
Histoire orale et culture numérique / Oral History und digitale Kulturen
26.3.2022

Prof., Dr. Anne Hemo
School of History, Culture and Arts Studies
anheimo@utu.fi

Oral history, family memories and 
online participatory heritage 
activities



• Oral History Society, UK: “Oral history is the 
recording of people's memories, experiences and 
opinions.”

• Oral history Association, US: “Oral history is a field of 
study and a method of gathering, preserving and 
interpreting the voices and memories of people, 
communities, and participants in past events. Oral 
history is both the oldest type of historical inquiry, 
predating the written word, and one of the most 
modern, initiated with tape recorders in the 1940s 
and now using 21st-century digital technologies.”

• See: Oral History 2/2016 special issue on Nordic-
Baltic oral history

Oral history as a method, source and field of study



The Finnish Literature Society, 
collecting since 1831



• “The first thing that makes oral history different, therefore, is that it 
tells us less about events than their meaning… Oral sources tell us 
not just what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they 
believed they did. Oral sources may not add much to what we 
know, for instance, of the material cost of a strike to the workers 
involved; but they tell us a good deal about its psychological costs.” 
(Alessandro Portelli 1991)

• Oral history is “ … a powerful tool for discovering, exploring and 
evaluating the nature of the process of historical memory -- how 
people make sense of their past, how they connect individual 
experience and its social context and how the past becomes part of 
the present, and how people use it to interpret their lives and the 
world around them” (Michael Frisch 1990).

Oral history as meaning-making



• The need to move away from methodological nationalism and beyond 
the nation-state:

• Travelling memory:  “… all cultural memory must ‘travel’, be kept in 
motion, in order to ‘stay alive’, to have an impact both on individual 
minds and social formations” (Astrid Erll 2011.)

• Transcultural memory: ”The translocal, transnational, and global 
circulation of mnemonic contents, media, and practices” (Astrid Erll
2011.)

• Transnational memory: beyond (national) borders, e.g.

• Global migration, global communication, post-colonialism, the 
(digital) mediascape … (Chiara DeCesare & Ann Rigney 2014.)

Mediated memory - Memory on the move



Participatory heritage activities and 
spontaneous archives



• “Family is the most important memory community. Most of us were 
born into families, and our lives have been embedded in them. In 
families we learn to feel the sense of belonging and experience the 
first links with the wider world. Families shape our understanding of 
individual and collective identities. Stories recounted in families have 
impact on our historical consciousness. Many of us cherish their 
family legacy, be that family heirlooms, photographs or digitized 
family videos. Some fall for the charm of genealogy, the others take 
the adventurous path of family historians.“ (Radmila Švaříčková
Slabáková 2021, 1.) 

Family memory
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