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This article describes ethical considerations ia gractice of oral history in
Germany. It considers interviewee’s motives, reslear interests, the ethical
dilemma of open-ended interviews, the relationslefveen interviewer and
interviewee, the interviewee’s “double role,” theelsture of an interview,
anonymity, the interviewee’s influence on the tcaups, the ethics of
interpretation and publication, the concept and gree of confronting the
interviewee with the interviewer’s interpretatiohlos or her life story, and the
ethics regarding the archiving of interviews.

Very early during my reflections on ethical probkem research with
contemporary witnesses this question thrust itgatin me: would | actually be
ready to give an interview about my life story? t@iey, my life story is still
relatively short — most persons who are questi@edubstantially older and
perhaps for that reason alone have more to talt-pérhaps | would be of interest
for an educational-biographical examination of‘tvietims of the reformed

senior high school” or for a sociological studypafstors’ daughters who often but
not always lean toward political extremes. Whatekiew would | react?

My spontaneous answer would probably be no — afteone knows what
awaits one. But then | would nevertheless probpbhyder this question again
because my refusal would appear to me to be unfamnfair because in my work |
need others to agree to such requests. Why dadihep?

Thelnterview Inquiry

What motives might play a role, when someone idyda give an interview

about his or her life story? What interest can smmeehave in devoting one or

two afternoons and engaging in a great deal of nngmork?

- He or she might want to help the researcher assmper

- hope for a relationship with the interviewer — esply when the interviewee
is a lonely person.

- He might feel honoured that he will contribute twilwvledge.

! Contribution to the Conference “The Contemporariynidss as the Natural Enemy of the
Historical Profession?” organized by the Psychalabinstitute of the University of Hannover
and the Institute for History and Biography of fistance University Hagen, Lidenscheid,
January 2000. Published as “Forschungsethischdegpnelin der Zeitzeugenforschun@®rOS.
Zeitschrift fur Biographieforschung und Oral Hisyat3 (2000): 64-76.
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Researcher
Interests

Increasing the
Willingness to
Speak

- He could assist a cause or a political or socialigrwith his interview.

- He might have a social, political, or religiousargst in passing on his
experiences and worldview.

- He might hope to gain insight into his own patteshaction or his own life
situation and

- be happy to have the opportunity to tell his liferg to an interested person —
whether to take stock of his life or to pass onexigeriencé.

Which motives and interests dominate will, if nothielse, depend on an

individual’'s current life situation and view ofdif Whatever the case might be, all

these interests are legitimate and it is the thskeoresearcher to ensure clarity

where these interests collide with his or her oWmre researcher will hardly see

himself as being in a position to fulfil the dedlioe a longer term, social

relationship and will also have no interest in aagal exchange of life

experiences. He should make clear what his motivesind thereby take into

account that the readiness to speak of the intgrpatner is in any case an

openness towards him as well. Let us assume thenme interview. What happens

then from the perspective of research ethics?

It is important for an oral history interview thhe interview partner is
encouraged to tell as much as possible, espetimtigs he would not simply
speak of unthinkingly. A plethora of methods shoemdourage exactly this:

- The Interviewer should try to gain trust — from thet contact through well-
intentioned, interested listening to the assurari¢be proper handling of the
information.

- The motto, “Give the interview partner securitygimts to the significance of
a comfortable atmosphere. The interview partneukhoot be made to feel
insecure through unfamiliar surroundings but shdwalde the home advantage
as much as possible. The choice of an interviewation is really also an
intrusion into the interview partner’s private sphéAfter all it also serves the
acquisition of further information for analysisrem the type of furnishings,
through habits and leisure activities, to relatioiih the partner.

- The interviewee should also be freed of any posgdadr that his biography is
insignificant: he is the “expert” of his life stqrige is the contemporary
witness. That this status does not mean that aisreents will be taken at
face value, that he might be an “enemy of the hisaibprofession,” is
prudently kept from him.

2 Compare Werner FuchBjographische Forschung, Kurseinheit 3: Arbeitssitbr Hagen
(Studienbrief der FernUniversitat Hagen, 1982)484\Werner Fuchs-HeinritBiographische
Forschung. Eine Einfiihrung in Methoden und PraRigjberarb. und erweiterte Aufl.
(Wiesbaden, 2000).

Almut Leh, “Ethical Problems in Research Involving Contemporary Witnesses,” 2
transl. Edith Burley
Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009)



Secrets of the
“Open
Interview”

- In general it is recommended that the interviewrmarbe not too precisely
informed about the questions to be asked in omawoid his focusing on
specific subjects. He should speak as broadly ssilple and not become
selective too quickly. When comments are requesieel should postpone
these so as not to influence the “open phase.”

It is precisely the “open interview process” trehbt without
deceitfulness toward contemporary witnesses. Geytdimakes sense to leave
the interview partner with his own criteria for@eance and not to force him too
quickly into a possibly completely unsuitable goifdquestions. Therefore the
interviewer should interfere as little as possiieing the conversation, at best in
the provision of new stimulation to the narratiordicating sympathy, and
suppressing any growing suspicion and resistance.

The most important virtue of the interviewer islvatt a doubt the ability to
listen. But exactly this produces for the intervé@aan incalculable dynamic. He
cannot know at the beginning of the interview wt@irse the conversation will
take, what he will speak about, what he will exeludeither the depth nor the
breadth of his account can be predicted: on thehand, because he can not
judge the development of the relationship — whauhhe tell his interviewer or
what would he want to; on the other hand, becaasmh not judge the pressures
of telling his story. Whoever begins to tell a gt — to quote Schitze — “more or
less obligated . . . to continue the story to ismpoint. Until he arrives there he
is forced to present a logical sequence of evanis he can thereby find himself
subject to the pressure for the unthinking comptetf the Gestalt and the
provision of details®

To some extent the inherent demands of narratidavay from the
interview partner the control over his narratianthis sense the interview also
always has a transformative character becauses$keof control is, as far as
possible, deliberately produced. An attempt is ¢p@nmade to suspend the usual
rules of communication, in which everyone can narkess exclude unpleasant
themes, ignore awkward questions, or simply hidatvile does not want to
mention. This unfamiliar conversational situatidsoadoes not provide for the
normal exchange of dialogue, which allows the rtarrthe possibility of
reflection.

In the ideal situation for the interviewer the mviewee talks his head off.
He tells things that he has never told beforepdnesclaims at least, often willy
nilly reveals dark sides, and does not even réamih contradictions.

® Fritz Schutze, “Zur Hervorlockung und Analyse varz&hlungen thematisch relevanter
Geschichten im Rahmen soziologischer Feldforschungd\rbeitsgruppe Bielefelder
Soziologen, edKommunikative Sozialforschurlyiiinchen, 1979), 184.
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The interviewer is fascinated; he has shown hintsedble a good
interviewer and has produced highly complex malt@riaeed of interpretation.
The interview partner has succumbed to the fasomatf narration, has adhered
to all the narrative constraints, and even his siois will not help him. Even
these have left traces in the interview, whichithierviewer will follow in his

analysis.
An Ethical It is obvious that such an interview method isinavery respect witness-
Dilemma friendly. Certainly the interviewee can present$athin all his breadth; nothing

interrupts the flow of his thoughts, the interestated to him by his listener is
assured. On the other hand this can also meathéhatitness is allowed to walk
straight into a trap — without his noticing it #t Actually this dilemma is taken
into consideration in deciding in favour of the npeterview. It is precisely
because of this that it is necessary to refledhaissue.

Negotiating the L€t us go back again to the beginning of the ineavv Whether explicitly or

Interview implicitly, a negotiation of the interview situatidakes place and determines the
Situation basis upon which the interviewer and the interviiastner will deal with each
other.

The interviewee is unlikely to have any experiewd® biographical
interviews. He will perhaps try to orient himseticarding to familiar situations,
such the medical history provided during a visitite doctor, an application
speech, a counselling session with a social warkartherapist, a police
interrogation or an exchange of memories witheniili In order for him to fulfil
his intended role, he needs further clues.

The Witness Where the interviewee, as a contemporary witnegseated as an expert, it is

As Partner completely appropriate as well to take him seripasl a partner in the creation of
a source. Generally this is so not only for ethrealsons but also for methodical
reasons. Taking on the role of partner in the pctida of sources can motivate
the witness to do his best for the success of émeéuve. He will strive for exact
memories, report thoroughly, and permit even urgaetquestions because he is
aware of the importance of his role and anticip#tessignificance of his efforts.

Significance of The presence of the tape recorder also generailyibates to the clarification of

the Tape the situation. While frequent resistance to thigigepent is expected, interview

Recorder partners usually react calmly. They do not let teelves be intimidated even by
video cameras when their significance is made ¢tettlrem. Tape and camera
underline their role as contemporary witness. Theraphone is pointed at them;
the interviewer takes on the role of listener. #h@ narrator he is a cue giver
when the thread of narration breaks or a kind ofexting “first reader” on whom
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Turning Off
the Tape
Recorder

Asymmetry of
the Interview
Situation

the consistency and the persuasiveness of the storpe tested. The actual
audience, which the tape represents, is much higger

On the whole | have the impression that witnesgms the recording of
the interviews positively because they see it, detefy correctly, as a token of
high regard. No remark should be lost; everythsgriportant. The tape can also
give the interviewee the certainty that his wordk not be falsified. They are at
least clearly documented and controllable by hich @imers.

However casual the conversation might be, the tap@rder is not completely
forgotten. This is revealed when the interview partsuddenly asks for the tape
recorder to be turned off. For the interviewer thian uncomfortable situation
because without the recording the interview is nregass. But naturally he is
also curious about what the witness wants to tell dff the record. He will try to
convince the interview partner of the insignificaraf the tape, but if he cannot
be convinced, the recorder must be turned ofhdfwitness were to discover that
the recorder was secretly left on, it would be wdifficult to continue the
interview in an atmosphere of trust. Of course simauld not miss the chance to
turn it back on, though this is actually not thase because it is not always
possible to understand why the interview partnante@to turn the machine off
in the first place. Sometimes the reason givehasthe names of persons, about
whom something shameful is being reported, shoatda documented.
Frequently however, the misgiving is unclear, whiparticularly interesting for
the analysis.

Naturally the witness has no opportunity to keegséhpassages out of the
analysis. As soon as the tape recorder is shuthaffinterviewer will listen
especially carefully, so that immediately after tomversation he will write a
report on exactly these passages in as much dstpibssible as well, obviously,
as what was said before and after the recordinticBlarly after the machine is
turned off the conversation often enters another plgase. Problematic themes,
hinted at earlier, can now be approached more gpErActly such information
can be especially important in the later intergreteand, naturally, as with all
other observations, is included in the interviepont.

The witness does not leave his double role. Hetls bubject and partner in the
production of sources but also the object of oket@ya for the interviewer and
object of the research process. This is conneotgtiriothing else, the asymmetry
that is unavoidable in an interview situation. Nal reciprocity of biographical
communication as in ordinary conversation is plahinehe interview. The basic
situation is that one speaks and the other listBmste is hardly any reversal of
this conversational direction and therefore alsoehationship in the common
sense, no getting to know each other, no buildirtgust in which each reveals
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something about himself. One person tells abouséiinopens himself up,
renders himself exposed and vulnerable; the o#raains outside, stays a
stranger. The interviewer is seen by the interveeaely as a researcher and also
used by him as a projection screen, condemnedrtcuceence. Even if the
statements of the interviewee are very distastefaim, he appears to be his
accomplice, exudes agreement.

For the interviewer the situation is not necesgaiiinple. Just when he
finds the opinions of the interview partner gratbegause they clash with his
own views or he disagrees with the intervieweeseshents, he will find it
difficult that he cannot simply join in the convati®n.

Dealing With It appears to me that the interview situation ftsehot the only reason for

Annoyance considering a phase at the end of the intervievenathe interviewer can bring up
his questions, irritations, and disagreements. phase must not involve injuring
the interview partner’s feelings or pressuring binustify himself. Taking the
interviewee’s statements and judgements serioughbt aiso include confronting
him very carefully with the contradictions and insgstencies in order to provide
him with the possibility of going into more detaihd elaborating his point of
view. Such disclosure of misgivings and objectials® makes it possible for this
interview phase at least to remain relatively foééhe furtive “superiority” of the
researcher.

That he really will proceed with tact and care is duestioning should
already arise from the unequal relationship. Froenpgresent and from the
position of the uninvolved observer things oftepegr clear and obvious, but
when the events and actions described took placsitiation was
understandably less clear to the narrator.

Whoever does not possess the necessary degreerekied tolerance —
and that means the ability to tolerate other litgies and views of life — should
not carry out biographical interviews. In the fipdace he would learn nothing
new from this source anyway. In the second plasattitude would be a
challenge for the witness, whose task cannot aftére to fulfil the expectations
of the interviewer, even if this purpose might hetentirely absent in the
witness’s presentation.

Importance of  The way in which the biographical narration is préed in the interview is

Listening actually not independent of the person to whors #ddressed. The interviewee
will at least try to tell his story so as to findnsensus. It can also be assumed that
the age and sex of the interviewer will affect wisabld. However the narration
also has a monological character. Not seldom dantieeview partners compare
the interview to the writing of an autobiographydiit is exactly those who shy
away from that or give up in the face of the neagsseffort who value the
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Interviewer-
Interviewee
Relationship

opportunity for such an oral narration of theielv It is exactly in “bad”
interviews that it is often revealed that the iniew partner wants to tell his story,
no matter how insensitively the interviewer workmiast it. Perhaps at times we
overestimate the importance of the listener; peshrpis, at least sometimes,
replaceable.

At the end of the interview what kind of relationshas actually developed under
such delicate circumstances? It is not exactlyaiomship in the narrow sense of
the word. After all, one of the potential partnershis relationship could not
bring himself into it at all. But there is certaird great intimacy that does not
often arise in everyday communication. It is not@wmmon for interview partners
to declare that they have told the interviewer maireut themselves than they
have told anyone else before.

It is certainly not really easy, to revert to arpensonal type of
relationship from this intimacy. It is all the maarprising, therefore, that this
reversion is usually quite successful. Apparendshtsides accept the unusual
character of the conversational situation, nottlgagasymmetry. Seldom are
there questions about the life history of the wvimwer. Equally seldom are there
expectations of the maintenance of continuing adreter the interview. More
often it appears that each takes the other asraseptative: the interviewer sees
the witness as the bearer of specific charactesistiat make him interesting for
research; the witness sees the interviewer as &sam from science sent to
research him. This does not exclude the possilafifyersonal contact or the
development of sympathies, but most of the timeetetionship develops that
continues beyond the research process.

Anonymity

The ethical claims on later processes dependdoye kextent on the type of end
product the source will become because the poggbibf anonymity vary
greatly. Few problems will arise when it can beugeed that the interviewee is not
identifiable, as in a scholarly publication thastzlimited circle of readers who
in most cases will have little contact with theisul of the interviewee. The
situation is different when it concerns a locatdng study or research in a narrow
field that will find its readers in this milieu. Bmtial readers might well be
residing in the environment of the interviewee. Whevideo interview is made
for an exhibition or a documentary film it is coraf@ly clear that the interviewee
is present not only in word but in picture.

The witness should know in advance what is to beedwith the interview
so that he can take this into account in his statgs If he has to assume that his
neighbours will see him in the local history musete will certainly be careful
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in his comments about his home surroundings, wimnléhe other hand he will
speak very nonchalantly if he can assume the readéibe anonymous scholars.

Agreement In each case there must be an agreement with txwigw partner about what

over Use will and may happen to the source that was produwetdonly in fairness to the
interview partner but also as security for the aesieer. Such an agreement can be
made before or after the interview. It can be ifting or it can be referred to
orally on the tape. The agreement should desdnbeantext in which the
interview is to be used. The interview partner $ti@liso be assured of anonymity
in any publications as far this is possible. If thaterial is to be used in
exhibitions, museums, or other public settings sagarovisions must be agreed
to. In such cases it is advisable to present thished product to the interview
partner for his agreement, if only to prevent lagatertainties. Basically,
however, the interview partner should allow theeegsher to carry out an
independent analysis, for, from the point of vielth@ researcher, only if the
research is guaranteed freedom does the investmariife history interview
make any sense. At this time it should also befidrif the interviewee agrees to
a later archiving for the purpose of further schigleesearch.

Even if the legal weight of such a declaration stiaot be overestimated,
it will at least have the effect of giving the inteew partner a sense of obligation,
a step that he will not simply take back withoubking twice. One should,
however, make clear that such an agreement isfrotich benefit to the
interviewee. In the end he is granted no right dlkiersource that was produced.
What more could be possible?

Dealing With One could at least offer the witness a copy ofsthrce that was produced in

the Transcript ~ collaboration. Experience shows, however, that @&dvisable to provide the tape
recordings rather than the transcript because thtewform of spoken speech
takes some getting used to. The witness rarelfinsl interrupted sentences and
truncated word endings charming. There is hardigraence that barely meets
even the minimum grammatical standards. Reactmiiset transcript are
themselves worthy of analysis. Frequently the vases want to correct the
written version. At best, this would produce a seteource that could be
interesting if compared with the first, though thigness believes that the first
source has become invalid. The result would rdadly mountain of new ethical
problems.

I nter pretation and Publication

It is interesting that it is mostly the languageotigh which the witness feels
himself exposed; it is rarely his stories, howawenstrous they may appear to
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The
Contemporary
Witness As the
Object of
Analysis

the listener. Displeasure with the contents dewgldt all, only in the

discussion about the analysis of the interview. ifiterviewee is not usually
annoyed by his statements but is displeased bythese have been dealt with:
edited, ripped from their context, misunderstodue €arefully considered
comments about forced labourers and the persecotidews, Autobahns and
Kraft durch FreudgStrength through Joy) appear suddenly to reveahaection
that he never intended. The accents have beeedlaifid the assumed agreement
with the interviewer collapses like a house of sard

During the interpretation process the relationshigerses itself: the passive
listener becomes the active interpreter; the actareator becomes the passive
interpretee. The putative subject of the resedhghpartner in the production of
the source, now finally becomes an object. Thastiscky turning point for
research ethics. What can one do?

It is possible to try to extend the partnership eiad the production of
sources into the interpretive phase by making #ielity of an interpretation
dependent on the agreement of the intervieweeinteesiewee gets the last word
and thus, apart from any ethical considerationde@med to have the “final
authority” in regard to the facts.

The possibility and meaningfulness of such a prasedepends on how
extensively the interview material is analyzed #nd depends on the purpose of
the research. If, for example, it concerns theucaltself-representation of a
specific group, the analysis will not go as fartagould for a psychoanalytical
interpretation. As long as the interviewee is deg@re informant, an expert, his
stories and reports will not be completely reinteted but rather will retain their
own voices. Here the interviewee can surely béfthal authority.” The
partnership model is different, even impossibleewBomething is done with the
biography that the interviewee cannot understandust see as an attack on his
identity.

During the course of interpretation the researchearreach the conclusion
that he understands the interviewee better thamtbesziewee does himself. He
will stumble upon gaps and contradictions in theateve that present further
avenues for extensive elucidation. He will ask ralhg the interviewee could be
at all conscious of the way he conducted his fifall its areas, if he was qualified
to speak about this or that theme without reseand,which subjects he had
forgotten and why. The trap of open conversati@hilathe interview snaps shut.
The contemporary witness stands convicted; hieesgmtation of himself cracks.
While he remains trapped by the pressure for selifjcation and the need for
displacement, the researcher can, from the secstande of the uninvolved, put
the fragments together in a new way.
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Beware of
Interpretations
That Go Too
Far

Regarding
Communicative
Validation

However instructive such interpretations can bey tlre nevertheless not always
appropriate. As an interpreter, one should notwmtcto the danger of conviction
at any price. Doubtless there are systematic lvartteremembrance. The failure
to include specific themes can be due simply taritexview situation itself. Not
every contradiction reveals unconscious motivessituation being described
might itself have been contradictory. In some amstances, uncertain,
contradictory evidence is more correct and more@pate for the interview
partner than a consistent explanation from an detsi

Therefore, the explicit interpretations of the mtew partner should be
the starting point for analysis. The first stepiddde concerned with
understanding the construction of meaning by threezaporary witness. Not until
the second step would one ascertain if this coastmis the appropriate one or if
other constructions could be a better fit.

Naturally I will not deny that such sources requralysis, but | want to
emphasize the rightful claim of the contemporariness to deal seriously with
his attempt at interpretation — not only for ethr@asons but also in the interests
of “finding the truth.” After all, the witness calibe right.

Regarding Communicative Validation

Can it make sense or even be appropriate to cartfierwitness with the
interpretation of his life story and to make hirpatner at this point? The process
of communicative validation rests on the idea okgnal working relationship
between the researcher and the interviewee. Irstatt symmetry does not exist:
the researcher is only the interpreter of the tetdianother, while the
interviewee is both an interpreter and an actoril®\the researcher can develop
and keep testing new interpretations, the intereewmust interpret and explain at
the same time. The researcher presents his cdseytis discussion, the
interviewee his identity.

Confronting the interview partner with the researthanalysis makes
sense only if both sides are prepared to correat thwn interpretations.
However, it can hardly be expected that an intenpartner is ready to discuss
his opinions with a stranger and possibly even ghahem. It is also doubtful
that the researcher would be ready to give uprtéespretations.

All'in all there are relatively few problems witbremporary witnesses
when it comes to later interpretations mainly beesthe interviewee has no
lasting interest in further developments. The agping of the two worlds is so
slight that years later the publication of a wisisgemembrances is often not
noticed at all. In fact there are hardly any ing&rin this regard.

Of course it can still be worthwhile or even neaeggo give the
interviewee access in advance to what is goingetpublished. One should
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Editing the
Language

The Interview
Partner’s
Interpretation

Loyalty to the
Interview
Partner

certainly consider very exactly if the interviewssn be made truly anonymous or
how he might react when he sees the text.

Language is also a sensitive point in an intervi€lae interviewee certainly
wants to recognize himself in his cited statemdhtsygh this does not
necessarily have to occur through an exact trgotsami. On the contrary, as has
already been mentioned, it is precisely throughwheng down of their oral
statements that contemporary witnesses oftenlieatselves exposed. But the
allegedly flawed style of expression often ha®ws sense. It is, therefore,
necessary to determine where this is vital foritberpretation and its
understanding and where it can carefully be editéithout damage, into reader
friendly, every-day language.

A second point relating to the keyword “Publicatioalates to the interview
partner's own understanding, the witness’s ownrpregation. It is precisely
when the interpretation of the researcher diffetsstantially from that of the
interviewee that he must strive for accuracy ingublication. The interview
partner has the right to have himself and his pofiview presented in complete,
fair quotes. This is in my opinion the only possibbndition under which the
interviewee can take somewhat calmly the scholaté&pretation that inevitably
follows. In the end the reader will be able to egegavith both points of view:

with the interview partner’s personal explanation ¢he interpretation offered by
the researcher. The responsibility for allowingtfee appropriate self-explanation
of the interview partner lies with the researchpwhus at the same time opens
his own interpretation to a critical examination.

Since publication as a rule is directed at a sfist@udience and not at
the group of interviewees, it is advisable to md&eisions regarding any possible
conflicts of loyalty that might not favour the im@ewee. Scholarly ambition
might favour a bold thesis and reject a hesitas¢ssment. Such ambition,
however, must be restrained at least at the pdietrepublication could injure
the interviewee, for example by damaging relatwita family members,
neighbours, friends, or colleagues, or if the congerary witness is held up to
ridicule.

In some way the interviewer will keep the interveain mind as a check.

The attitude of interested tolerance will rarelgdats effectiveness completely.
Whoever has become engaged in someone’s life ataryollowed his
explanations has perhaps understood more than tiel Vike. During his analysis
he will certainly step out of the point of view tble interview partner. Just seeing
the transcript creates a greater distance and pgesnadreer critical handling of
the text and the contemporary witness. Still tiveiteremain a lesser or greater
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Sensitivity of
the Sources

Informational
Right to Self-
determination

degree of loyalty to the interview partner thatiwghd to a certain caution in the
analysis and publication. A later researcher wikio approach the material much
more critically because he can feel completely inda@is relationship with the
contemporary witness. This change in the approacbrbes significant when it
comes to archiving the interview.

Archiving

Hardly anyone will disagree that the archiving ofpgrical research is
fundamentally worthwhile. The information shouldrbade available to others
both for verification of the research results amdféirther analysis. As a result the
Deutsche Forschungsgemeinsct@iimmission On Professional Self Regulation
in Science recommended in its 1998 memorandum, Stchrerung guter
wissenschatftlicher Praxis” (Safeguarding Good SifierPractice) that primary
sources should be kept in the institution wherg treginated for ten years in
order to document the research process and to #lleweview of the research
results?

In the case of qualitative data there is the aoldlii feature that they
possess a very high information content that cadljnéde exhausted with one
examination. If nothing else, the high cost of tlagiquisition makes their further
use desirable.

In reality the archiving of biographical interviewgsmore often the exception than
the rule. Far too often, after the first analytig material is stored in the home or
office of the researcher and is unavailable torsth&n important reason for the
great caution in passing the material on is cdstalne to the high sensitivity of
the sources, insofar as it is very difficult to @resanonymity, which is doubtless
in the interest of the interviewee but at the séime conflicts with the interests

of research. For, without the possibility of plagithe source spatially,
chronologically, and in relation to people, it seless for many questions.

In the archiving of qualitative data both the e#thiaspects of research and the

legal regulations relating to the protection of finvacy of information are to be
considered. Basically the issue is to reconcileftbedom of scholarly research
with the so-called informational right to self-detenation.

* The Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft or DFG is &gy central public funding organization
for academic research. DFG-Denkschhifbrschlage zur Sicherung guter wissenschaftlicher
Praxis. Empfehlungen der Kommission “Selbstkorgroll der Wissenschaf{Weinheim,

1998). Compare in relation to the following Sus#hnge and Diane Opitz, whom | thank for
their suggestions: “Die Archivierung qualitativetérviewdaten. Forschungsethik und
Datenschutz als Barrieren fir Sekundaranalysgoziologie. Forum der Deutschen Gesellschaft
fur Soziologie Heft 4, (1999): 48-63.

Almut Leh, “Ethical Problems in Research Involving Contemporary Witnesses,” 12
transl. Edith Burley
Oral History Forum d’histoire orale 29 (2009)



Privileges for
Research
Material

In 1983 the German Federal Constitutional Coutesdtan a fundamental
decision regarding the census that the individusdtrbe protected against the
unrestricted collection, storage, use, and trargdfars personal information
because modern data processing had advancedpgoititevhere it was no longer
possible to control the access and use of infoomaiihe basic right to the free
development of one’s personality clearly includis® ghe authority of the
individual to determine the disclosure and usei®in her information.

(BVerfGE —Entscheidungen des Bundesverfassungsgercbiscisions of the
Federal Constitutional Court, 65, 43) The collectamd processing of personal
information is thereby permitted only when the lalows it or the person
concerned has given permission.

This special protection is intended specifically personal information.
When information relating to persons is made anaugrit can be passed on to
other research projects. However, as has alreagly h@ted several times, it is not
possible to make qualitative data completely anamysn Effectively making
information anonymous would often require the detebf whole passages of
text, which is certainly not desirable for furtrearalysis.

The informational right to self-determination iguated through the laws for the
protection of data on the federal and the statelI&he Federal Data Protection
Act recognizes special “research materials,” forclttertain privileges are
granted. It permits the transfer of personal infation to restricted locations,
though exclusively for research purposes. The retipnust promise “not to
process or use the transferred data for other gegdData relating to persons
must also be rendered anonymous, “as soon asd@aroh purpose permits.”

The protection of the interviewee thus remaingdift. It is always
possible that his information will be passed onr&search purposes, even
without his consent. The issue of making this infation anonymous is not
clearly regulated. For the researcher interestdxographical and subjective
experiences it is obvious that anonymity is notsglae in many research projects.
The contemporary witnesses involved might possbly it differently.

What appears to be a circumvention of the inforamei right to self-
determination is actually a calculated risk. In &#séimation of the Federal
Constitutional Court the aforementioned decisiagarding the census noted that
the risk of the misuse of data in scientific reshas slight. Scholars are — as it
has been put — “generally not interested in thesiddal person, but rather in the
individual as the carrier of particular charactics”

® § 40 Abs. 3 BDSG (Bundesdatenschutzgesetz) FeDatal Protection Act, Section 40 (3)
(Processing and use of personal data by reseastitutas).
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The Imperative Whether this situation can serve to reassure tieeviewee still appears

of Respect

guestionable to me. All in all the archiving ofli§tory interviews remains a
difficult process of negotiation between the resploitity to the interview

partners on the one hand and the claim of the\ashiser for service on the
other. It is a delicate undertaking with an unaartagal basis, which can, in any
case, function only when one strives for respoesilglalings with a contemporary
witness. The question of how one would feel asrderoporary withess oneself,
which courtesies one would expect, and which comstone would accept can
be a helpful guide in this regard.

Concluding Remark

Back to my initial question: would | be ready folifa story interview? To my
own surprise | see that at the end of this crititatussion of all the aspects of an
interview my aversion has decreased. What mighhéeause? Apparently the
interview does exert its own attraction, a certemptation. It is simply not only a
venture that provides the scholar with materiddeéauthlessly interpreted for a
study about “XY” — even if this actually is the sem. It also offers the
interviewee an exceptional opportunity for reflagtebout himself and his life
and presenting this to someone else who listerfsintiérest and patience without
himself claiming any space. The life interview @reething like an attempt at
autobiography but without the effort of writing amithout the finality of the
written word.

Translation of this article made possible by a gene donation from the
Abraham and Bertha Arnold Community Oral HistorynBuat the University of
Winnipeg.
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