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Shareable Narratives? Intersubjectivity, Life Stories and Reinterpreting the Past

1.“Putting the subject back into history”

I would like to devote the first part of my talk to the meaning that the title of this Institute has for me and my work, especially for the part of it which concerns oral history and memory. “Putting the subject back into history” is a right expression, because the subject has always been there. It is not that some of us have discovered subjectivity and therefore can add something new to history. The subject was there but it could not be seen, mainly because most historians do not recognize the subjectivity implicit in history – in the actions and productions of human beings as well as in their forms of passivity and suffering. (“Recognition” is a much more important concept for historians than “discovery”, which alludes to something pre-existing – the past – supposedly to be revealed by excavations or procedures of a detective kind.)

In the course of this last year, as I was asked to put together for publication my recent essays concerning memory subjectivity and utopia, I have been reconsidering the issue of subjectivity in history, and the positions I had when I wrote Storia e soggettività, in 1988. These positions have undergone a reformulation; however, I do not see this process as a repudiation of the past, rather as an enrichment in a new light. Let me try to explain this type of change.

For about ten years I have used the following scheme as a basis for discussions with my students on what subjectivity can mean in history. According to it,  there are at least three areas of historical meaning for us to recognise and historicise. I will present them in the order of which meaning is most frequently found in the historiographical discourse.

The first area concerns subjectivity as the product of cultural production in its vastest sense (including daily life), which I have also called the area of “accumulated subjectivity”, where the inherited is innovated, in a constant intertwining of inventive and repetitive and sometimes in a conflictual way. An example of this is the relationship between the imagination and the imaginary, which are both forms of accumulated collective subjectivities. The imagination is the creative process. The imaginary is more the inherited, in fact, what you inherit. There is some more creativeness in imagination and some more repetitiveness in the imaginary, although they mix. It is the field of identities, where subjectivity can be intertwined with the political. Its meaning is close to collective representations and mentalités, as exemplified by Emile Durkheim, the Annales School, and Maurice Halbwachs. Given the criticism of reification – i.e. of concepts treated like things - brought to both representations and mentalités, it is important for us to stress the aspect of cultural activity that subjectivity has in this area of meaning.

The second area concerns the questions of who are the subjects of history and how they take decisions. On the first point, the difficult problem is to recognise the relationships between the individuals and the collective, which can be represented by groups such as family, nation, ethne, class, but also gender, generation, age-group, political party, region, continent etc. (In the past, history has frequently privileged collective and organised subjectivity - for instance the class or the party - and some “exceptional” individual.) On the second point, the main question is to discern the combination of autonomy and heteronomy, of being free and being conditioned; here too, historians and social scientists have often ascribed decisions to imitation (for instance of the higher classes by the lower ones). Only some have recognised the existence of life strategies, which give rise to individual and collective itineraries, as it is the case with the analyses of the lifecycle. And finally, this area should include conscious, semiconscious and subconscious reasons as the motivations acting in human subjectivity.

The third area refers to the subjectivity of the historian. One way of dealing with it is ego-histoire, as invented by Pierre Nora in 1987 and rejuvenated recently in a collective endeavour at the European University Institute (Historein); with this approach the historian treats herself as an object of historical study and tries to understand the reasons of her choices for what concerns both method and content. Here comes also the issue of intersubjectivity, indicating the relationships between all the subjects – alive or dead – involved in the research, i.e. the relationships between generations of historians but also those between the historians and the protagonists of their stories. In this scheme, which I have been using for my personal research and for teaching, intersubjectivity appears at the last; the central priority is still given to the individual subject, as the only bearer of subjectivity in a true and full sense, from the psychological to the intellectual and cultural. 

The main change in the international debate on subjectivity in the course of the last twenty years has been the recognition of the centrality of inter-subjectivity, largely as a result of the contribution that feminism has given to the conceptualisation of subjectivity. It is indeed one of the major results of the research by second-wave feminism that subjectivity can no longer be conceptualised without giving priority to inter-subjectivity, and becoming a subject cannot be separated from developing/inventing a capacity for inter-subjective relationships. This link has been expressed in a number of ways by the existing literature. A significant trajectory in this sense can be found in the work of Wendy Hollway, who in Subjectivity and Method in Psychology (1989) explores the relationships between “gender, meaning and science”, and proposes a concept of subjectivity which “is not only dynamic, non-unitary and embraces the extra-rational, but is discoverable only within inter-subjective relations” (86). Some years earlier in Changing the Subject (1984), she and her co-editors had written that they did “use ’subjectivity’ to refer to individuality and self-awareness but understand in this usage that subjects are dynamic and multiple” (3), and criticised the dominance of “the unitary rational subject”. It was a logical consequence that this critique, in order to reach its final point, had to include inter-subjectivity. The enlargement and enrichment of the previous definition into the new one was done by Hollway on the basis of the analysis of some actual cases of her patients’ inter-subjective relations, and thanks to an integration of Melanie Klein’s work in her vision. Hollway says that she was inspired by the fact that Klein privileges the defence mechanisms which work between people rather than within a person as in Lacan and Foucault, so that inter-subjective relations become the location for the negotiation of meaning. This approach allows her to “reclaim subjectivity” for those who were classed as “others” than white middle-class men: black and Third World people, working-class-people and women. 

The relevance of inter-subjectivity is primal, in the sense that the constitution of the subject is grounded in it, whether we talk of the mother-child relationship – in the field of psychology - or of the social pact – in sociology and political science. For our purposes, inter-subjectivity is at the basis of the interview, which constitutes the oral testimonies, and also at the basis of interpretation. Furthermore, inter-subjectivity is at the origin of the narrations which we collect, not in the sense that we interviewers generate them (this happens only in a very small percentage, since our impact concerns more the format of the testimony than its deep structure) but rather in the sense that the narrations themselves originated in a context of exchange, prior to our intervention. To use Hans Blumenberg’s expression, there is a line of “intersubjective communicability” which make certain parts of the world narratable and re-narratable; for him this line is connected with the human capacity of inventing myths, but also of receiving them, and bringing them to completion.

It should now be clear why intersubjectivity is so crucial for us and for our joint effort in this Summer Institute. In this light, shareable narratives can be such in two ways.

2. Reinterpreting the past: changing existing narrations and transforming accumulated subjectivity (area 1)

This first way is the key to most of our interpretations. These are based on the construction and recognition of a corpus memoriae, a body of memory, where lines of collective remembering are found on the basis of recurrent themes. More seldom do we find oral histories based on individual memory considered as such; the foundational aspects of this other procedure are less evident. The assumption underlying the procedure based on recurrent themes – and recurrent silences - which can be found in most works of oral history, including my own, is that a texture of existing narration exists as an expression of intersubjectivity, and that we just have to find the access to it and the way to record it. This procedure consists in creating a double possibility: for interviewees to express the narratives they share with others (hence the open or semi-open interview approach), for interviewers and interpreters to recognise them and on this basis to talk about strategies of memory.

Recognising shared narrative is therefore a basic step. However, I am talking here about shareable narratives: while “shared” refers to the past, “shareable” refers to the future. Let me explain what I mean with an example, taken from a work which I admire very much, the book by Shahid Amin on Chauri Chaura 1922. Amin has analysed the history and memory of the violent police/peasants confrontation which took place on 4 February 1922 at Chauri Chaura, a small market town in north India, where peasants resorted to violence in the name of Gandhi – they burned the local police station and killed 23 constables. As a consequence, Gandhi called off the Noncooperation Movement and fastened in order to restore non-violence. Amin “arranged and rearranged” local remembrances against the authorized texts of court records and other official sources, challenging both the version of colonialist history and the stereotyped incorporation of the event within the narrative of the Great Freedom Struggle in post-colonial history. His exemplary work shows the multiplicity of memory and the possibility of its use for a new type of history, where “incongruence with known facts […is] not construed as a lapse of memory, but rather as a necessary element in the stitching together of the story” (p. 198). There were various types of shared narratives before Amin entered the field: colonialist history, nationalist history. He introduced a third narrative, that he discerned in the narrations of his interviewees, “shareable”, in the sense that it no longer overlooked some important features and conflicts, such as ignoring or distorting the distinction between Muslim and Hindu. “I am not suggesting that what we now have on record is the definitive voice and consciousness of the actors… my effort has been to arrive at an enmeshed, intertwined and imbricated web of narratives from every available source…unearthing exciting alternative accounts”. 

Sandro Portelli in his oral history of the massacre committed by the Nazi in Rome at the Fosse Ardeatine (where 335 hostages were killed on24 March 1944) has also found shared narratives, and particularly that narrative which gave the partisans and more precisely their action against the Nazi in via Rasella (33 SS killed), the responsibility of provoking the massacre as a retaliation. This was a shared dominant narrative, but Portelli shows that in fact the retaliation was used as an excuse, and the decision had been taken independently. In both cases, the oral historians constructed with the protagonists narratives which could be potentially shared, not without a polemic, a fight, a struggle against the existing shared narratives.

A point I would like to stress in this context is that relationships between memories and silences are constitutive. Since I gave a paper on this topic in a seminar at the Oral History programme last fall, now I will simply summarise some of its implications.

The structuring importance of silence must be kept in mind as a warning to never use or analyse memory without situating it in a context of silence. This has different meanings in various fields. For the work of cultural historians, it means recognizing the fragmented nature of memory, its complicacies and the necessary complicacy of the required approach; one should work at the same time as if memory were more than words and yet concentrating on the textual analysis of what traces of memory we have: “Not all silences are equal and they cannot be addressed in the same manner; any historical narrative [is] a bundle of silences, the result of a unique process, and the operation required to deconstruct these silences will vary accordingly”. Historians can decide, according to their sources and objects of research, whether to reveal a silence, or make a silence speak for itself, or unravel silence as a mask of conflicts  (Trouillot, 27-8). Taking silence into account means to watch out for the links between forms of power and forms of  silence – repression of various kinds, censorship. It finally means to look more deeply in those aspects of memory which have to do with oblivion.

My own experience of using silences for history is that most silences we observe are relative and we must understand them as such: for instance there may be a silence of existing historiography confronted with workers’ culture, or a silence of women’s studies in comparison with a women’s oral tradition, or a silence of the mass media if compared with poetry. It is constitutive of the definition of a silence to define also its limits, its context, and its reference: in respect to whom and to what is it a silence? Who considers it as such? At the same time, we also experience in our researches, as well as in public memory, the frustration resulting from cancellations of memory, big and small, which all our efforts do not seem capable of reducing. Very often, especially when researching those who lost and/or were repressed, we have the experience of finding people, ideas, books which seem to have completely disappeared, which vanished leaving only scattered and tantalizing traces, in spite of all our efforts.

3. The subjects of the story change themselves (area 2)

This second meaning of shareable narratives has to do with interventions explicitly aimed at changing the ways of remembering. This has a particular relevance in our time, for what concerns collective traumas and suffering.

Significant examples of an effort to produce shareable narratives in this sense can be found in various disciplinary fields. A term used for it is often “memory work”. In a book edited by Susannah Radstone, Memory and Methodology, the term is used in a variety of ways. Frigga Haug recounts the work done by a group of women in Germany on Angst, aptly translated with “anxiety” (but of course the German word maintains a greater strength, referring also to fear). Fifty women aged between 20 and 60 were asked to elaborate on the theme “An occasion when I was afraid” in a written form, using the third person in writing about themselves. This method brought forward the gendered connotation of anxiety and of its memory, while the collective process of elaboration allowed to go deeper than the surface meaning of the memories thus collected. Memory work understood in this sense is defined by the author as a sociological method, but it is charged with political value. 

A similar value appears clearly through the collective memory work presented by Marriette Claire and Richard Johnson. In their case, the group was composed of seven postgraduate students and a teacher based at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham University, which met between 1982 and 1986. In this experiment too there was a given theme, i.e. the popularity of nationalism. The rules of the game – an “intensely autobiographical method” - were that every member recalled a personal episode associated with the theme. By showing that stories that represent personal memories are interpersonal and social, the group brought together history and politics, and challenged the accepted styles of academic writing as well as the hierarchy of academic competencies. Thus memory work can act as a site of resistance and innovation for institutions and forms/styles of knowledge.

Annette Kuhn’s “journey through memory”, in spite of being a strongly individualised type of reflection (on her own text Family Secrets, an important exercise in the liminal area of “revisionist autobiography”), shows punctually how individual memory work “makes a shared world”. She thus uncovers the deep links between the collective and the individual. It is significant that these three examples use writing as a tool rather than orality, for various reasons, some given by the authors themselves. I chose them on purpose, in order to remind ourselves that the written form of memory – of course reminiscent of many oral forms, as Kuhn observes – is particularly apt when the act of memory wants to perform some kind of resistance and/or to innovate forms of expression which have traditionally used the written register, whether literary or academic.

I want now to come to exceptional collective traumas. Since 1999, I have participated in two oral history projects concerning Kosovo. The events in the former Yugoslavia brought me back to oral history as an engagement, in the effort to give a small contribution while such a tragedy was taking place very close - just across the Adriatic Sea - to where I was living and teaching, in Florence. I did interviews with Kosovar refugees in Italian camps (with Rom women), where they found refuge after and during the war, and I participated in the work of interpretation on the whole body of interviews done in Kosovo, Albania and Serbia. One of the two projects – the one specifically on women supported by Women’s World, New York, and by the Bologna Centro for Women’s Documentation and Research – is still under way.

The project which is finished and partially published was connected with the IOM (International Organisation for Migration) intervention in Kosovo, aiming, as the psychiatrist Lino Losi writes in his Introduction, at “the psychological recovery/support of a community”, and including the creation of the Archives of Memory. The researchers who engaged in this research offered a diverse range of competence: history and oral history, anthropology, social science. They found themselves placed in a situation that allowed them to perform their disciplinary competence, while being either part of an experiment in assisting and trying to help or in contact with people who had suffered severely and were undergoing dramatic changes in their lives. An impulse of solidarity, the desire to know, and the effort to use one’s knowledge in a way different from the academic one, were all part of the motivations. Therefore they participated in transformations of remembering which oral historians and anthropologists can witness only in particular circumstances.


The approach presupposed a heterogeneity of subjectivities – multiplicity of religions, ethnic and national belonging, individual attitudes - which it is essential to recognise today. The difficulties inherent in an approach trying to respect the heterogeneity of subjectivities and the resulting problematic forms of inter-subjectivity are not to be undervalued. What I see as relevant in this endeavour is first of all the direct link between the psychological engagement with people under heavy traumas from war, on the one hand, and the particular interaction of history and anthropology, on the other. The potential novelty results from a combination of factors: the researcher finding her-himself in the situation of sharing a dramatic emergency; the effort to use at the same time socio-psycological and anthropo-historical tools; the decision to treat narratives, considered both as resources as well as sources of problems, as a priority of the research. The dominant story in Kovoso was based on the constellation aggressor/victim/saviour, but new “starting points [were found], even in clinical work, to begin re-narratives, re-stories in the communities and families affected by unhealed wounds and deaths, with less blocked and more vital perspectives with respect to the fossilization offered by the dominant constellation” (Losi).

This attention to narration and narratives was coupled with the attention to a multiplicity of languages: not only the spoken local idioms (which explains the importance given to the role of the interpreter in the interview), but also legends, disciplinary languages, and gestures. The IOM work in Kosovo included in fact a theatre performance, which produced not only a show but also a video. It is moving to watch it, and see how an initial awkwardness develops into mastering an individual and collective technique which makes a political use of the body. The work of the theatre-group as well as the interviews and their elaboration testify of the effort towards developing a new and shared language.

As Silvia Salvatici has written, the first stage of the training course for psychosocial counselors, devoted to the memory of the war, focused on the role played by memory in sharing painful stories, which had been generally restricted to the experience and memory of their individual actors. Sharing that painful experience was also considered preliminary to sharing its consequences on the psychological wellbeing of the people, in order to point out that those very consequences could be considered as “normal” reactions to “abnormal” events (such as the war), instead of psycho-pathologies. The work done within the first stage let emerge the powerful role of a collective memory sharing in this perspective. However, the research implemented for the Archives of the Memory besides the training course brought to light the need to go also in the opposite direction: from the collective memory to the individual experience. As the analysis of the interviews showed, the individual story tends to be subjugated by a collective narrative which intends to assert itself as the single expression of a national identity that is monolithic, solid, rooted in cohesion and homogeneity.  It became therefore necessary to give value to the different memories carried by different subjects, memories that might become the various voices and narratives of a multiple memory able to hinder the consolidation of a public, nationalistic discourse. Very soon, all national identities appeared to be not compact at all but articulated and fragmentised.

One consequence of the two first points of relevance is that individual memory can have different destinies: it can become a weapon within a defensive collective identity – which in terms of a libidinal economy is a shortcut – or be subjected to a long elaboration, going towards a re-definition of the two terms, individual and collective. This necessarily brings in another set of collective and individual subjects, namely the researchers themselves and what they represent. 

This could take place thanks to an acknowledged reciprocity between the various subjects involved in the exchange. A number of processes were either favoured or followed or set in motion by the IOM intervention, processes which include: the recognition of the value of a single culture and its local aspects; its collective strength but eventually also its oppressive nature, for instance towards women; the role of the individual; and finally, but most importantly, the role of that ambiguous entity which is called “international community”. Ambiguous because it is in its name that the former Yugoslavia has been subjected first to indifference, then to the Nato war and finally to a campaign of help which has often been confused and incompetent. Moreover, if we think of some components of this international community as we find them in Western Europe, we cannot help noticing various forms of Eurocentrism which relegate the Balkans to a second category status, besides ignoring or deforming the history of the region. However, this international community can also represent a potential, a hope, a dream of at least a few Western and Eastern Europeans: a place capable of accepting its own multiplicity, its multiple origins, and of criticising its own heritage in such a way as to promote exchange with other heritages. 

4. Changing the historians (area 3)

In the course of this experience, there was a multiplicity of subjects on the stage as there was a multiplicity of forms of subjectivity. The researchers from Western Europe were one type of subject, since they represented, with more or less worth and variable right to do so, the scientific tradition and the international community. In fact, one underlying trend in this work is the contact which is established between these two entities and Kosovar people. These are the central subject of the story, although they are far from being one subject. 

The main problem was to conceptualise who the subjects are who give rise to the inter-subjective experience of the oral history interview in this situation. The problem seems to be insufficiently answered by simply referring to the original spur of oral historians, who were anxious to give words to those who had no voice in history. Most oral history as done in Europe between the 1950s and the 1980s assumed that there was a homogeneity of subjective intents between the interviewees and the interviewers, or at least that there was no major obstacle to an exchange between them allowing to construct a shareable narrative. Innumerable people were interviewed – and their interviews transcribed, elaborated, published – on the basis of an assumed homogeneous subjectivity and homogeneous positionality of the subjects involved. The work done with Kosovars testifies that we are now in a different phase of understanding this form of inter-subjectivity. In the past, oral history was written from within a movement which wanted ‘to give words’ to the subaltern (the working class, for instance) and women. In our times, however, oral history is called to a task of prefiguring the relationships between different subjectivities and cultures and of revealing the contradictions between the individual and the community. Oral history can therefore be used to criticise the mechanism of inclusion and exclusion, and the process of identity construction based on territories and nationalistic values. One could detect a tension – in the researchers - between the desire to establish immediately a wide solidarity – going beyond the nightmare of hatred between peoples and cultures – and the desire to understand deeply the specificity of the interlocutor, whether Kosovar Albanian, Serbian or Rom. 

A similar tension could be seen in the cautious way of treating the gender issues: questions such as the traditional status of women, the lack of “voice” of many of them, the new conditions of young women (for instance those employed in the NGOs) and new perceptions of gender and family issues were presented with attention and trepidation, but judgement was suspended. This suspension, which had been willingly and voluntarily adopted by the researchers, is one sign that the long way leading to a better understanding between peoples and cultures has just started; this way involves attention and silence on the part of some. 

At the same time, the intervention of the IOM team, including the group of historians-anthropologists, cannot be understood as a deus ex machina which would introduce something not existing before. It elicited something which potentially was already there – perhaps hidden and subordinated to opposite drives – and offered it the opportunity of developing and appearing in daylight. “Our presence during the interviews might simply serve to add transparency to a connection that was already implied, and would probably stress the mechanisms of a collective self-representation addressed towards the international community” (Salvatici).

As a concluding remark, I would like to stress the aspect of transformation which is implied in the adjective “shareable” applied to narratives: they can be transformed as we can be in the process of collecting and interpreting sources for history, and sometimes we can participate in the change of the intersubjectivity within which the narratives take up sense.
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