CHAPTER FOUR

WAYS OF LISTENING
The art of collecting testimony
Oral testimony may be sought and used in a variety of contexts,
as a project in itself or as one of a number of methods in a wider
research or appraisal activity. Whatever the context, it is vital to
spend time at the beginning clarifying the aims and objectives
of the exercise, and examining the best ways to achieve them.

Planning a project
During the planning stage, the themes for investigation should
be developed and discussed with the participants in the project
and with the community concerned. A fundamental part of
this stage has to-be a consideration not just of the social,
economic, environmental or working worlds of the potential
interviewees, but also of the cultural context in which the
interviewing will take place. Appropriate decisions can then be
made about which interviewing methods to use.

Cross-cultural dimensions
While the interview is now a common form of enquiry and
communication in the West—where a job interview is a
prerequisite for most employment, the media feature endless
interviews, both informative and entertaining, and few people
escape having to take part in polls and questionnaires—this is
by no means a universal experience. As British anthropologist
Charles Briggs has observed, in some societies the interview is
not an established type of speech event, and there can often be
an incompatibility between standard interview techniques and
indigenous systems of communication [1]. This incompatibility
can create problems for people who, as interviewees, are forced
to express themselves in an unfamiliar speech format. In
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particular, the interview form has a tendency to put unnatural
pressure on people to find ready answers, to be concise and to
summarise a variety of complex experiences and intricate
knowledge [2]. It may also mean that researchers and
interviewers unwittingly violate local communication norms
relating to turn-taking, the order of topics for discussion or
various rituals attached to storytelling. In some societies,
individual interviews are considered dangerously intimate
encounters. In others, the recounting of group history can be a
sacred ritual and certain people must be consulted before
others. Sometimes a number of clearly prescribed topics should
be used to start proceedings, while other topics may be taboo,
or should not be introduced until a particular level of intimacy
and trust has been achieved.
In many societies, community or clan history is the vested
interest of particular people or a designated caste, such as the
griots of West Africa. They will often adapt their account to a
particular audience, tailoring it to focus on the ancestors of their
listeners. Alongside the right to tell, there is often a reward:
payment in cash or kind for the teller. Storytelling may also
have a seasonal dimension. In Ladakh, for example, winter is
the time for telling stories. It is considered an inappropriate
activity during the busy summer months when the agricultural
workload is at its peak, as a local saying makes clear: "As long
as the earth is green, no tale should be told [3]." It would be an
ill-prepared and disappointed oral testimony project that set
out to collect traditional stories in Ladakh during the summer!
There may also be special rituals of rendition which require
certain elders to act as witnesses and checks on the history or
stories being recounted. The proper setting for the recounting
of a community history may be a feast with a minimum
number present. Such conditions affect the collection of oral
history and can sometimes even make it impossible, as Lomo
Zachary, a Sudanese researcher, found when he tried to gather
information about the origins and relations of various Ugandan
clans living as refugees in South Sudan:
/ approached several clan historians but all were asking me for a
"Calabash"—meaning some liquor...After requesting some
liquor most told me that they were unable to narrate me any
stories because there were no esteemed witnesses or observers.
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Usually when such clan histories are told to clansmen or a group
of interested young clansmen there is someone also luell versed in
the clan history who makes corrections when necessary.
Sometimes they have long debates on a controversial item in the
history. For example, the storyteller might skip or include a false
family line of a particular clansman. Here the observer or
witness has to interpose immediately with concrete proofs....So
all gave me a similar response: "My son, I am indeed grateful for
your u'ise request for knowing where we originated from, how we
have come to be separated and how we handle our affairs. I could
have given you an elaborate history of our people but as you
know, we are all scattered at this time. We have lost all our
animals. There are no more tribal palavers where our people
could be gathered....It could be during such sittings that our wise
children could now put down all our cultures and traditions.
Please accept my sincere apologies [4]. "

It is critically important to be aware of these different
conceptual and cultural dimensions to interviewing and to
historical information. A vital part of any preparation for an
oral testimony project should involve learning about the norms
of what Briggs describes as people's "communicative
repertoire": its particular forms, its special events, its speech
categories and its taboos [5]. The most fundamental rule is to be
sensitive to customary modes of speech and communication
and allow people to speak on their own terms.

Methods of collection
There are a number of different kinds of interview. The most
wide-ranging form is the individual life story. This allows a
person to narrate the story of his or her whole life in all its
dimensions: personal, spiritual, social and economic. Another
kind is the single-issue interview which seeks to gain testimony
about a particular aspect or period of a person's life. As Ghapter
Three showed, the object might be to hear about someone's
working life, perhaps with an emphasis on indigenous
knowledge, or to listen to their experiences during an event or
episode such as a famine or a time of conflict or displacement.
In addition to individual interviews, oral testimony can also be
collected in focus group discussions, community interviews or
by diary interviewing. When choosing the method(s) to be
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Topics for a life story
One of the great advantages of a life story interview is that it tracks a person's experience
across all the different economic and social sectors of their life. To do this effectively, an
interview needs to cover a certain cross-section of topics.
Some basic biographical data should be covered at the start, such as: the narrator's
name; when and where they were born; their occupation(s); where their parents live(d);
what their parents do/did; what family they have.
These and similar questions often provide a useful "warm-up" during which both parties
can get the feel of each other and begin to develop a rapport. Once again, the
communicative repertoire of various societies will differ and certain greetings and topics
may have to be followed in a prescribed order.
The other topics to be covered in a life story can be divided into three broad sections.
Issues of family and early life
• Family background: grandparents, elderly relations, extended tamily, and their influence,
• Parents; where they came from, their occupations and roles in the family, their
personalities, the narrator's relationship with them,
• Brothers, sisters and childhood friends; children's responsibilities, games and leisure
activities, childhood journeys; what happened to siblings and friends in later life,
• Everyday life; the household environment; who did the domestic work, cooking etc; food
and meal times etc,
• Special occasions: weddings, funerals, festivals and initiations,
• Local geography: the community, village or town; communal areas, land rights and
ownership; markets, meeting places and other significant places; neighbours, important
people and interesting characters,
• Social and cultural life; religion and politics; education and instruction at home, school or
work; important friendships, influences and ambitions.

employed, it is important to bear in mind the objectives of the
project and the kind of testimony required.
Life story interviews
These are normally private, one-to-one encounters between
interviewer and narrator. Sessions should be held at a time
convenient to the interviewee and in a suitable location,
preferably somewhere which offers seclusion, comfort and
familiarity. There is often no better place than the narrator's
home.
In some societies, a one-to-one interview may not be
acceptable, particularly for women, and one or more observers
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Working life
• Occupation(s) inside and outside the home: domestic, agricultural, vocational,
professional, formal, informal, paid and unpaid.
• How the skills were learnt; the work environment; what the work involves and who with;
any formal or informal training or apprenticeship.
• Any changes of occupation and why; successes and failures in working life.
• Other income-generating opportunities, eg crafts, brewing, trading.
• A typical working day; seasonal variations.
• Important influences at work: mentors, colleagues, friends, enemies.
• Work-related organisations: cooperatives, informal groups, professional organisations,
unions; any social life connected with work.
t Wider changes affecting work; environmental, industrial, political etc.
Aduit famiiy and sociai iife
• Central relationships; single, married, separated, divorced or widowed; monogamous or
polygamous; the meeting of partner(s), their background and occupation; any wedding;
setting up or joining a household, who controls money and assets, the division of work
and decision-making; expectations and ideals of marriage, the family home, children,
childbirth, family planning, child care, ideals of parenting, affection and discipline; hopes
and ambitions for children; the deaths of partners and family members. If single or
childless; by choice pr circumstance; attitude of others to this.
• Leisure activities; hobbies; friends and relationships; music, dance, drama, storytelling;
religious or cultural festivals and entertainments; local groups or clubs; the community,
the neighbours.
• Old age: becoming grandparents and/or other rights, responsibilities, privileges or
difficulties which come with age.

will need to be present. This can serve the additional function
of testing and cross-checking information as observers interrupt
to challenge or correct the interviewee. However, it can also
mean that information is distorted. In some situations,
observers can act as censors and indeed may be there
specifically to intimidate: husbands observing wives; parents
observing children; or officials observing a community living in
fear or repression [6]. While it is important to conform to the
communicative repertoire of the people being interviewed, it
pays to be aware that there may be more dubious aspects to
observation and extra participation. Gender can also be an
inhibiting factor and as a general rule interviewer and narrator
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should be the same sex (for a fuller discussion of this, see
Chapter Six) [7].
An average life story interview may need two or three
sessions and can take anything from one to eight hours.
Breaking up the interview into separate sessions gives people
time to remember and explore the past and makes recollection
more of a process than an occasion. It takes the pressure off a
single session, when the narrator might feel obliged to cram
everything in. Things triggered in one session can be reflected
upon by the narrator in peace and then brought to the next. The
interviewer can similarly benefit from the pause between
sessions.
It is important to remember that a life story interview can
often have a profound effect on the interviewee, who may
never have told anyone their memories before and certainly is
unlikely to have recalled their whole life in the course of a few
hours. For most people, recounting their life story is a positive,
if emotional, experience from which they can gain much
satisfaction and a renewed sense of perspective, but the listener
should always ensure that the narrator is comfortable at the end
of the interview and is surrounded by the support they need,
whether from family or friends.
Family-tree interviewing
In the course of a life story interview, the narrator will describe
many members of his or her family from contemporary or
previous generations. These people will obviously be
mentioned largely in terms of their impact on the narrator.
However, as has been seen in the ILO fisherwomen study (see
p58), it is possible to focus on these other family members in
more depth by asking the narrator to supply second-hand
accounts of their relatives' lives. This technique is perhaps best
described as family-tree interviewing.
The ILO study was particularly concerned with changes in
the women's lives over the past 3() years and so each woman in
the sample was asked to give her version of the life stories of
her mother, grandmothers, sisters, aunts, and female cousins.
This process obviously takes up much more time, but it does
give an interesting ripple effect to any study. It is perhaps most
useful when one is looking for trends, rather than the speciflc
detail of direct personal experience. An alternative, which is
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still more time-consuming but also a more direct measure of
change, is to interview two generations from the same family.
Single-issue testimony
Single-issue interviews may be carried out on a one-to-one or
group basis, and focus on a specific aspect of the narrator's life.
As such they can be shorter than a life story, but more detailed.
Single-issue interviews can yield valuable insights for many
development and relief activities (see Ghapter Three). They are
the main method of learning about a particular event, such as
drought, or for an investigation into a particular area of
knowledge or experience. For example, they might involve
interviewing farmers about land use and water conservation
methods, or a traditional healer about botany and plant use.
They require the interviewer to have more detailed background
or technical knowledge of the subject matter than is necessary
for a more wide-ranging life story.
Diary interviewing
Diary interviewing is a method which is increasingly being
used by social scientists. It involves selecting a sample of
people who contribute regular diary entries as part of a
continuing and long-term study of social trends. Such a study
might ask people to report on specific issues or it might seek
more general life story material. The participants make a
commitment to keep a written or oral, tape-recorded diary.
Entries might be made on a daily, weekly, monthly or annual
basis, and are then sent in and analysed centrally, over time.
Alternatively, diary interviewing can involve a less rigorous
procedure whereby the participant is interviewed at key
moments over a period of time. In a study of indigenous
agricultural practices, for example, these might include
particular times during the cropping calendar such as land
preparation, sowing, weeding, harvesting and threshing. In a
more general life story study, such moments might include
religious festivals, rites of passage or different stages of
educational or working life. The objective of diary interviewing
is therefore to collect a running progress of a person's
experience over time and not just retrospectively.
Group interviews
Oral testimony can also be collected through group work.
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Indeed, in many societies, group interviews may be more in
keeping with the customary ways of communicating. If the
concept of a one-to-one interview seems unusual or unnatural,
the format of group discussions or public meetings may be
more familiar and oral testimony collection can be adapted
accordingly.
Groups can bring out the best and the worst in people.
Sometimes, by taking the focus off individuals, they make them
less inhibited, but the opposite can occur just as easily. A group
may subtly pressurise people towards a socially acceptable
testimony or a mythical representation of the past or of a
current issue which everyone feels is "safe" to share and which
may be in some sense idealised. Communal histories gathered
in this way can involve a powerful process of myth
construction or fabulation which misrepresents the real
complexity of the community. At worst, this can develop into a
persistent false consciousness which can only tolerate the good
things, and remembers "how united we all were", or which
exaggerates the totality of suffering and recalls "how bad
everything was [8]". The voices of the less confident, the poorer
and the powerless, are less likely to be heard, and so the variety
of experience and the clashes and conflicts within a community
may well remain hidden.
But groups can also be especially productive, as members
"spark" off one another. Memories are triggered, facts can be
verified or checked, views can be challenged and the burning
issues of the past can be discussed and argued about again in
the light of the present. Group work can also increase rapport
between project workers/interviewers and the community,
encouraging people to come forward for one-to-one sessions if
appropriate. Two kinds of group work are appropriate to oral
testimony collection: small focus group discussions and larger
community interviews.
Focus group discussions developed as an important part of
market research, but are now used widely on an interdisciplinary basis as a means of assessing attitudes and
opinions. In this context, they are a particularly useful forum
for discussing both the past and the major issues of the day.
Focus groups are particularly appropriate for collecting
testimony from people who may be very reserved on a one-toone basis, but draw confidence from being in a familiar group.
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Ghildren are a good example of this.
The idea is to bring a group together—preferably between
five and 12 people—to discuss a particular issue or a number of
issues. They should be a homogenous group made up of
participants of the same sex and largely equal in social status,
knowledge and experience so that confidence is generally high
and no-one feels threatened. The discussion should last for one
to two hours, with the participants sitting comfortably and
facing each other in a circle. Several consecutive sessions can be
held if necessary.
Social scientist Krishna Kumar notes that the main emphasis
in a focus group is the interaction between the participants
themselves, and not that between participants and interviewer
[9]. Focus groups are therefore guided by a "moderator" rather
than an interviewer, whose role is to steer the discussion and
ask some probing questions by adopting a posture of
"sophisticated naivete". This encourages the group to talk in
depth with confidence, but also to be ready to spell things out
for the outsider. The moderator's role also involves countering
the two main constraints on a focus group: dominance of the
proceedings by so-called "monopolisers"; and a sense of group
pressure which-can build up from a majority viewpoint and
which then discourages a minority of participants from
expressing their views.
Community interviews involve larger groups and may
resemble public meetings more than group discussions. Their
emphasis is different, too. The main interaction of a community
interview is between the interviewer and the community. The
ideal size is around 30 people, but no more, and two
interviewers will be needed for such an event. Their role is a
directly questioning one, but they must still take responsibility
for balancing participation in the meeting with guiding the
interview. Having two interviewers can be confusing and their
respective roles should be well defined in advance of the
interview, to ensure that they do not speak at the same time or
interrupt each other's train of enquiry.
The advantage of a community interview is the opportunity
it provides for gathering a wide cross-section of people together
at one time. This is particularly useful at the outset of a project,
for example, when background information is being collected
or future interviewees are being sought and selected. It is also
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useful midway or at the end of the process of collecting
interviews, when certain details or views need to be tested or
checked. It can provide the occasion for a number of "straw
polls" and hand counts in order to learn how many people
share experiences or hold similar views. Finally, both group
and community meetings are especially useful for the "return"
of oral testimony and the findings of PRA exercises. They can
act as a review mechanism and can encourage decision-making
based on the testimonies collected.

Oral artistry
While the main method of collecting oral testimony is by
recording interviews, it may be appropriate to include oral
artistry, through which people can speak volumes about their
past, their present and their hopes for the future. As has been
noted, listening to and collecting songs, stories, legends, poems
and drama can form an important part of oral testimony work
as it relates to development ideas and practice.
P G N'Diaye, a consultant for UNESCO, describes oral
tradition as "the oral transmission of ideas, customs and
emotions which belong to a society [10]." In most cultures
special artists are responsible for creating and maintaining oral
tradition. Some forms of oral tradition, such as genealogies or
climate calendars, have a specific record-keeping or technical
function. Others are more essentially artistic, and help maintain
the norms, conventions and organisation of a society.
One particularly important feature of oral works of art is that
they rarely have a bound and final version like a book; more
often they continue to be developed and adapted in
performance. Traditional songs often accrue new meanings or
come to refer to several similar events in history, and past
events are usually given a present gloss, laced with
contemporary references for today's audience. Thus, while it is
difficult to speak of oral artistry as "objective" history, because
of its organic nature, it nevertheless yields valuable information
about social change, archetypal events and community
responses past and present [11].
Oral artistry frequently has a didactic as well as a descriptive
purpose. Stories, songs and histories contribute to the process
of socialisation, providing a means of learning about a people's
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Griots ill Mali listen to the playback of their ivork songs, later adapted to
convey environmental information (see Rural Theatre, p45).

codes and values, and of passing on good practice and the
received wisdom of that society. Tales and proverbs about wise
and foolish farmers, greedy merchants or careless parents, all
represent advice which has been tried and tested in the past, or
adapted or invented for a changing world. Development
workers can often profit from listening to such tales, as they
reveal much about a society's values, and can usefully be
incorporated into the technical or educational components of
development programmes.
But oral artistry is not only a medium for the establishment
view. As well as conserving particular norms, it can become the
means by which to challenge and subvert them. A new idea, or
the rising consciousness of a marginalised group, can find irs
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rallying point in a song or a story which attacks or ridicules the
status quo. Because of its inherent elements of participation,
performance and adaptability, oral artistry can be especially
democratic. Much of it, except the most complex or sacred
sagas, can be shared and passed on. Performances and
renditions are often interactive and allow criticism and
contribution from the audience. Little is cast in stone and the
content is often vested with a high degree of public ownership,
and open to scrutiny and discussion. This can have important
benefits for development programmes, since ideas can be both
expressed and challenged through these media.
When collecting songs or stories, however, it is vital to be
aware of the particular conventions of each genre. This may
demand a tone or posture that deliberately exaggerates a
certain attitude or line of thought, which the inexperienced
listener may take too literally, unaware of the intended irony,
hyperbole or propaganda. When Megan Vaughan collected
women's pounding songs in Malawi (see p28), she discovered
them to be "an acceptable anti-male form which contain the
possibility of expressing sexual antagonism in a socially
acceptable way". In order to judge "how far [the songs] are
simply part of a continuous concern over marital relations—the
nature of the genre rather than the true reflection of events",
Vaughan had to become very familiar with the women's use of
the genre [12]. Only then could she give realistic interpretations
of the songs she collected and identify in them the glimpses
into factual experience which related to the particular
phenomenon of marital breakdown caused by the famine, as
distinct from the conventions of the genre. She was able to
conclude: "The songs and testimonies, if treated with caution,
are indispensable to any analysis of the famine."
Oral artistry can be researched formally, by recording the
performances of professional artists, or informally by listening
to and transcribing the songs, stories and theatre commonly
used by ordinary people. As noted earlier, the formal
performances of singers or storytellers may require the
fulfilment of certain rites of rendition, and payment may be
needed in some form. More everyday pieces, such as working
songs or simple stories, can be recorded on the spot. Most short
tales, myths or legends can be picked up as they are passed
around by word of mouth. They can be recorded as a set piece
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or interviewers can encourage narrators to tell such tales during
interviews. Whenever oral artistry is being recorded in
performance, however, it is important that the technical process
of recording should not intrude upon or change the event itself.
A high level of trust is necessary between performers and those
doing the recording to ensure that the event goes off naturally,
and that performers and audience feel no threat to the privacy
and integrity of the occasion.

Listening to children
Much of the above discussion has assumed that the narrator of
oral testimony is an adult. There are, however, a growing
number of occasions when oral testimony is collected from
children.
More than most groups, children have been "spoken for",
and often misunderstood or misrepresented. Identified as a
priority group in many development programmes, children
need to be directly consulted on matters that affect their
education and welfare. The United Nations Gonvention on the
Rights of the Ghild specifically includes their right to be
consulted and to represent themselves [13]. Ghildren in
especially difficult circumstances, such as street children, need
to voice their own views of the way they live and to relate their
personal histories if development and social workers are gomg
to understand their situation and provide appropriate support.
The importance, for therapeutic reasons, of children being
allowed to speak out and describe human rights abuses against
them is likewise increasingly gaining recognition. The family
tracing programmes described in Ghapter Three are another
example of work which requires testimony from children.
Finally, children can play an important role as guardians—and
innovators—of oral artistry by preserving, adapting and
inventing stories, rhymes and songs.
If interviews are difficult for some adults, they can be
especially hard for children. As one study on the subject points
out: "It must be remembered that interviewing is an adult form
of enquiry [14]." Interviews may be particularly stressful for
children because of the formal nature of the occasion, the
presence of strangers, and the pressure to perform and do the
right thing. At a very basic level, young children may not have
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developed sufficient language and conceptual skills to handle
an interview. As Naomi Richman has observed in her manual
for development and relief workers. Communicating with
Children, these pressures can often combine so that it becomes
easy for an interviewer to make children say what he or she
wants them to say, however unwittingly. Alternatively,
children may clam up completely and be unable to speak
because of anxiety about the occasion or the subject matter [15].
Collecting children's oral testimony therefore requires
particular sensitivity and training, but there are also some basic
principles which, when applied, can help to give children the
space in which to express themselves and the confidence to do
so. It is important to recognise that children of different ages
will have different levels of communication skills. A child of six
or seven will obviously communicate very differently from a
15-year-old. Young children may find it easier to talk through
puppets or about a drawing they have done or to communicate
through role play. Older children often find it easier to
interview each other. The principle of "child-to-child"
communication which has been developed in health education
can also be an effective method of oral testimony collection.
Children are often at their most communicative and
uninhibited when given a specific piece of action research to do
on their own, without an adult present. Giving them the tape
recorder and asking them to interview each other or record
their songs and stories can be very effective.
Similarly, children often communicate better in groups, and
focus group discussions may be a more appropriate forum for
collecting children's testimony than the one-to-one interview. If
a one-to-one interview is necessary or preferred, it is advisable
to conduct it in the presence of what has been termed a
"significant adult", one who can support the child and reassure
him or her of the purpose of the interview [16]. This might be a
parent or an older sibling, or a confidante such as a favourite
teacher. Once again, with any interviews relating to human
rights abuses or traumatic or painful experiences, it is vital to
ensure that there is a "good ending" to the interview, and to
provide the child concerned with positive support afterwards.
He or she must be encouraged to feel that she has done the
right thing by talking, and that there is no need to feel disloyal,
guilty or ashamed of speaking out [17].
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Preparation and training
Whatever method of interviewing is chosen, a training session
for interviewers is an essential part of preparation. Any such
session should include clarifying the aims of the project, and
discussing and refining the issues to be explored in the light of
the local context and the interviewers' own knowledge of it.
Ideally, interviewers should originate from the same area as
their subjects or one similar to it, but they will still need
familiarisation with the project's subject matter and the issues
likely to come up during the "listening" process. One of
Britain's pioneering social historians in the 1890s, Beatrice
Webb, wrote about the "impertinence" of interviewing people
without sufficient knowledge of local practices and
terminology, and the main issues concerning people in their
daily lives [18]. In some rural development work, for example,
this might involve having a basic understanding of local
geography, history, kinship and social structures, land tenure,
political organisation, gender roles, labour patterns and
migration trends. At the same time, interviewers must not be
tempted to feel that they already know many of the answers
they seek. Their purpose is to learn from someone who is better
informed than they are, and who may well have a different
perspective on the issues in question.
Familiarity with such contextual information makes for moie
relevant questioning and helps to establish mutual respect—if
the narrator senses that the interviewer is ignorant of the most
basic features of his or her lifestyle, this is not conducive to a
good relationship. Preparation can also result in a better
understanding of what might be left unsaid. This might be
because for the interviewee, it would seem to be stating the
obvious, or because the form of the question was inappropriate.
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Finding the right questions
As well as patience, concentration, and a genuine commitment
to listen to and respect the views of others, a crucial
interviewing skill is that of putting questions and guiding
discussion. Interviews should not be straightjackets which force
narrators into unnatural and passive roles as objects of the
process. Instead, they should be semi-structured but guided
encounters which recognise them as the active subjects of the
interview, free to act as narrator or witness of their own
experience in their own idiom. Interviewers should be aware of
their body language, too: they should make eye contact and
make culturally appropriate gestures to indicate agreement,
enjoyment, sympathy, understanding or encouragement.
The ability to keep an open mind which can respond quickly
to the unexpected and spot interesting and unusual avenues for
further questions is a vital ingredient of good interviewing. An
element of lateral listening is required—looking beyond or
around evasive replies, and "listening between the lines". This
can help to identify what is being left unsaid and to assess the
significance of pauses and silences [19]. Keeping an ear open for
these areas of experience at which the narrator may hint, but
not bring into the interview, is an important part of being openminded and creative, and not confining oneself to the straight
line of the narrator's thought. There may be certain areas which
the narrator is wary of discussing or which he or she considers
irrelevant to what the interviewer wants to hear. Imaginative
listening and sensitive but probing questioning can help to
uncover such material and broaden the interview.
Thus, a good interview is semi-structured and
improvisational, and a good interviewer's aim is to say as little
as possible and to listen and learn as much as he or she can.
Good questions are those which make sense to and animate the
narrator; guide the direction of the testimony while giving him
or her plenty of space for self-expression; and ensure that the
necessary topics are covered and all leads, however
unexpected, are followed through.
The golden rule is not to box people in with a rigid set of
questions, but to be flexible within an overall plan. This need
not be a list of speciflc questions, but rather a logical grouping
of the topics to be covered. Often a chronological sequence is
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best. This kind of "interview guide" acts more like a map which
shows where the interview is going, but will ensure that it does
not drift aimlessly or lose direction when detours are taken.
The shortest questions are usually the best. So-called open
questions (can you tell me the story of what happened then?
how did you feel about that?), which give the narrator scope to
expand, should form the basis of an interview. Closed
questions (did you join the army?), which tend to produce brief
answers, are appropriate only when essential information or
clarification is needed. Leading questions (was that good?)
which tend to suggest a specific answer should be avoided.
However, in some situations leading questions can be used
provocatively—as a prod to draw a strong and perhaps
contrary reaction (surely, he was the most generous landlord?!).
Interviewers should also avoid double-barrelled questions
which contain two questions in one (how do you make that and
where did you learn?). These confuse people and usually mean
that one of the two answers is not given.
At various stages in the interview precision questions, which
require short but exact factual information, will be necessary
(what was the name of that market? what year was that?).
However, undejstanding of different modes of cultural
expression is vital here: those whose education or training has
been Western-influenced may have a desire for specific
measurements of time, distance and quantity which is not
reciprocated by those being interviewed. Such numerical
accuracy may not be relevant to their lives, and the personal or
collective time-frame may be measured not so much in dates,
months and years as by notable events or periods of time,
seasons and other more qualitative characteristics.
Throughout the interview it will also be necessary to prompt
and probe with short questions which encourage the narrator to
expand further in one direction (could you tell me more about
that?), or to go into greater detail about a subject (could you
explain exactly how that system worked?). For prompts and
probes to work, it is useful to have a variety of cue words to use
(describe, illustrate, discuss, compare, expand). As the
unexpected appears, any leads will need to be taken up and
detours followed. In order to get back to the main topics or to
follow up previous leads, return prompts (earlier you were
saying...) will be needed.
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Props and mnemonics
Ouestions are not the only way to inspire a narrator and jog the
memory. Physical objects, such as old tools, photographs and
traditional costumes or artefacts, can provide the focus for a
more detailed testimony or group discussion. A farmer will
often be more eloquent when holding an implement and
describing its function. A refugee may find much more to say
when looking at a picture of home. However, any prop should
be carefully chosen, otherwise they will tend to distract the
narrator and divert the interview instead of giving it depth.
One prop which is central to the communicative repertoire of
Native Americans is the talking-stick [20]. This is a ritual stick
which lies in the centre of any group of people who are there to
talk or listen, whether it be at a political meeting or a
storytelling session. In order to speak a person must go into the
centre of the circle and pick up the stick. The speaker must then
hold it while they talk and replace it when they stop. The stick
places certain responsibilities upon speaker and listeners alike.
It requires the latter to listen actively and patiently, but also
tends to curb excessive talkativeness on the part of garrulous
speakers and gives courage to the shy. Similar indigenous
speech rituals should be employed wherever they exist.
Revisiting a place and conducting an interview //; situ or
during a "walkabout" can also free the mind and allow
someone to recall the past more easily. Such walkabouts might
include: visiting a sparsely wooded watershed which used to be
a forest, in order to discuss environmental history and change;
returning to a mine or factory which used to be a place of work,
to discuss child labour; or examining an abandoned and broken
pump, to discuss irrigation techniques and land use [21].
Role play can also be useful as a mnemonic or memory aid,
particularly in groups, but also in one-to-one interviews (if you
had been the elder what would you have done?). Role play not
only releases memory through the re-enacting of situations or
events (a certain dance, a typical working day, a particularly
important meeting), but also allows people to be less inhibited
as they narrate events under the cover of a different persona.
Hearing old stories is another good way to jog the memory, and
a song or tune from the past can be particularly evocative,
taking the mind right back to the time the interviewer is
investigating.

Ways of Listening

79

Visual techniques
While props and mnemonics help to jog people's memories,
some visual techniques may assist them to express the past
more clearly. Many oral testimony projects rely on
straightforward interviewing alone, but additional visual
methods can be helpful when testimony is being gathered
among groups unfamiliar with the interview form. Greating a
diagram or making a model can take the place of a potentially
awkward personal interaction between interviewer and
narrator; or may complement, assist or encourage people's
verbal performance. Such material can then be displayed
alongside the testimony in any report, exhibition or book
resulting from a project.
Robert Ghambers has described a range of techniques which
can be used by rural people and development workers to give
expression to various aspects of the past or recent past. These
include time lines and biographies (including ethnobiographies); historical maps and models; historical transects;
and trend diagrams and estimates [22]. Older people in the
community usually play a key role in providing and shaping
the relevant historical information in these techniques.
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PIS 1
EVENTS
events, changes and "land_-rAnK urflsediT
marks" in the past, written up in mz
chronological order on a large 'iI136-114.t
i35-ii4-*> - ^ctteTiL B Y G> o v r
sheet of paper. It is often a
l u e ID uttiijeeJt,
useful way of putting an n 4 i
- f-arrt>, THrTrTL
individual's or a community's
— Cy C4_F(v & , -Fi.JTbTiS
i«íS6-m4
history into perspective by
— NeVNj Setter L
identifying the broad frame_ A&1^lN cttiiLe«
- ehsamc-iTV Ffc-I UT-Y, •Be.lS^E,
work of events which shaped 1170
their past. It can therefore be a
r
good way into a life story
interview or focus group
discussion and may also provide
— ri-e<i-Tii!N ioy
the basis for the interview map.
BôE-E WJPI 1 Figure 1 (opposite) shows a time
line produced by a village in I'ÍM-I'ITS few 6-î»"iT LOCATION g ^ fc-ûyT
- spe'ecrt
Tamil Nadu, India, stretching iiei
-frftiruP tk.\;Se.s
from 1932 to 1990 [23].
1110
Puyas
"^^^'"^''''^'^

80

LISTENING FOR A CHANGE

A visual biography is a similar kind of chart which traces the
"life" of a particular phenomenon, whether it be a famine, a
certain crop or diet, or the development of a kind of technology.
These biographies are particularly useful for single-issue
histories and can form the framework for the interview.
Maps can be drawn on paper or on the ground with sticks,
chalks, pens or paints. Those worked on the ground can be
photographed or transcribed on to paper before they are
destroyed. Maps of the past are particularly useful in
illustrating ecological histories and showing previous land-use
patterns, plant and animal coverage. Figure 2 (below) shows
the landscape change over the past 25 years in Abela Sipa
Peasant Association in Ethiopia [24].

Three-dimensional historical models using local materials
have aided discussion on erosion and other environmental and
agricultural concerns. In another example described by
Chambers, villagers from Seganahalli in Karnataka, India,
made two models on the ground. One showed their watershed
as they remembered it 50 years earlier with trees growing on
the rocky hills, and the other as they saw it now, with no trees
and serious erosion. The striking difference between the two
models began an important debate about what should be done.
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in which the models were used to present and explore the
various options [25]. Thus historical analysis can be the trigger
to development debate and it can also be used to generate socalled "dream" models and maps, expressions of people's
hopes for the future which can then form the basis of
development action. Historical transects are another kind of
diagram which represent changing conditions through time.
Again they have traditionally been used in agro-ecosystem
analysis and are usually compiled by walking through an area
with some of the older inhabitants and recording their
recollections of various conditions at key moments identified
by the time line. Figure 3 (below) is a transect through time
illustrating land-use trends in a village in East Java [26].
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Three main kinds of chart have been used by rural people to
estimate or measure change and historical trends: counters, pie
charts and straightforward trend lines. Stones, seeds or pieces
of stick can be used as counters representing absolute or
relative values. People can pile up these counters along a
simple time line to express absolute values for things like
harvest yields, price changes or population changes. They can
also place counters in a matrix diagram to express relative
values or scores which indicate certain differences over time.
For example, one matrix might allow a narrator to express her
preferences for certain crops and income-generating activities
during five key years in the past.
Pie charts drawn on paper or the ground are another useful
way by which people can express relative values and how these
changed over time. Figure 4 (above) shows two pie charts made
by three elderly farmers which illustrate changing cropping
and land-use patterns in a village near Dehra Dun, Uttar
Pradesh, India, between 1950 and 1990 [27].
Trend lines are simple graphs in which people use a curved
line to illustrate historic trends. A normal histogram or bar-chart
can be used for the same purpose. Figure 5 (opposite) shows a
trend line drawn in the dust by an old farmer in Mahbubnagar
district, Andhra Pradesh, India. The lines illustrate the
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increasing and decreasing trends relating to farmyard manure,
pests, soil fertility, fertiliser and yields over 40 years [28].
Participatory diagrams are another way in which people can
describe a past event and the processes it generated (flow
diagrams) or the effect it had on their lives (impact diagrams) [29].

Practice interviews
Any training session should include some practising of
interviewing techniques. Working in pairs and using role-play,
participants should also gain experience of being interviewed.
Each interviewer should then do at least one pilot interview,
which they transcribe and, if necessary, translate.
These pilot interviews should be followed by de-briefing
sessions in which everyone has a chance to comment on the
results and identify areas of interviewing weakness. A good
practice session is vital, for listening to a recording or reviewing
a transcript will often bring home to the interviewers such
things as the need for follow-up questions, the danger of asking
too many leading questions, and the problems associated with
using concepts which are culturally inappropriate or too
abstract to get more than rather superficial responses. This is
the time to identify and resolve such communication or cultural
difficulties, establish key words and phrases, adjust the
interview framework or "map", and refine the particular
themes to be explored.
Finally, this is also the time to make sure the interviewers
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Project zvorkers in Ethiopia role-play the "insensitive interviewer" and the
"monosyllabic informant" as part of their training in intervieiving techniques.

understand and fully appreciate the nature and purpose of the
project. An interviewer who is under the impression that the
aim is primarily to record detailed information and who
undervalues the importance of perception as opposed to fact, is
likely to become frustrated by or impatient with the discursive
nature of an oral testimony interview.

Recording the interviews
Using tape recording equipment involves an element of
technical skill and preparation and it is important for
interviewers to be familiar with any equipment by practising
with it beforehand. Make sure there are enough batteries and
find out in advance whether an electricity supply is available.
Investment in a battery charger may be worthwhile. Test each
piece of equipment immediately before use.
There is a wide range of cassette recorders on the market at a
variety of prices. It is always important, whatever your budget,
to aim for the best sound quality you can afford. This will
determine whether your tapes can be used for radio work, and
whether they can be accurately transcribed. The first step is to
avoid using built-in microphones, which lower sound quality:
so purchase a machine which also has microphone input
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sockets. The cheapest and most effective external microphones
are clip-ons, which will immediately improve the result from
any machine. If you can afford a Dolby noise reduction system
and stereo input, these add to the quality. It is useful to have a
model with a tape counter, especially for transcribing; a battery
light; and a built-in speaker as well as the facility to listen to the
playback on stereo headphones. It is sensible to test the model
you choose in some pilot interviews, before buying any more.
The presence of a tape recorder is always obtrusive to some
degree. Some narrators take time to grow accustomed to it;
others may be at ease from the start. Giving the interviewee the
opportunity to handle the equipment and listen to some
playback of their voice at the beginning of the interview can
help to break the ice. Some people may find tape recorders
unacceptable, particularly when narrating certain events or the
more personal aspects of their lives. It is important to be
sensitive to this and to establish a policy of switching on and off
during an interview. This allows the narrator to say when he or
she is covering a particularly sensitive issue and would like the
recording stopped. It gives people control over what is "on the
record", which may in itself make them feel more relaxed about
the process.
After recording, the interview or performance must be
preserved. The master copy of the tape should be treated as a
historical document and never be edited or interfered with.
Breaking the two small safety lugs at the top of the cassette
makes it impossible to erase or record over the original. Each
cassette should then be marked clearly with the interviewee's
name, date of birth and a unique reference number, and placed
in a secure storage system. The master copies will form the
basis of the project's collection or archive. Gareful storage of
tapes and transcripts is important if the materials are to be
preserved over time and readily accessible. The basic points to
remember are to keep the cassettes somewhere cool, dry and as
dust-free as possible. Avoid touching the tape itself and never
store the cassettes in direct sunlight.
Once an interview has been completed, it is important to
listen to the recording and write a summary sheet which lists
the main contents of the interview and notes the date, time and
place of the interview, the name of the interviewer, as well as
key background information on the narrator. If the facilities are
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Seventy eight-year-old Mrs Bryan learning Iww to use a tape-recorder before
becoming an interviewer for the ¡ainaica Memory Bank.

available, this is a good opportunity to record a duplicate copy
which can then be put into general use while the master is more
securely protected, although conditions in the field mean this is
not always possible. A photograph of the narrator and of places
mentioned in the interview and copies of any diagrams he or
she made, could also be attached to the summary sheet.
A system of quick reference index cards may be a useful
alternative to constantly resorting to the longer summary
sheets. This could be part of a more detailed indexing system
which also links key subject areas to interview numbers and so
allows an element of cross-referencing. For example, a system
could identify every interview which mentioned soil
conservation practices or child weaning or migration with a
simple code (see pl33 for more on indexing).

Transcription and translation
The interview should then be transcribed and/or translated to
make a written copy. Occasionally, you may be forced by
constraints of time or money to transcribe only parts of certain
interviews, but it is essenflal to maintain a high standard when
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transcribing. The technical quality of the original recording is
important at this stage, especially if a playback machine is not
available and you are listening through the cassette machine
headphones. Being able to work off an electricity supply is also
useful; on average it takes five to ten minutes to transcribe
every one minute of speech. It therefore requires concentration
and patience—and a lot of batteries.
The basic rule of transcription is to render the original speech
into written text as accurately as possible by including
hesitation, repetition, exclamation, emphasis and dialect. It is
important not to correct grammar or word order, or to attempt
to make the account read more like a written one. It should
remain the spoken word in the style of the narrator, with all the
meandering and inconsistencies this may imply. The
interviewer or project coordinator should make sure that any
references within the text which might not be clear to an
outsider—for example, allusions to local dignatories,
organisations, cultural events—are briefly explained in notes at
the end of the transcript.
Similarly, translation should seek to be as accurate as
possible in meaning,and style. This can be one of the most
difficult aspects of oral testimony work (see overleaf). Some of
the issues which arise in translation are related to the general
area of interpretation of testimony, which is explored in
Ghapter Five. Transcriptions and translations should always
include figurative speech, such as proverbs and sayings, which
should be translated literally, and where they are too culturally
specific for others to glean the meaning, followed by an
explanation in brackets. For example, the Rundi people of
Burundi have a saying that "old women do not whistle without
meaning". In their culture, women are forbidden to whistle
because it is believed to bring bad luck. But the real meaning of
the proverb—and the context in which it is likely to be
quoted—is that if someone behaves contrary to tradition, there
must be special reasons for doing so. Similarly, the Lunda
people of Southern Africa have a proverb: "The impotent man
does not eat seasoned food." The literal meaning is that a man
who cannot satisfy a woman either cannot find a wife or has
one who refuses to cook for him because of his impotency. The
social meaning is that those who fail to perform their duties are
not entitled to any remuneration.
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The trials of translation
Most development projects recording oral testimony are sooner or later faced with the issue
of translation. The answers to some key questions—who is to benefit from the project? how
is the material to be used? what other audiences do we wish to reach?—will dictate which
languages are required and what the translation and transcription procedures should be, A
project that aims to influence policy matters may need testimonies recorded in a local
language to be translated into both the national, official language (for example, Arabic) and
the national, international language (for example, English or French),
Since both transcription and translation are time-consuming processes, the question of
how many layers of language are needed becomes very important. In the Sahel Oral
History Project (see case study on p126) most tapes were transcribed directly into English
or French by the interviewers, on the grounds that there was no immediate use for a written
version in the local language, which was anyway preserved on tape. But in the same
project, transcriptions have been made subsequently in Soninke (Senegal) and Hausa
(Niger), as part of literacy programmes.
Providing the interviewers can speak both the local language and the national
language, it makes sense for them to translate the interviews, either from their own
transcripts or directly from the tape. But translation is a skilful process, it involves capturing
the spirit and flavour of expression as well as recognising the need to interpret the
ambiguities of proverbs, or render vernacular names into recognisable equivalents.
In Ethiopia, where SOS Sahel is using oral testimony as part of a research project into
food security issues, the complexities of translation are well illustrated. The research was
conducted in Wolaitinya, the language of the Wolaita people of southwest Ethiopia,
Although the interviewers were fluent in Wolaitinya, they could not transcribe the tapes into
the local language because all their schooling had been conducted in Amharic, the national
language. The tapes were transcribed directly from Wolaitinya into Amhario, but the project
required English versions. As the interviewers were not fluent in English, a second
translator had to translate from the Amharic, SOS Sahel decided to have a few of the same
interviews translated by two potential translators in an attempt to arrive at the closest and
most faithful version. They were both working from the written Amharic and were asked to
leave nothing out and to remain as close to the original as possible. Although the extracts
below are extreme examples of the divergence in approach, they are by no means
unrepresentative of the problems which can arise.
Thus, in answer to the question: Are there species of tree other than eucalyptus?
Version 1: Eucalyptus is most useful. There is also "wanza" but that requires a lot of care
and so only a few people have "wanza". Eucalyptus can be planted in soils like this. You
can also plant pine but it grows very slowly. Other trees are good for firewood only, A pine
like this one makes a good shade, "Zagba" is also very good for shade. Pine has thomy
leaves, worst during the dry season. You have got shoes so you don't notice it, but its
pricks hurt our children's feet.
Version 2: Eucalyptus is most important. There are other trees as well, for example
"wanza" [Syzigium guíñense). But many farmers do not have these trees. Since the
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introduction of eucalyptus, the planting of other trees has declined. This is true as far as I
can remember. Other trees are used only for firewood. Junipers are used for shade. I have
a few junipers. Podo carpus is better for shade. Junipers are thorny especially in the dry
months; you don't feel it because you are wearing shoes. I don't feel it either now because
the ground is wet.
Version 2 gives the Latin names and is more "fluent", but it fails to describe soil
conditions, or attribute the lack of popularity of "wanza" to its slow growth. And it has lost
the children! Some of the difference of approach in the translation could have been avoided
with clearer instructions on, for example, how to translate local names. Different problems
are raised in this next example. Question; Are there employment opportunities in the area?
Version 1: Everyone is free to be employed and earn about 3 birr a day. But this is good
only for people that do not have family responsibility. Otherwise it is better to till the land
and feed the family.
Version 2: There are those who are willing to hire their labour and there are those who
prefer to till their land. The latter are concerned about their own production so that their
families will not be exposed to hunger and famine. The former are usually single, or have
no children, or are young men who want to help their families. As for me, I prefer to work on
my land. Take, for example, the road rehabilitation where one earns 3 birr a day. This is
about enough for three days, on the basis of a diet of having one banana a day.
Version 1 fails to distinguish between the motivation and status of wage labourers, and
has lost the bananas. Perhaps the translator had grown tired and decided to cut corners.
Yet at other points in this particular trial translation the lack of detail in the two transcripts
was reversed, illustrating how difficult it is to pick the "best" version.
The translator of version 2 identified a key problem: "The attempt at faithful translation
has not been successful because the text was void of much meaning, so I operated on the
basis of 'oh, he [the interviewer/transcriber] must have meant this when he wrote that!'.
Also, his Amharic is not so good anyway." A university researcher, he produced the most
fluent version, obviously editing and smoothing out the rough edges of the original. The
translator of version 1 was himself a Wolaitinya speaker. His version was less polished, but
on the whole closer to the flavour of the original.
Clearly, to be reasonably confident that there is a "best version" a project has to commit
considerable resources both to translating and editing transcripts. Ideally, there should be
an original language transcript from the beginning, but even this will be the product of
someone one stage removed from the narrator, with the inevitable omissions and
confusions. If time is not of the essence, then transcripts/translations should be reviewed
against a sample of the original tapes. In practice, given the cost, timing and level of
available expertise the transcripts are likely to remain "corrupt"—at best another
interpretation. Of course, oral testimony transcripts are likely to be stronger, more genuine
examples of individual perceptions than "quotations" filtered through journalists, or
consultancy reports. But even oral testimony, in translation, has been filtered. Without
access to the original tapes, or a clear statement of translation methods, readers are
advised to exercise the usual caution.
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Presentation
The purpose behind an oral testimony project will largely
dictate the way the material is used and presented. When
devising methods of presentation it is important to bear in
mind that there will usually be two kinds of audience: the
"outside" audience of development workers, donors and policy
makers whom the material aims to inform and influence; and
the "inside" audience, whose testimony this is and in whose
interests it has been collected.
In general terms, oral testimony can continue to be presented
in its oral form through audio-visual media, or become part of
written work in books or reports. In either of these two media—
audio-visual or print—there are six main types of presentation:
•
•
•
•
•
•

the single life story,
a collection of testimonies,
an argued interpretation from testimonies,
theatre,
mixed media exhibitions,
source material.

Whichever is chosen, it is important to ensure that it builds on
the comparative advantage of oral evidence and plays to its
strengths: on hidden, undocumented worlds; on the reality of
family lives, village lives, minority lives; on making
connections between sectors which single disciplines can often
miss; and on exposing the inadequacy of generalisations and
revealing the rich variety of human experience.
The simplest kind of oral history document is the single life
story. It can be cut and shaped into an oral work for cassette,
radio or TV, or transcribed and edited into a written format.
Fither way, it can be made into a powerful autobiography. In a
collection of testimonies, life stories or relevant parts of them
can be grouped together and edited (for cassette, radio, TV or a
book) to focus on a particular theme. The editor's skill in
comparing and contrasting the material is crucial in giving the
collection its shape and message. Equally, the editor can
misinterpret or "correct" perceptions. Ideally, although this can
be difflcult in practice, the edited versions should be checked
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with the sources.
A single life story or a collection can also be dramatised and
presented as theatre. Oral testimony can with skill be turned
into compelling drama, raising important issues for actors and
audience alike and becoming the occasion for active
participation and discussion. Similarly, a mixed media
exhibition can be mounted using tape and video "highlights",
display boards with transcribed excerpts, artefacts, slides and
photographs, and live performances of dance, song and
storytelling. Again, the issue of interpretation is crucial, and the
"ownership" of life stories used in this way needs to be clear
and agreed with the respondents (see pl52). Again ideally,
plays and shows will be devised by the relevant communities
themselves.

Samuel farvis performs at a Cultural Gala as part of the Grand Bny Cultural
Preservation Project, Dominica. These events, which attract all age groups,
have proved a highly popular way for the elders to "return" to the community
the wealth of knowledge and skills uncovered and documented by the project.
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Research: no room for voices
One of the problems of incorporating oral testimony into development planning is that those
who decide on research priorities and funding often have yet to be convinced of the value
of actually listening to the voices of people at the grassroots. Or, while they may
acknowledge its importance in theory, they design research programmes which in effect
prevent such voices from reaching the policy makers,
Deborah Kasente, of the women's studies department of Makerere University, Uganda,
faced exactly this frustration when she undertook research into the impact at village level of
the Uganda Women's Tree-Planting Movement [30], The movement was begun by a group
of largely middle-class, educated women and was supported by the government, which
was under considerable international pressure to demonstrate its commitment to
conservation of natural resources. The overriding motivation of the movement, then, was
environmental, A major aim was to raise public awareness of, first, the links between an
energy and food crisis, overpopulation and the mismanagement of natural resources, and
second, of the effects of these on the environment,
Kasente found that the role of the tree-planting movement was perceived differently by
those rural women it was designed to serve. On the whole they took part in the movement
not for environmental reasons, but for purely economic ones. They planted trees for fuel
and timber or to make money from selling seedlings or charcoal. Some appreciated the
environmental importance of tree-planting, but most felt such an emphasis reflected the
values of the founders of the movement, not theirs. Behind this lay a complex set of
economic concerns and priorities and gender relations which needed to be fully
appreciated and refiected in the design of such a programme. The neglect of these factors
was significant for the outcome; for example, as soon as women who were selling
seedlings found their market diminishing, they stopped participating in the programme.
After a reasonably healthy start, membership of the movement was falling,
Kasente conducted her research using secondary data (reports of women's groups,
seminars and so on), interviews and direct observation. Not surprisingly, it took time to gain
the women's agreement to be interviewed; they were extremely busy and had been
bothered by such demands before, being in an area which had already served as a
research base for other projects. Also interviewed were various people professionally
involved with the tree-planting groups. The time and place for interviewing—which for the
rural women was usually at lunchtime in their homes—were chosen by the interviewees,
some of whom talked for two hours, some for just half an hour. The conversations were
conducted in the vernacular and then translated.
When it came to presenting her findings for those who had funded and commissioned
the study, Kasente found that the style and structure in which she was expected to write
her report meant there was no real outlet for the women's voices. She had to summarise
her findings, and quantify the information, "There is a problem with research writing as a
discipline. It is quite limiting, I found I had to leave out most of the women's words—the
views and perceptions contained in the interviews. There was interesting material which
was relevant to the broader issue—that people won't grow trees unless it is both feasible
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and attractive from their point of view—but it just didn't fit under the neat headings required
in the report." Development planners and policy makers need to make research
programmes more flexible and to be more willing "to listen" to voices at the grassroots,
even if it is only by reading written translations. To do justice to the views of the women,
they needed to be presented in the unwieldy yet rich pattern of ordinary speech, not tidied
up into short summaries.

These forms of presentation are particularly appropriate for
cultural preservation programmes, advocacy and human rights
campaigns, development education programmes, or—in the
case of single-issue collections—the presentation and
dissemination of indigenous knowledge. Theatre and other
kinds of oral artistry and performance may also be the most
immediate and appropriate ways in which to "return" the
material gathered to the community.
These types of presentation aim to let narrators speak for
themselves as much as possible. An alternative approach is to
put together an argued interpretation, which analyses the
material, seeking insights and information, and then develops a
particular hypothesis. Quotations may be interwoven with
analysis and additional sources to complete the picture. Any
maps, models or diagrams made by narrators can also be
included and placed with oral testimony, alongside other
quantitative information, to complement, confirm or question
the testimony. This was largely the approach used in the report
on Somalia's immunisation programme, described in the first
case study of Ghapter Five, and in the "environmental history"
of Mazvihwa, Zimbabwe, mentioned in Ghapter Three (see
p24). Such combinations tend to be the exception rather than
the rule, however, and many organisations funding research
still favour reports which confine themselves to facts, figures
and findings, rather than making space for the verbatim
comments of those at the sharp end of development, as
Deborah Kasente of Uganda's Makerere University points out
in the box opposite.
Oral testimony can also be made available as original source
material for development practitioners, researchers, journalists,
teachers and others. It can be used to produce literacy and
health education materials, training materials for agricultural
extension workers, and materials for schools, adult education
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and development education programmes. The case study on
the Sahel Oral History Project in the next chapter points out the
value of making such material available to a wide range of
audiences, but also the problem of its potential misuse and a
"rent-a-quote" approach.
Whatever the difficulties inherent in achieving effective
presentation and dissemination of testimony, it is the key to
ensuring that ordinary people's views and perceptions begin to
exert influence on development staff, governments, donors,
policy makers and academics. The collection of testimony is not
enough; to listen in order to bring about change means
communicating what has been heard to those who can facilitate
change. As one mother in Hargeisa, Somaliland, put it at the
end of an interview: "That is enough of my miserable situation.
It is not words that can change my life, but a change in my
country [31]." Words can change lives, but only if people can be
persuaded to listen and to act.

