulating way to collect oral
history data from certain themes. As a matter of fact, we can consider the process as one
kind of interview, in which the writers answered my questions consequentially and where
the questions were absolutely the same for everyone. On the other hand, to be honest,
the blog proved to be very demanding as a research tool. Running it took much more time
and effort than | could have ever imagined. While it took almost all my leisure time for one
year, | started to feel sympathy for the bloggers, who were suffering from burnout. Neverthe-
less, the highlight for a blogger is when you find out that you are not writing a monologue in
a dark space.

What was my blog's meaning? From a research point of view, the results are very remark-
able, but from a subjective point of view they are very embarrassing. At first it was a way
to collect memories for research purposes, but it soon became something else, too. It offered
the people a forum to share memories, make contact with old and new friends, get rid
of depression, and develop love affairs. The data is still plentiful: the blog covers 4,698 com-
ments, more than 100 photographs, and plenty of other contemporary material and docu-
ments from the 1960s and 1970s. There were many regular writers who wrote almost every
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day: 12.5% of the visitors produced all the research data. The blog was read on all continents
and in more than 8o countries. It had over 50,000 visitors altogether, 74-636 per day.

It is important to remember ethical principles, especially in the world of ICT, where
knowledge can be reached freely by anyone. Arja Kuula reminds us that a researcher always
has to respect the respondents’ self-determination and give them a chance to decide
whether to take part in the research or not . Chris Mann and Fiona Stewart add that one
way for researchers to dispel respondents’ feelings of caution and to increase trust is to be
as open as possible about the purposes and processes of the research. They want to know
if the faceless researcher is trustworthy. It is also important to note that the more indi-
viduals know each otherin a virtual community, the more likely it is that trust, satisfaction,
and a sense of being in a safe communication environment will ensue.* In a blog, this re-
quirement is extremely important to understand, to make and keep it a living forum.
In virtual reality all those requirements mentioned are highlighted because of the lack
of physical contact.

A researcher needs ICT skills, but also interactive skills when launching a blog. Good re-
lationships are important. Otherwise the researcher suddenly discovers that she/he s the only
writer in the blog, the writers disappear, or they do not bother to answer your questions at
all. Ablog conversation requires that a blogger continually keeps her/his eye on the page and
tirelessly follows the discussion. Mann and Stewart put it this way: human relationships have
the same kind of variability and rules on-line as they do in real life. Rapport on-line is possi-
ble — it comes from being very up front with what you are doing and responding as you would
with anyone.®

A virtual environment is text-based, which is also a challenge. The primary ways for
the writer to express him/herself are the choice of the words, verbal descriptions of feelings,
and the structure of the text. The “interviewer” cannot be seen face-to-face, but the respond-
ent can use emoticons, big letters and punctuation to show his/her feelings. 7 Nevertheless,
misunderstandings on the Internet are embarrassing but possible, when the expression
given is different from the expression received. ®

The researcher’s feedback is emphasised in a virtual world. Participants may need regu-
lar confirmation to make sure that they are communicating in an appropriate way and that
their contributions are valued. Participants may experience a blogger’s pause to "listen” as
absence. Cues that she/he is listening reassure participants of continuing interest. Mann and
Stewart give an e-researcher some advice on how to show listening in a virtual world. A re-
searcher may express listening with interest by responding promptly to questions, overtly
expressing interest in a particular point made, asking follow-up questions, or perhaps enthu-
siastically sharing similar experiences as those described by the respondent. Because of
the possibility of misunderstandings, it is also worth informing the interviewees when you
are absent due to travelling, illness etc.®

Can aresearcher be certain that the writers” identity is real? Although this was not prob-
lem in my blog, the fact is that the blogger can never absolutely know for sure who is behind
the answers. It is possible for the participants to create whole new identities for themselves
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in a virtual world. For example one of the reqular writers in my blog used eight different
nicknames or appeared nameless.

If there comes a posting which is written at 3:10 a.m. on Saturday, what does it tell about
the person writing? Blog writers can choose the right time and place for them to write. The e-
researcher must pay attention to this point. We must also remember that only those with
enough technical abilities can write in the blogs. Due to this, e-research only works with
certain types of respondents and the voice is muted of those whose voice is normally low.
A writer states in my blog: "I think that people who write here have things in order. Those
people who have a pc at home, laptop in their summer cottage or a screen open on the desk.
What would those people write who don’t have that equipment?” If the target group of
the research is not just the Bold and the Beautiful, it is the researcher’s task to take care of
the research data triangulation. In addition to the blog | made 39 traditional interviews to
reach as many voices as possible.

When a researcher is using a blog method for data collection, she/he has to step into
the public with unfinished research, which is unpleasant and even frightening. According
to Erving Goffman, we preferably like to show just the result when presenting our prod-
ucts to the public. So we make sure that we are being evaluated only on the finished,
refined, and packed performance. *° It is typical for the blog that the research goes forward
in cooperation with the public. On the other hand that can also be one of the method's
benefits.

Lastly | want to discuss the quality of the oral history data produced by e-research. Is
the result different that of traditional methods? Is there a difference between the data pro-
duced by speaking or by writing? Tiittula, Rastas, and Ruusuvuori** have, for example, paid
attention to this. They point out that the language has a tendency to adapt to the tool. Of-
ten — but not always — the writers' language is more explicit, considered, straight, and
systematic. A blog allows more time for writers to choose their words. For example, one
writerin my blog sketched out his texts for days, checked the facts and dates before posting.
On the other hand, there can also be certain streams of consciousness without checking
spelling. As we know, language is developing and also reveals something about its time.

The researcher has to decide how to ensure the storage of the blog and other e-research
data. The material should be filed in its original context. When e-research methods develop and
the usage of the method increases, this will be a big challenge for archives in the future.*2

Conclusion

From an oral history point of view, | see many possibilities in using a blog as a research
method. For example, it is hard to imagine another method which has been so comprehen-
sively reached among people as the blog. As | have pointed out, in addition to its many
benefits, the new technology has also some potential risks. Those risks should be taken into
consideration in advance.

Whichever method is used, of course the most important thing is to remember to try
to save the voice of the past as authentic as possible. Still several difficulties may occur;
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for example, it is not simple for the blog writer to direct his/her text. | mean, it is impossible
to know all the readers on the Internet. What should one say about his/her youth experi-
ences to the whole world? The need for the conversation is private and human; but, on
the other hand, when you satisfy it openly, it is full of risks. As a form of media, for some
people the blogs can be too public.

"When there is trust among people, relationship flourish; without it, they wither”, writes
Jenny Preece . The quality and quantity of the blog data depends on the researcher’s and
the respondents’ interaction. After all, the researcher must be trustworthy. When a re-
searcherassimilates the ethical principles, he/she respects the respondents’ autonomy, treats
them equitably and attempts to avoid any harm for them or for example their family. The blog
comments tell, just like diaries, about remarkable things, feelings, and memories for the writ-
er, but also about his/her close relationships.

Although my main purpose was to collect oral history data, on the blog people also recon-
nected with old friends they thought they had lost. It was a place where people met new
friends, networked, reminisced and shared memories, fell in love, yearned for someone,
suffered from sleepless nights, got frustrated, shared words of sympathy, and relieved depres-
sion. In the other words, the blog writers opened up to each other like they were used to do
almost 40 years ago.

Reminiscing through a blog is not much different from recalling the past in some other
ways. | see that it is possible to combine oral history research and the blog, but understand-
ing the internet as a dangerous place, and social networking sites as places of socially unac-
ceptable behaviour, hinders the use of this technology. A researcher has to respect the re-
spondents’ self-determination and give them a chance to decide whether to take part in
the research or not. One way for researchers to dispel respondents’ feelings of caution and
toincrease trust is to be as open as possible about the purposes and processes of the research.
Itis also important to note that the more individuals know about each otherin a virtual com-
munity like the blog, the more likely itis that trust, satisfaction, and a sense of being in a safe
communication environment will ensue.

Whatever the method, the most important thing is to make sure that it does not
weaken the quality of the data. My methodological objectives were to create and develop
new ways in using ICT tools for oral history research. The blog made it possible for my
target group to join the on-line community whenever they wanted. For me it offered an
information channel to make my study transparent and public in collecting oral history
material.

Above all the people found that the public discussion in the blog made them remember
old things better and clearer. Photos, links, and drawings published in the blog helped
stimulate memories. The possibility to read one’s own thoughts on a screen encourages re-
flecting on them and also activates long term memory processing. The memories become
shared, diversified, multiplied, and accumulated. | find the blog method very encouraging
from an oral history and cultural history point of view. As a researcher you need just three
things: time, time, and time.
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Jliiza ABEJIIH
MICISt HE3ZIMCHEHHA? YCHW ICTOPUK | BAOT

3a3BMyail MM BBOXKAEMO YCHY iCTOPIIO 3HAHHAM, I1J0 3aCHOBYETbCS HA PO3Ka3aHUX
criorapax iHpopmaHTa — He Ha IMCEMHMX AXKEpeAax, Xoua MU 4acTO AOCAIAXYEMO
po3moBiai iHPpOPMAHTIB 3a AOIIOMOI0I0 TPAHCKPUIITIB. «YCHA iCTOPis» ITepeKAAAAETBCS
diHcpKOMW0 SK muistitieto (paHi, y3siti 3 mam'siti), a He suullinen historia (poskasaHi
croraay, ycHa icropis). ®iHcbKa YCHOICTOPUYHA TPAAULisS HArOAOLIYE TIPUPOAY
TaMsITaHHSI, & He CIIOCiO MPOAYKYBAHHS 44 BUAQHHSI CIIOTAAIB. S po3rasipaio yCHy ictopito
SIK METOA ICTOPUYHOTO AOKYMEHTYBAHH;I i3 BUKOPUCTAHHSM IHTEPB'I0, AA€ TAKOXK [HIIMX
METOAIB AOCADKEHHSI AOCBIAY >KMBMX oueBMALIB. He caip 3abyBatu mepesary, 1o ix
HaAQI0Tb AOCAIAHMKOBI iHOPMALIiTHO-KOMYHIKAaTUBHI T€XHOAOTII.

Lle AOCAIAXEHHST TIPOIIOHYE CIIOCOOM BUKOPUCTAHHS OAOTY AASL 30MpaHHS YCHUX
icTopiit mpeaCTaBHMKIB MOKOAIHHS MMOBOeHHOTrO 6eibi-6ymy (baby boomers).
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ITpeACTaBHMKY Lii€l Py MaAM MOXAMBICTb AIAMTUCS CIOrapamu, OpaTu y4acTb
Y AOCAIAKEHHI Ta CTEXUTHU 3 IOTO XOAOM.

3raAyBaHHS 32 AOIIOMOTOI0 OAOTY He HAATO BIADIBHSIETBCS BiA PUraAyBaHHS MU-
HYAOTO iHImMMu criocobamu. Y Liiit CTaTTi MpeaCTaBAEHO iaero BeO-6A0ry, 10ro CTpyK-
TYPY T2 METOAOAOTIUHI L{iAl, @ TAKOXX PO3AYMM IIPO TTOAAABLIE BAOCKOHAAEHHS METOAY.
MokHa TOEAHYBATH YCHOICTOPUYHE AOCAIAXKEHHS 13 DAOTOM, aAe CAip posymiTu Hebes-
IeK iIHTePHeTY Ta COLiaAbHMX MepeX SK MiCLib, A€ MOXKAMBA COLIiaAbHO HETPUIHATHA
MOBeAIHKa. 3 IHIIOro DOKY, AASI AEKOTO OAOT € 3aHAATO MYOAIMHMM CIIOCOOOM CITIAKY-
BaHH:. AOCAIAHVK Ma€ MOBAXKaT/ CAMOBMPa)XEHHSI PECITIOHAEHTA i HAAABaTV MOXKAMBICTD
BUPILIYBATY, Uy OPATY Y4aCTh Y AOCAIAXEHHI, U Hi. AASI TOAOAQHHS HISIKOBOCTI pec-
MIOHAEHTA Ta 3POCTAHHSI JIOT0 AOBIpH CAiA OyTU MaKCUMAABHO BIAKDUTHUM Y BUCBITAEH-
Hi METU Ta XOAY AOCAIAKEHHSI. BOXKAMBO 3a3HaUMTH TAKOX, L]0 UMM OiABIIE YIACHUKM
OAOTY AIBHAIOTBCS OAVH TIPO OAHOTO, TUM OIABIIOK € AOBIpa, 3aA0BOAEHHS, ITOYYTTS
6e3IeKn y KOMYHIKaTHBHOMY CEpPeAOBMUIL.

Ozekcanopa BPILTHA

XX CTOPIYYA B YCHIN ICTOPII YKPATHIIIB
(HOTATKM AO IIMTAHHA ITPO ICTOPM3M ®OABKAOPY)

yCHi OMOBIA, LU0 BUSHAYAKOTLCA AK «YCHA ICTOPIfA», MOKM He NPUBEPHY/IN HANEeXHOI yBaru
YKPaTHCbKMX GONbKIOPUCTIB, SIKi HaYaCTilLe BBaXatoTb ii LapMHOH iHTepeciB icTOpuKiB.
Tox GobKAOPUCTH, Ha BiZMiHY BiZ ICTOPMKIB Ta €THONOTIB?, MOKM HE YaCTo 3BEPTaIOTLCA A0
po3rasfy LbOro MaTepiany B METOAO0/0MYHOMY aCnekTi, Xoua cami TeKCTU Takoro T1ny 3a-
BXAM by/M B MONi 30py HayKy, HaBiTb KOAM OTPUMYBAM iHLLi XaHPOBI BU3HaueHHs 2. OgHaK
BUPILLEHHS NOCTABAEHOTO NMUTaHHS 47151 GObKIOPUCTUKM MAE He JINLLE NMPAKTUYHN, a 1 Te-
OPETUYHMI CeHC. AZXe came icTOpr3M GO/IbKIOPY TPUBAAMI Yac byB OAHIELD i3 HANANCKY-
CiMHilWMX MPo6eM pagsHCbKOT GO/IbKAOPUCTUKM 3, 3HAYHOIO MIPOIO LibOMY CMIPUA/IO NaHy-
BaHHs MapCKCUCTCHKO-NEHIHCHKOT METOA0OTT, OZHUM i3 HAPIKHKX KaMeHiB skoi byna KOH-
LienLis icTOpM3My Ta NOHATTA «KOHKPETHOrO ICTOPU3MY». 3BiIbHEHHSA HAYKM Bij NaHyBaHHS
€AVHOT ie0N0riYHOT KOHLENLT BiACYHYN0 ANCKYCi 3 LbOTO NUTaHHA Ha APYTWiA NAaH, NpoTe
3a MOBYa3HOI 3roZu 6inbLUIOCTi HAayKOBL,iB NaHIBHUM 3a/IMLLMAOCA 0CUTb CMIPOLLEHE YABAEH-
HSl PO CTOCYHKM GONbKIOPY W icTOpIl.

3a3Bnyan HayKoBLii PO3LLYKYIOTb Y GObKAOPHUX AXepenax iHPopMaL,ito MPO Ti UM iHLi
icTOpWYHi haKTy, BBaXatouw, WO peasbHi Nogii cTaloTb Axepenom GpoabKIOpHUX TBOPIB,
MpoTe 3 NAMHOM Yacy iX 3MICT AeAai BiAAANAETLCA Bifl ICTOPUUHUX NPOTOTMNIB, «HO/BKIO-
PU3YETBCAY, MiAKOPAIOYMNCH 3aKOHAM TPaAMLT. ToMy HayKOBI pO3BiAKM PACHIIOTH rinoTe3amm
npo Te, siKi iCTOPUYHI peanii cTasn AXepenoM TOro U iHLIOrO CIOXETY AyMu, 61AMHY, icTo-
PUYHOI MiCHi, Nepekasy, Y1 NereHam, a YacoM HaBiTb | ka3kn*. HYacom Take po3yMiHHS BUAa-
€TbCS1 MEBHOIO CXeMATH3aL,iEl0 CTOCYHKIB MiX ICTOPUYHIM ByTTAIM Ta BUSIBaMM YCHOI TPAAWLi,
OZHaK Ha NOCTPaASHCbKOMY MPOCTOPI BOHO 1 A0Ci 3a/IMLLIAETCS HE CIPOCTOBAHWM.

Y BUNagKy yCHOT icTOpii NUTaHHSA BUAAETHCS LLLe CKAAZHILIMM, aZXe OMoBiZavi 3a3BMYail
BepbanizyloTb CBill 8aCHUl AOCBIZ, CMMPAIOYMCH HA OCOBUCTI cnorau. Tomy nuToMa Bara
peasibHWX NOZi B ONOBIAAX 3HAYH], @ Y4aCTb TBOPYOI YSIBU BUAAETLCS MiHIManbHOK. Yepes
Lie nobyTOBi MEMOPATY 333BMYal PO3T/IAAAIOTLCS SK MOKA3aHHA CBIZKIB, @ HE K ABULLA YCHOI
TpaawLii 3 BAaCTUBMMM i 3aKOHOMiIPHOCTSIMY BiZTBOPEHHS SIBMLL, AiNCHOCTI.

Ha npoTuBary Takomy po3yMiHHIO B3aEMMH YCHOI ICTOPIT 3 ICTOPUYHOIO PeasbHICTIO ICHYE
W iHWa AyMKa, CyTb AKOT NOASTaE B TOMY, L0 GONbKAOPHWN TBIp BifOMBAE He CTiNbkK npasdy
¢akmis, sik icmopito cidomocmi Hapogy. Tomy iHAMBIAYaNbHE CMPUIAHATTS NOAiN BAACHOTO



