Richard Cándida Smith

Department of History

University of California

Berkeley, California 94720

rcandida@socrates.berkeley.edu
CIRCUITS OF SUBJECTIVITY:

ORAL HISTORY AND THE ART OBJECT

This essay discusses the relation of words to a circuit of meaning that includes actions and objects.  My thinking is shaped by the special problems of doing oral history on professionalized cultural movements.  I begin with a model that places expressive forms within a circuit of communication that circulates through diverse locations.  I then consider the limitations imposed upon oral history by its focus on the oral narrative as the clearest expression of the subject.  I conclude with a utopian proposal for decentering the collection of narratives as the principal activity of oral history work.

1.  On the Diversity of Expressive Forms

During an interview I conducted with the noted African American artist John Outterbridge, I noticed that John, in recalling his childhood in North Carolina, accompanied his vivid recollections of his mother making soap with a flurry of alternately subdued and expansive mime movements. As he spoke, his fingers paced out the dimensions of the kitchen and porch where she worked, carefully locating the stove, the counters where she placed her vats, and the storage area where she put the long, freshly prepared slats of soap to cool before cutting them into bars.  For a few seconds, his fingers traced her steps in the old house where they had lived, then they merged back into his upper torso as his arms and shoulders expanded to imitate his mother’s body going from task to task in a long and arduous process.  The gestures became even broader as he described the smells and the emotions they stirred within him.  A counterpoint emerged.  His words centered on himself, once again in his mind’s eye, a small boy watching, occasionally lending a hand when asked, but his body continued to recall the diligent craft of his mother.  Intermittently, he evoked the aromatic experience with deep inhalations that relocated the boy into the body of a fifty-seven-year-old man.  Words flowed as one part of a complex dance, another expression of which was a series of elegant, translucent sculptures inspired by the same memories.

By making assemblages, tableaux, and sculpture, John Outterbridge had found the most effective way for him to express a continuing relation to the past.  The memory that inspired him was dispersed however across a number of expressive forms, each of which provided their own variations on a theme.  We conducted the oral history interview in order to extract from him a verbal account of his life and concerns that might make it easier for others who knew nothing about him or his life to read his art.  As objects, powerfully affective as they are, they nonetheless stand silent and therefore elusive.  The words he and I recorded were to provide a set of clues for understanding their historical and personal context.  My interview with John is one of thousands that scholars and journalists have conducted with artists.  Interviews have become a primary, perhaps obligatory resource on the visual and performing arts.

Yet there is a puzzle that every interpreter of oral sources in the arts faces sooner or later.  Visual and performing artists work in expressive forms and media that resist language.  Interviews involve a translation from one level of experience to another.  The process parallels what happens when a work first appears before the public.  Words in the form of criticism, whether written or word of mouth, translate creative objects and gestures into a body of response that testifies to the impact a work has achieved.  The need to throw immediate sensual experiences off into words underscores the ambiguous if necessary relation of word, gesture, and object in the consolidation of experience and memory.

The oral expressions that interviews document, however, contain more than words arranged into sentences arranged into narratives of varying lengths, an illusion that transcripts foster.  Spoken expression is inseparable from emotion and gesture.  A context of direct interaction with other people also suffused by emotions shapes what is said as well.  Every interview occurs in a process of physical performance for an interlocutor.  Body gestures provide wordless images that try to deepen a speaker’s synthesis of a complex series of events into a readily comprehensible and expressible anecdote.  Vocal gestures shape the delivery of words.  Patterns of speaking, repetitions of words and phrases, variation in force, pitch, and tone contribute to an effort to convey meaning and not just information.

The mixture of interior and physical motion John Outterbridge displayed as he conjured himself into the mental space of his childhood forcefully reminded me of Frances Yates’s descriptions in The Art of Memory of techniques that ancient Greek and Roman rhetoricians devised to assist the recall of lengthy memorized texts.  One of the earliest writers on the subject, Simonides of Ceos, advised that memory training might best start by an adept imagining himself inside a building.  Visualizing movement through this space provided a sequence to recollection.  Each of the rooms should arise clearly in the mind’s eye, decorated in a manner appropriate to the subject under recall.  The texts themselves were to be marked by striking icons, the contemplation of which stimulated the hidden words to flood into the speaker’s body.
  The classic conception of memory relied upon a fusion of the senses.  In and of itself, language was too slippery to hold onto with confidence.  Vision provided, within this scheme, the most precise sensations, so words needed to be covered with forms that the eye could master.  Images, however, did not appear unless the body first put itself in motion through space.  A search for visual cues served as prelude to an effective performance making the recalled word present in every part of the body.  Tongue, eye, feet, hands, hips, chest were all equally engaged in and equally necessary to the machinery of memory.  As Plato suggested in his dialogue Phaedrus, the notation of words on paper had proved a useful tool for reminding people of things they had forgotten.  For precisely that reason, however, writing invited amnesia as it disengaged humanity from a deep, embodied connection with past experience.

Plato’s well-known observation calls to mind that memory exists in an ongoing process of performance and response.  Traces of the past otherwise slip into the archive, an ever-present but usually ignored repository filled with the random survivals of antecedent social relationships stored in buildings, landscapes, libraries, museums, store windows, the electronic media, as well as in the everyday lives of the countless unknown people whose paths cross ours. One person’s memory is another person’s archive.  The songs our fellow citizens sing, the gestures they make in talking to each other, the decorations they hang on their homes, the snapshots they bring to work provide clues to the histories they have endured—but only if we are willing to take as our own the memories they have endeavored to keep alive.  

This is a process often taken for granted.  What does a gesture, whether congealed in the movement of a hand, the rise in pitch of a voice, or in the shape of a fabricated object, contribute to meaning?  The gesture itself lies beyond words, but in any given conversation, without the presence of gesture, words stand devoid of context.  Ludwig Wittgenstein maintained that every statement rested on unproven assumptions and illogical associations.  Meaning arises from conditions external to though surrounding the statement.  Only if a proposition generates a response that is capable of generating further responses, has one created a meaningful situation.  Close analysis might likely reveal contradictions, but “to understand a proposition is to know what is the case, if it is true.”  The “case” meaning a sense of what one must do, for if there was nothing to do, there would be no meaning to a statement.  Deficiencies in the formal expression of communication are overcome by reaching out to initiate an exchange process that he likened to a game.  If the player knows the rules, she expects a range of possible responses and shapes the statement accordingly.  The rules of a language game provide prefigurative conceptions that allow configurations to be exchanged as if they were meaningful.  Meaning does not lie in the text per se but in the relationship for which the text is one of many signs.

Gestures are symbols of a reaction, that is to say, a response that affirms the factuality of a relation.  Gestures, which would have no meaning if they did not invite respondents into a shared space, affirm an intersubjective experience which will also likely contain a verbal counterpart.  An “I” speaks to a “you” about an “it” in order to get a reaction of one kind or another.  This is true even if the intent is to repel or reject another person.  During the moment that rejection is enunciated the speaker has invited another person into a connection that will be abruptly terminated as the other is forcibly excluded from shared space.  Language in that case may often take the form of a special argot, understandable to those already initiated but confusing and threatening to everybody else.  The gestural forms, both bodily and vocal, state unequivocally, “you cannot possibly understand me!”

For Maurice Merleau-Ponty, gesture emerged as a unifying effort that brought together impressions formed across the spectrum of the senses into a response.  Gesture organized a system that included a subject-position by reaching back out to the sources of perception with a reaction.  What he called the postural schema was the foundation of consciousness, for without it there was no sense of relationality.  Consciousness and a sense of self emerged in intersubjective contact, which included as part of its arc, an interpretive performance of the other’s actions.
  Expressive gestures had a univocal meaning in an immediate context, but their presence “announced the constitution of a symbolic system capable of redesigning an infinite number of situations.”

The magic of the professional artist (to the degree that we wish to concede that they have any special powers) is an ability to reproduce a sense of shared space outside of immediate face-to-face encounters.  Creative power to stimulate reactions brings to the surface patterns of habituated responses articulating rules needed for the given communication to occur successfully.  Our bodies must be inseparable from the rules governing communicative exchange, or artists would lack the power to make something absent feel as if it were present.  Conversely, the always present rules normally feel as if they were not there until work with particular power collages concept into a sensible pattern of gesture extending physically from one mind to others.
  Words are gestures because they too are symbols of a reaction that continues in a chain of performances that art historian George Kubler once called “the shape of time.”

It is for these reasons that expressive forms—words, graphic and plastic objects, bodily and vocal gestures, spatial relationships—are not distinct, autonomous media except in the most narrow, professionalized sense.  In actual social practice, both elite and everyday, enactive memory constantly circulates through a variety of creative forms.  There are “many ways for consciousness to be conscious” Merleau-Ponty observed, as many ways as there can be perceptions.
  To be accessible at all, art must be talked about, and thus verbal consciousness appears to be dominant.  Criticism, whether published or word of mouth, is vital for public recognition of a work.  On an everyday, personal level, spectators must talk about their reactions to an exhibition, a film, or a performance in order to organize a recollection of the experience worth retaining for the future.  Nonetheless, no matter how much or in what contexts a work is discussed, its value in social exchange eludes all of its verbal approximations.  A work finds and holds onto a public precisely because it offers an experience that slips away from words and the ready-to-hand categories they provide.  We turn to the visual and performing arts because these modes of expression capture aspects of experience and feeling that elude words.  Wittgenstein asserted, “What can be shown cannot be said.”
  But then we must use words to share processes that communicate on other levels.  Verbal accounts act as currency, but they can be the whole story only in the archive.

So what do words add that are so important that the circuit disappears without their presence?  On a utopian level, Francis Ponge thought that the semantic thickness of words restored and replenished the material thickness of things by “increasing the quantity of our qualities.”
  Every verbal account introduced new types of words that play against each other simultaneously as communities grasped to feel possibilities for connection.  A verbal kaleidoscope revealed alternative modes of relating, some but not all incompatible. Gesture devolved into negotiation over preferred meanings and how unexpected responses might transform the nature of the contact.  From this transfigured sense of connection would flow a future with room for broader ranges of difference.  Ponge invokes a familiar, haunting dream of integration achieved through expressive gestures transcending the “here and now” with intimations of a previously unthinkable fullness of contact that curiously words conveyed most strongly.

2.  On the Limitations of Narrative Subjectivity

Words enshrined in transcripts and hallowed in analyzed quotes have been the coin of the realm for oral history.  The very term oral history implies that the spoken word provides a unique insight to historical process because it returns us to firsthand testimony by participants in past events.  Implied in this are conceptions of orality, narrative, and the relation of the body to historical experience that are questionable if only because they ignore the circuits of expression that tie together but never quite unify subjective reaction.

Michael Frisch has noted two forms of thought typifying most approaches to oral history.  

First, interviews provide historical information and insight, to be added in more or less traditional ways to the process of formulating historical generalizations and narratives — i.e., a new form of evidence — what Frisch calls “more history.”  Second, interviews become “a way of bypassing historical interpretation itself” by getting directly to knowledge of the past supposedly unmediated by scholars — what Frisch calls “no history” or “anti-history.”

These two approaches have long been the “default” conditions for oral history work.  Both conceptions of what oral history can document presuppose that the body contains a photographic record of what has occurred to it and that any experience can be converted into a coherent narrative.  They differ primarily in the value to be placed on the interpretative frameworks that historical subjects have developed for understanding their past.  In the “more history” model, any meanings that people might have made are discarded as irrelevant for scientific reconstruction of the past, while in the “anti-history” model, it is the professional scholar’s intellectualizations that interfere with direct contact with the past.  

We have already considered the gestural and embodied foundations of oral exchange.  Beyond that even in the most textually defined institutions, orality is fundamental to social interaction.  The law and most religions rely on texts such as legal codes or religious scriptures for their institutional foundations.  Still, what is the law without oral argumentation or jury deliberation?  What is religion without prayer, confession, testimony?  Formal institutions are given life, “breath” in the biblical metaphor, by networks of intimacy and personal exchange, the cement of which is the spoken word.  While all decisions must be consonant with the codifications that make institutional continuity possible, all decisions are made first in the ephemeral world of talk.  In the in-site performance of personal communication, tone, facial expression, gesture, and movement communicate as much as the actual words used.  Human beings could not function without the skien of judgments and agreements formed in the oral realm.  Transcripts of oral history interviews allow the perception of and therefore analysis of the face-to-face world in which human beings actually make vital decisions.  

But oral language has features that undermine the goal of arriving at direct impressions of the past.  First, language works because it transforms “experience” into conventional forms.  Scholars in the field of oral history talk a great deal about memory and how to access memory more fully, a legacy of the photographic fallacy.  Concepts of habit and formulas are more pertinent to the formation of speech patterns that will eventually be recorded as oral testimony.  The more someone has talked about something in the past, the easier it becomes to repeat.  Successful oral accounts tend to become conventionalized with stock phrases.  Narration separates speakers from an original experience as it becomes more accessible for sharing.  If a researcher is looking for a personal perspective that goes beyond community conventions, she will have to work to disrupt habits, but at the risk of reducing the narrator to silence.

Second, oral accounts tend to synthesize a complex series of events into a readily comprehensible and expressible image.  Because individual elements drawn from memory tend to stand for complex extended processes, oral accounts are by nature symbolic.  The goal is to communicate an appropriate response from one person to another, to invite another person to share your perspective by feeling with you.  The symbol is a synthetic form of knowledge, not analytic.  Parts stand for the whole rather than construct it.  Th incompleteness of oral communication is part of what stimulates the persistent circulation of subjective response among expressive forms.  But they are all incomplete so no fully satisfying and complete statement can ever be made.

One practical effect to consider is found in the typical difficulties with overall chronologies and dating of specific events.  Important dates for people generally do not correspond with important dates for either national or local history, and in any event a complex sequence of events does not constitute good story-telling.  Conflations, transpositions, and misdatings are ubiquitous.  Metaphors and metonyms take the place of verifiable facts, nor are they easily translatable into the type of solid historical objects professional historians like.  The phenomena of symbolic displacement and condensation have been discussed in oral history scholarship for many years now, but it bears rehearsing as an antidote to treating personal narratives as satisfactory and complete expressions of anybody’s life experience.

When historians or journalists record the memories of artists, they tap into a constant process of self-questioning that accompanies creative activity.  An artist needs to understand what makes one artist (her/me) successful, another (me/him) a failure.  There are many criteria, and the internal polemic proceeds simultaneously on multiple levels.  Success is measured by quality of statement (content) and by the unique, form-giving beauty of the work; by shows in galleries; by placement in museums; by critical response; by the prices one’s work commands; even by the oral history interview itself, since the decision to interview an artist is itself perceived as a recognition of worth, one more award in a career that must seek out validation.  Interviewee and interviewer can easily participate in a sustained mythologizing process that is an important part of the “art community.”  It is easy to ignore or overlook an artist’s internal struggle as he or she tries to shape individual and social experience into a form satisfying to those in charge of the institutions that govern success.

Oral history narratives in the arts can be viewed as another expression of the aesthetic theories guiding the artist’s work.  Value systems are retrospectively projected onto past events so that these take on meaning beyond their own empirical presence, and values seem justified by their grounding in “facts.”  Mythic content is invested in this extra layer of meaning which is then “borrowed” by the narrator to underscore the factuality of conclusions she or he has drawn.  The same symbol can be used within the same interview to make contrasting postings.  For example, the special quality of light and climate in Southern California has been a recurrent them found in many interviews with Los Angeles-based artists, but when they raise the subject more than optic qualities may be involved.  The light can be described as clarifying and revelatory but also as blinding stultifying.  Light as a mythic image comes to stand in for the artist’s emotional response to sociological situations—the crystallization of ideological values into experience.  To return to an earlier theme, what was communicated orally was not information but the reinforcement of a collective habit articulated in an easily shared symbol.

The third and perhaps most important limitation for the use of oral history to study of subjectivity is its privileging of narrative subjectivity to the exclusion of the other subjective forms found on the circuit of response and expression.  If interviews are focused, as they often are, on one aspect of a person’s life—professional career, say, or identity—a retrospective narrative subject simply replaces complex structures of relations and the transcript preserves as the interviewee’s “story” only one of many stories she could tell.  The concept of “memory work” invoked by Michael Frisch and others seeks to recuperate more layers to the subject but at the risk of the life appearing fragmentary and to some degree more incoherent than it would likely have felt in any given situation.
  I think both researcher and narrator have strong incentives to find a forceful narrative line with consequences for how we preserve, represent, and interpret collective understandings of the past.

Narration is the organization of events into a system which allows communities to see order in the flow of events.  The ordering of events is the first order of explanatory representation.  The emplotment process central to transforming events into a narrative requires determining:  

(1)  where the story begins and where it ends

(2)  what might be the internal markers of change

The relation of the events constituting the narrative are not logical and coherent, but sequential and necessary.  Every element is a function of what must be done for a given sequence to occur.  This reinforces the premise that explanation flows from an ordering of events that governs character and description.  Those who participate in events become who they are through their role in the action, or as Paul Ricœur has put it:  “The composition of the action governs the ethical quality of the characters.”
  There are no a prioris, but there are finite and unchangeable conclusions that determine everything that precedes.

These conclusions projected backwards as origins of a necessary outcome are what determine the boundaries of the plot.  The beginning point is not marked by the absence of antecedents, but the “absence of necessity in succession.”  Within the frame established by a storyline, chance has been constrained, though the entire narrative is contingent and conceivably could be replaced by any equally well constructed succession that establishes the necessity of the conclusion.  

In practical terms, emplotment requires boundaries, but everything is governed by the aesthetic need to make the conclusion necessary, hence intelligible.  Historians may know that any given conclusion was not predictively necessary as such, but by showing steps by which any given conclusion became an increasingly irreversible (hence “necessary”), they gain understanding of the events as a series of concatenating consequences.  The two key questions governing emplotment can be reworked more fully into a series of accomplished markers that provide an orderly account that is both legible and satisfying:

(1)  the beginning: the potential of irreversible consequences appears

(2)  markers of change, which construct the effect of increasing likelihood of irreversibility

(3)  a crisis or reversal of fortune, in which the necessity of the conclusion becomes probable

(4)  the conclusion: necessity is established

Emplotment is a way of modeling experience in time that has the advantage of mimetically representing the passage of time and its changes.  Emplotment, however, subtracts extraneous events by the selection of elements that make for an understandable narrative.  It may also require the hypothetical construction of past events that have left no impressions but whose reality is required by the logic of the narrative structure.  Emplotment takes scattered events and arranges them into an order that is equivalent to understanding. Poetic imagination provides for choice of incidents and significant details that reveal the “causes” that make the accidental appear “probable.”

The cathartic effect that Aristotle describes in his Poetics stems from the transformation of the accidental into the probable.  The irrational (the unique) has been rendered necessary and thus something one must accept.  I have been summarizing the argument that Paul Ricœur made in his masterful study Time and Narrative.  He concludes his discussion of modern, scientific historical practice by stating that historians who think that they work first from facts and descriptions of how change occurred are deluding themselves.  They could not ever choose the facts or construct even the simplest model for change without already having in place an explanatory framework that governs what fits and what doesn’t fit.  Without the conclusion there is no possibility for silencing the past and thus make what we have selected to remain to convey meaning for today.  Thus, while methodologically, the work of historians is diametrically opposed to the process of the construction of collective memory as described by say Maurice Halbwachs, in actual practice, Ricœur shows that history and popular memory are quite similar in requiring pregiven conclusions to structure likely—or is it likable?—images of the past.

3.  On Transcending the Limitations Imposed by the Conventionalizing Nature of Successful Communication and the Conservative Impulse of Narration  

The temptation to teleology that historian and oral history interviewee equally share together with their contrasting methods they have for weighing the past makes the confrontation of researcher and narrator potentially the site for a cognitive breakthrough for both.  For this to happen, the professional historian needs to invite the interviewee to collaborate in the process of inquiry.   By this, I do not mean that the interviewee should abandon the standpoint that makes him a member of a different discursive community and sign up as an unpaid research assistant.  It is precisely the difference in understandings of the past that open the possibility for an expanded intersubjectivity.  

The relationship at the heart of oral history involves a groping to mutual understanding that is equally tasking for both parties to the interview.  Interviewers work to understand the connections that narrators are providing as they consider additional lines of questioning that will build upon rather than cut short the dialogue.  Without grappling to comprehend how their constructions can seem reasonable to the interviewee, the researcher can never understand the other person or his community.  Simultaneously, historians’ questions ask narrators to apply their experiences to frameworks that they may never have thought with before, but which they need to intuit if they are to respond with helpful and relevant information.  The attempt to reconstruct memory proceeds within this dialectic, which if it breaks down leads to an interview without either texture or information.  When successful oral history interviews take on a verbal special quality that Alessandro Portelli calls “thick dialogue,” and the conversation ceases to be a rehearsal of comfortable and conventional formulae.

In addition, researchers might seek as well to reconstruct the place of oral expressions such as the narratives people tell within a larger context of a dispersed subjectivity whose enunciations circulate across forms occupying different social sites and directing themselves ostensibly to distinct sensual capacities.  Each form involves discrete processes of production, distribution, reception, and interpretation, the shape of which will vary depending on who is involved and on the goals they seek.  Their intersection reveals experiences and relationships that cannot be said with precision because the content eludes the formal communicative possibilities within any single given medium.

Each individual statement keeps in motion propositions that may reaffirm, may expand, or may challenge the repertory available for “saying” this is who I am in relation to different people, objects, events, processes, for articulating a reaction that is the focal point of meaning.  Whatever is put forward is tentative, waiting for the next relay in the circuit.  Semiotic codes and the rules of communicative situations, what Wittgenstein called “language games,” provide boundaries that, given political and social context, range from relatively flexible to relatively strict.  Nonetheless, every communicative act is dependent upon performance, which introduces the possibility of improvisation and change.  Semantic fields are inevitably altered with every addition, particularly when the effort to model relationships leaps across expressive forms.
  When and why gestures leap between forms need charting, along with a look at the theoretical and political implications of such movement.  Oral narratives can be documented as coherent statements but put in a larger historical context that reveals them as also fragmentary and incomplete.  

For forms to communicate, they must have been learned through a process of repetition that imply the existence of regular social ties.  Regularity as a necessary condition for successful articulation focuses attention onto the habitual aspects of both the production and reception of expression.  Ideology takes material form not as a set of explicit ideas but as propositions primarily about how to fit experiences together into a structured sense of relationship that can also be called a habitus.  In constructive activities, such as art, meaning is to be experienced sensually.  Objects reveal forms of expression that bid their users to see, touch, feel, and exist in space in specific and replicable ways.  When objects are valued, they transform the sensory habits of the body.  Words provide one set of signs for these transformations, and the historians’ task include reconstituting and interpreting the specific social relationships that have generated a recurrent circuit of subjective expression. 

In each example of “storytelling,” to use Benjamin’s term for the steady transmission of past experiences in living social circuits, archive and memory intersect to reveal a range of tactical reactive possibilities for subjects that exist by and through acts of integrating, however temporarily, dispersed expressions of archived experience.
  Each expressive form provides a site for memory that draws upon dispersed traces of the past that remain real only to the degree that their contents are incorporated into a repertory available to suggest options for future action.  Archived traces have been retrieved as something that can be performed, but not at all times.  The repertory provides an intermediary, replicatory layer that invites the personalization of performance.  Repertories provide a recollection of a variety of experiences that once mattered and revivify them for the present.
  First, however, someone has put into a circulation a proposition for a potentially new way of inhabiting the past, presented in a gestural expression the value of which is the way in which its form prefigures a memory yet to come.
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