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14 Learning to listen (oited

Interview techniques and analyses

Kathryn Anderson and Dana C. Jack

Kathryn Anderson and Dana Jack are both professors at Fairhaven College, Western
Washington University. Reprinted from Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (eds),

Women's Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, London, Routledge, 1991,
pp. 11-26, with permission.

Oral history interviews provide an invaluable means of generating new
insights about women’s experiences of themselves in their worlds. The spon-
taneous exchange within an interview offers possibilities of freedom and
flexibility for researchers and narrators alike. For the narrator, the interview
provides the opportunity to tell her own story in her own terms. For
researchers, taped interviews preserve a living interchange for present and
future use; we can rummage through interviews as we do through an old attic
— probing, comparing, checking insights, finding new treasures the third time
through, then arranging and carefully documenting our results. :
Oral interviews are particularly valuable for uncovering women’s perspec-
tives. Anthropologists have observed how the expression of women’s unique
experience as women is often muted, particularly in any situation where
women’s interests and experiences are at variance with those of men.! A
woman’s discussion of her life may combine two separate, often conflicting,
perspectives: one framed in concepts and values that reflect men’s dominant
position in the culture, and one informed by the more immediate realities of a
woman’s personal experience. Where experience does not ‘fit’ dominant
meanings, alternative concepts may not readily be available. Hence, inadvert-
ently, women often mute their own thoughts and feelings when they try to
describe their lives in the familiar and publicly acceptable terms of prevailing
concepts and conventions. To hear women’s perspectives accurately, we have
to learn to listen in stereo, receiving both the dominant and muted channels
clearly and tuning into them carefully to understand the relationship between
them. .
How do we hear the weaker signal of thoughts and feelings that differ from
conventional expectations? Carolyn Heilbrun urges biographers to search for
the choices, the pain, the stories that lie beyond the ‘constraints of acceptable
discussion’.? An interview that fails to expose the distortions and conspires to
mask the facts and feelings that did not fit will overemphasize expected
aspects of the female role. More important, it will miss an opportunity to
document the experience that lies outside the boundaries of acceptability.

To facilitate access to the muted channel of women"s subjectivity, we must
inquire whose story the interview is asked to tell, who interprets the story, a,nd
with what theoretical frameworks. Is the nax’"rator. asked wha} meanings ,]—}e
makes of her experiences? Is the resea'rcher s attitude one o .recep}tlmltyr o
learn rather than to prove preexisting ideas that are brought m'to the u:‘,_,._
view? In order to learn to listen, we need to attend more to the narrator than

10 our own agendas.

INTERVIEW TECHNIQUES: SHEDDING AGENDAS
Kathryn Anderson

My awareness of how both pcrson:l ai]rjxii collec't;vggoa;}flfx;‘(iitso rclz;;x r:)l;otrt:;
circuit the listening process developf: while scanni g oral histories for the
Washington Women’s Heritage PrOJegt. This statewt et gor aborative effort
received major support from the National Endo'w.men do the Fumanitis
and the Washington Commission for the I-'Iu'manmes to develop ucational
wor d to produce a traveling exhibit documenting women's lives
intelr(:it:;f)ssa:nd bjstt;rical photographs. The ﬁrst stage of th'e prOJerv:: (:;11:;);\(;;(1
training dozens of interviewers in a series of oral.dh;stf);é workshops
held throughout the state. A typif:al .worksbop provi Z 1cra5h ation on
equipment, processing tapes, intervw:wmg techmgue's, and a ash Sourse
the new women’s history scholarship. Prospecpve interviewe e oy
manual, which included Sherna Gluck’s “Topical Guide for Ora

. . 3
- Interviews with Women’.

To select excerpts for the exhibit, we re\.'ie.wed dozens ot-tlkrlntﬁruvlizvrv:dsxsf
e B e oo soieis. W found ther fled
interviews housed in archives and his orical . found ther Bl
with passages describing the range and. mgmﬁcance. of activi and cveres

i hotographs. To our dismay and dlsappqmtmen., ,
rli:)or;i));‘eglé;tgeclfed de%ailre)d discussions of the web of feehpgs, atu[t;;?[eii ;1};\(?
values that give meaning to activitie§ and events. I’nte?rvxeweli_fad e
ignored these more subjective dimensions of women’s lives or accepel
comments at face value when a pause, a word, or an express'lonbmt geen e
invited the narrator to continue. Some of us found discrepancies be wremcm_
memories of interviews and the transcripts b.ecause the meamrnl'l_gt w:nd bo.dy
bered hearing had been expressed through intense vocal quality
lan ough words alone. . . -

V%/:a%veérr:nest;;cia%ly confused that our.intervxews.dld not cfor:fot:l;:;
the satisfactions and concerns other histonans. were dlscov_enng in v ° wer :
diaries and letters, or the importance of relationships social ‘SCICI.III.S s e
uncovering in women’s interviews. To understand why,' I scrut'mxzS eu«.
interviews with rural women that I had done for the project, p.aymgt h.pt e
attention to interview strategies and techniques. M){ expectations ‘zeﬂ '
interviews would give rural women a forum Fo describe their e.xpte;lne: e:if-,--
their own terms and to reflect on their experiences as women 1n the specit
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context of Washington state were thwarted to some extent by three factors:
the project’s agenda to document women’s lives for the exhibit; an incom-
plete cor_lversion from traditional to feminist historical paradigms; and the
conventions of social discourse.

While the project’s general goal was to accumulate a series of life histories,
my special task was to discover women'’s roles in northwest Washington farm-
ing communities. Project deadlines and the need to cover a representative
range of experiences combined to limit interviews to no more than three
hours. In retrospect, I can see how I listened with at least part of my attention
focused on producing potential material for the exhibit — the concrete
description of experiences that would accompany pictures of women’s
activities. As I rummage through the interviews long after the exhibit has
been placed in storage, I am painfully aware of lost opportunities for women
to reflect on the activities and events they described and to explain their terms
more fully in their own words.

In spite of my interest at the time in learning how women saw themselves as
women in specific historical contexts, the task of creating public historical
documents as well as the needs of the project combined to subvert my per-
sonal interests and led to fairly traditional strategies. As a result, my inter-
views tended to focus on activities and facts, on what happened and how it
happened. They revealed important information about the variety of roles
women filled on Washington farms, and how they disguised the extent and
importance of their contributions by insisting that they were just ‘helping
out’ or ‘doing what needed to be done’. Left out, however, was the more
subjective realm of feelings about what made these activities fun or drudgery,
which ones were accompanied by feelings of pride or failure. The resulting
story of what they did tells us something about the limitations under which
they operated but less about’the choices they might have made. My interests
were not incompatible with the project’s goals but my methods often failed to
give women the opportunity to discuss the complex web of feclings and
contradictions behind their familiar stories.

My background included both women’s history and interpersonal com-
munication, but no specific training in counseling. My fear of forcing or
manipulating individuals into discussing topics they did not want to talk
about sometimes prevented me from giving women the space and the permis-
sion to explore some of the deeper, more conflicted parts of their stories. I
feared, for good reasons, that I lacked the training to respond appropriately
to some of the issues that might be raised or uncovered. Thus, my interview
strategies were bound to some extent by the conventions of social discourse.

The unwritten rules of conversation about appropriate questions and topics —
especially the one that says ‘don’t pry!” - kept me from encouraging women to.
make explicit the range of emotions surrounding the events and experiences
they related. These rules are particularly restrictive in the rural style I had
absorbed as a child on an Iowa farm. In a context where weather, blight,
pests, and disease were so crucial to productivity and survival, conversation
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often tended towards the fatalistic and pragmatic; we certainly did not dwell
on feelings about things beyond our control. As I interviewed rural women,
the sights, sounds, and smells of a farm kitchen elicited my habits of a rural
style of conversation and constrained my interview strategies.

Another interviewer experienced tensions between project goals and rules
of conversation in a different context for different reasons. As she interviewed
Indian women from various Washington tribes, she feit torn between a necd
to gather specific information and an awareness of appropriate relationships
between young and old: the rules she had learned as an Indian chiid
prohibited questioning elders, initiating topics, or disagreeing in any form,
even by implying that a comment might be incomplete. When, as in
these instances, interviewer and narrator share similar backgrounds that
include norms for conversation and interaction, interview strategies must be
particularly explicit to avoid interference.

Although I approached the interviews with a genuine interest in farm
women’s perceptions of themselves, their roles, and their relationships in the
rural community, [ now see how often the agenda to document farm activities
and my habit of taking the comments of the farm women at face value
determined my questions and responses. Both interfered with my sensitivity 1o
the emotionally laden language they used to describe their lives. My first
interview with Elizabeth illustrates a lost opportunity to explore her discus-
sion of the physical and mental strains of multiple roles.* We had been talking
about her relationships with her mother and half-sister when she offered the
following:

I practically had a nervous breakdown when I discovered my sister had
cancer, you know; it was kind of like knocking the pins {out from under
me] - and I had, after the second boy was born, I just had ill health for
quite a few years. I evidently had a low-grade blood infection or some-
thing. Because I was very thin, and, of course, I kept working hard.
And every fall, why, I'd generally spend a month or so being sick — from
overdoing, probably.

Instead of encouraging turther reflection on the importance of her relation-
ship with her sister or on the difficulties of that period in her life, my nexi
question followed my imperative for detailing her role on the farm: “What
kind of farming did you do right after you were married?”’

Elizabeth was a full partner with her husband in their dairy farm and
continued to play an active role as the farm switched to the production of
small grains. Her interview has the potential of giving us valuable informa-
tion about the costs incurred by women who combined child-rearing and
housework with the physical labor and business decisions of the farm. It also
suggests something of the importance of relationships with family and close
friends in coping with both roles. The interview’s potential is severely limited,
however, by my failure to encourage her to expand upon her spontaneous
reflections and by my eagerness to document the details of her farming
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activity. Not until later did I realize that I do not know what she meant by
‘nervous breakdown’ or ‘overdoing’. The fact that other farm women used
the same or similar terms to describe parts of their lives alerted me to the
need for further clarification. I now wish I had asked her to tell me in her own
words of the importance of the relationship with her sister and why its
possible loss was such a threat.

Later in the same interview I was more sensitive to Elizabeth’s feelings
about the difficulty of combining roles, only to deflect the focus from her
experience once again. She was telling me how hard it was to be a full partner
in the field and still have sole responsibility for the house:

This is what was so hard, you know. You’d both be out working together,

and he’d come in and sit down, and [ would have to hustle a meal together,
you know. And that’s typical.

How did you manage?

Well, sometimes you didn’t get to bed till midnight or after, and you were
up at five. Sometimes when I think back to the early days, though, we’d
take a day off, we’d get the chores done, and we'd go take off and go
visiting.

Was that typical? Neighbors going to visit each other afier the chores were
done?

While Elizabeth was telling me how she managed, I was already thinking
about patterns in the neighborhood. My first question had been a good one,
but, by asking about what other people did, my next one told her that I had
heard enough about her experience. The two questions in succession have a
double message: ‘Tell me about your experience, but don’t tell me too
much’. Part of the problem may have been that even while I was interview-
ing women I was aware of the need to make sense of what they told me. In
this case, the scholar’s search for generalizations undermined the inter-
viewer’s need to attend to an individual’s experience. Ideally, the processes
of analysis should be suspended or at least subordinated in the process of
listening.

If we want to know how women feel about their lives, then we have to allow
them to talk about their feelings as well as their activities. If we see rich
potential in the language people use to describe their «daily activities, then
we have to take advantage of the opportunity to let them tell us what that
language means, ‘Nervous breakdown’ is not the only phrase that I heard
without asking for clarification. Verna was answering a question about the
relationship between her mother and her grandmother when she said:

It was quite close since my mother was the only daughter that was living.
My grandmother did have another daughter, that one died. I didn’t know
it until we got to working on the family tree. My mother was older than her
brother. They were quite close. They worked together quite well when it
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would come to preparing meals and things. They visited back and forth a
lot.

Her answer gave several general examples of hgw the clos'eness. was ‘rr;am:
fested, but what did Verna mean when she de§cr1bed a relaugnshxp as ‘close
twice in a short answer? What did her perception of this rela‘tl‘on.s;n;; mean o
her? My next question asked, instea§, for further examples: ‘Did t e: t[lzcr);r’
grandparents] come to western Washington because your parents were 7

Even efforts to seek clarification were not always. framed in wazs. t:at
encouraged the interviewee to reflect upon the meaning of hEr ext;: ,r:,:ascz
Elizabeth was answering a question about hous:ehold rules w enbs e .
child and commented: ‘My mother was real partial to my.brolher teca\;s’eici)
course, you know that old country way; the boy was f)}’le 1_m.po;tan :l; .eciﬁi
question ‘How did her partiality to the brother st%ow. ehc1tt]e som gmm-
examples, but none of a series of sul?sequent questions gave eg an o(§>fpherSelf
ity to reflect upon how this perception affected her understanding

in the family. ‘
anitt)iiaplﬂea:aenl:;le from Vz:]ma’s intervieyv illustrates the bes‘t and the Kc‘rr;ct) 1215
what we are trying to do. Her statement1sa powerfgl reflection uﬁ)on :a) ol
as a mother; the subsequent question, however, tgnores all the em

content of her remarks:

Yes. There was times that [ just wished I could get away from' it all.dAlng
the;e were times when I would have liked to have taken the kids anh e [
them someplace for a week — the whole bunch at one time — so t ai
wouldn’t have to worry about them. I don’t know. whether. anybodg/ 3 fe
had that feeling or not, but there were times when I just felth l.1lke’{"lxllee E:N erc;
and, for a little while. Those

t away from everybody, even my husband, ' '
tgiines w}kllen I would maybe take a walk back in the woods and lo?k at thle
flowers and maybe go down there and find an old cow that was re‘?.l gIer_lt r;;
and walk up to her and pat her a while — kind of get away from it. I jus
had to, it seems like sometimes . . .

Were you active in clubs?

As the above portion of her remarks incifi;ates,th?(r:n:tow:s mmb?lr; t&?,gg:g%

taneously about the costs of her choice '
t\?it}:lrlilgﬁ?;, and dili);gent farm woman. Perhaps she had exhaufsted the :)ci';u;
If not, my question, even though it acknowledged the neefd l.or sx:l;igt é,oth
such times, certainly did not invite her to expand upon the feelings hat bott
she and [ knew might contradict some notion qf what women Otlllg o
and feel. She was comfortable enough to begin to consxd'er td 'ierted o
beyond the acceptable fagade of the fem'fxle role, but my _quest;on 1f e
focus from her unique, individual reflections to the relatn{e safety g‘ -
clubs and activities, a more acceptable outlet for such feelings. In t xts ;ms, ™
ability to listen, not Verna’s memory, suffered from tge cons :,;ease o
internalized cultural boundaries. Until we can figure out how to r



Learning 10 listen 163

brakes that these boundaries place on both hearing and memory, our oral
histories are likely to confirm the prevailing ideology of women’s lives and
rob women of their honest voices,

What I learned by listening carefully to my interviews is that women’s
oral history requires much more than a new set of questions to explore
women’s unique experiences and unique perspectives; we need to refine our
methods for probing more deeply by listening to the levels on which the
narrator responds to the original questions. To do so we need to listen
critically to our interviews, to our responses as well as to our questions. We
need to hear what women implied, suggested, and started to say but didn’t.
We need to interpret their pauses and, when it happens, their unwillingness
or inability to respond. We need to consider carefully whether our inter-
views create a context in which women feel comfortable exploring the sub-
Jective feelings that give meaning to actions, things, and events, whether
they allow women to explore ‘unwomanly’ feelings and behaviors, and
whether they encourage women to explain what they mean in their own
terms. e

When womcnétalk about relationships, our responses can create an
opportunity to talk about how much relationships enriched or diminished life
experiences. When women talk about activities or events, they might find it
easy to take blame for failures, but more sensitive responses may also make it
possible to talk about feelings of competence or pride, even for women who
do not consider such qualities very womanly. When women talk about what
they have done, they may also want to explore their perceptions of the
options they thought they had and how they feel about their responses. We
can probe the costs that sometiimes accompany choices, the means for
accommodating and compensating for such costs, and how they are evaluated
in retrospect. We can make it easier for women to talk about the values that
may be implicit in their choices or feelings. When women reveal feelings or
experiences that suggest conflict, we can explore what the conflict means and
what form it takes. We can be prepared to expect and permit discussion of
anger. If our questions are general enough, women will be able to reflect
upon their experience and choose for themselves which experiences and
feelings are central to their sense of their past.

The language @mca%se to explore the above topics will be all the richer
when they have ample opportunity to explain and clarify what they mean.
When they use words and phrases like ‘nervous breakdown’, ‘support’,
‘close’, ‘visiting’, and ‘working together’, they should have an opportunity to
explain what they mean in their own terms. With letters and diaries we can
only infer what individuals mean by the language they use; with oral inter-
views we can ask them. As they discuss examples, the particularities of their
experiences often begin to emerge from behind the veil of familiar and
ambiguous terms.

As a result of my discussions with Dana, a trained therapist, 1 have
developed a new appreciation for oral history’s potential for exploring
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questions of self-concept and [self]-consciousness, for documenting questions
of value and meaning in individuals’ reflections upon their past. Important
distinctions remain between oral history and therapeutic interviews, but as we
shed our specific agendas the women we interview will become freer to tell
their own stories as fully, completely, and honestly as they desire.

INTERVIEW ANALYSES: LISTENING FOR MEANING
Dana Jack

I have been using oral interviews in research on depression among women
and on moral reasoning among practicing attorneys.” In broad terms, both
studies examine the interactions among social institutions, social roles, and
women’s consciousness. The women I interviewed are grappling with ideas
about relationships, self-worth, career, and personal integrity in the context
of society-wide changes in women’s roles. As I listened to a womarn’s self-
commentary, to her reflection upon her own thoughts and actions, I learned
about her adaptation to her particular relationships and historical circum-
stances, especially her adaptation to the ideas of ‘good lawyer’, ‘good wife’,
‘good woman’, to which she tried to conform.

[ listened with an awareness that a person’s self-reflection is not just a
private, subjective act. The categories and concepts we use for reflecting upon
and evaluating ourselves come from a cultural context, one that has historic-
ally demeaned and controlled women’s activities. Thus, an exploration of the
language and the meanings women use to articulate their own experience
leads to an awareness of the conflicting social forces and institutions affecting
women’s consciousness. It also reveals how women act either to restructure or
preserve their psychological orientations, their relationships, and their social
contexts. This was true for two very different studies and populations —
depressed women and practicing lawyers.

The first, and the hardest, step of interviewing was to learn to listen in a
new way, to hold in abeyance the theories that toid me what to hear and how
to interpret what these women had to say. Depressed women, for example,
told stories of the failure of relationships, an inability to connect with the
person(s) with whom they wanted to experience intimacy. These were the
expected stories, predicted by existing models, and the temptation was to
interpret the stories according to accepted concepts and norms for ‘maturity’
and ‘health’. Because psychological theories have relied on men’s lives and
men’s formulations for these norms, they explain women’s psychological dif-
ference as deviant or ‘other’.® The interview is a critical tool for developing
new frameworks and theories based on women’s lives and women’s formula-
tions. But we are at an awkward stage: old theories are set aside or under
suspicion and new ones are still emerging. We must therefore be especially
attentive to the influences that shape what we hear and how we interpret.
How do we listen to an interview when we have rejected the old frameworks
for interpretation and are in the process of developing new ones? How can an
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interview pull us beyond existing frameworks so that we stretch and expand
them?

First, we must remember that the researcher is an active participant in
qualitative research. My initial training was as a therapist, and the practice of
iistening to others while also attending to my own response to them has
helped in conducting interviews. Theodore Reik calls this quiet involvement
of the self ‘listening with the third ear’.’ As a researcher, [ have learned that
critical areas demanding attention are frequently those where I think I
already know what the woman is saying. This means I am already appropriat-
ing what she says to an existing schema, and therefore I am no longer really
listening to her. Rather, I am listening to how what she says fits into what 1
think I already know. So I try to be very careful to ask each woman what she
means by a certain word, or to make sure that I attend to what is missing,
what literary critics call the ‘presence of the absence’ in women’s texts - the
‘hollows, centers, caverns within the work-places where activity that one
might expect is missing . . . or deceptively coded.”

And what is it that is absent? Because womenhave internalized the categor-

ies by which to interpret their experience and activities, categories that ‘repre-
sent a deposit of the desires and disappointments of men’,” what is often
missing is the woman’s own interpretation of her experience, or her own
perspective on her life and activity. Interviews allow us to hear, if we will, the
particular meanings of a language that both women and men use but that
each translates differently. Looking closely at the language and the particular
meanings of important words women use to describe their experience allows
us to understand how women are adapting to the culture within which they
live. When their behavior is observed from the outside, depressed women are
called passive, dependent, masothistic, compliant, and victimized by their
own learned helplessness. Yet, when I listened to the women’s self-reflection,
what became clear was that behind the so-called passive behavior of
depressed women was the tremendous cognitive activity required to inhibit
both outer actions and inner feelings in order to live up to the ideal of the
‘good’ woman, particularly the good wife. Statements such as ‘I have to walk
on eggshells in dealing with my husband’, and ‘T have learned “don’t rock the
boat”’ show awareness of both their actions and their intended effects: not to
cause discord.'

How do we listen to interviews without immediately leaping to interpret-
ations suggested by prevailing theories? The first step is to immerse ourselves
in the interview, to try to understand the person’s story from her vantage
point. I found that three ways of listening helped me understand the narra-
tor’s point of view. The first was to listen to the person’s moral language. In
the depression study, I heard things like: ‘I feel like I'm a failure’, ‘I don’t
measure up’, ‘I'm a liar, a cheat, and ’'m no good.” In the lawyer study, when
lawyers were describing fulfilling the obligations of role, we heard statements
such as: ‘Tt’s like being forced into a sex relationship you didn’t anticipate. It’s
a screw job. It feels horrible to do something that you wouldn’t do normally.’
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Or ‘I have to contradict myself depending on what role 'm taking . . . i¢’s sort
of professional prostitution.’ Or finally, ‘Sometimes you feel almost like a
pimp or something . . . [I]t felt sleazy to cut the truth that finely.’

Although very different in tone, these moral self-evaluative Statements
allow us to examine the relationship between self-concept and culturaj
norms, between what we value and what others value, between how we are
told to act and how we feel about ourselves when we do or do not act that
way. In a person’s self-judgement, we can see which moral standards are
accepted and used to judge the self, which values the person strives to attain,
In the depression study, this was the key to learning about gender differences
in the prevalence and dynamics of depression. Negative self-judgement
affecting the fall in self-esteem is considered to be one of the key symptoms
of depression. Research by Carol Gilligan and her colleagues indicates that
women and men often use differing moral frameworks to guide their percep-
tion and resolution of moral problems." Listening to the moral language of
depressed women illuminated both the standards used to judge the self and
the source of their despair. The women considered the failure of their rela-
tionships to be a moral failure; their sense of hopelessness and helplessness
stemmed from despair about the inability to be an authentic, developing self
within an intimate marriage while also living up to the moral imperatives of
the ‘good woman’.

Attending to the moral standards used to judge the self allows the
researcher to honor the individuality of each woman through observing what
values she is striving to attain. An oral interview, when structured by the nar-
rator instead of the researcher, allows each woman to express her uniqueness
in its full class, racial, and ethnic richness. Each person is free to describe her
idiosyncratic interaction between self-image and cultural norms. Each person
can tell us how she comes to value or devalue herself. During the interview,
the researcher’s role is to preserve and foster this freedom, and to restrict the
imposition of personal expectations. When the woman, and not existing
theory, is considered the expert on her own psychological experience, one can
begin to hear the muted channel of women'’s experience come through.

In analyzing the depression study, for example, I heard how women use the
language of the culture to deny what, on another level, they value and desire.
A key word for depressed women is ‘dependency’. Psychologists consider
depressed women to be excessively dependent upon their relationships for a
sense of self and self-esteem. But when I looked at how depressed women
understand dependence, and how their negative evaluation of themselves as
dependent affects their self-perception and their actions, the concept was cast
in a new light.

In a first interview with a thirty-three-year-old depressed woman, the issue
of dependence was central and problematic: “You know, I’m basically a very
dependent person to start with. And then you get me married and tied down
to a home and start not working . . .’

Asked what she meant by dependent, she responded:
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I like closeness. I like companionship. 1 like somebody, an intimate close-
ness, even with a best friend. And I've never had that with my husband . . .
Sometimes I get frustrated with myself that I have to have that, you know.

I'look at other people that seem so self-sufficient and so independent. |
don’t know — I just have always needed a closeness. And maybe I identified
that as dependency.

... [Slince I've been married I realize it’s kind of a negative thing to be
that way. I’ve tried to bury that need for closeness. And so [ guess that has
also contributed to a lot of my frustrations.

Saying that she ‘had been feeling that my need for intimacy and my need for
that kind of a deep level of friendship or relationships with people was sort of
bad’, this woman began ‘to believe there was something the matter with me’,
In her attempt to bury her needs for closeness, she revealed the activity
required to be passive, to try to live up to self-alienating images of ‘today’s
woman’,

This interview contains an implicit challenge to prevalent understandings
of dependence. Looking closely, we are able to see how this woman has
judged her feelings against a dominant standard that says to need closeness
makes one dependent, when one should be able to be self-sufficient and
autonomous. Further, she reflects upon her own experience, her capabilities,
and her needs not from the basis of who she is and what she needs but in
terms of how her husband and others see her. Her capacity for closeness and
intimacy goes unacknowledged as strength. Rather than a failure of the hus-
band’s response, the problem is identified as her ‘neediness’. If a researcher
went into this interview with the traditional notion of dependence in mind,
sthe would find the hypothesis that depressed women are too dependent con-
firmed. But if one listens to the woman’s own feelings about dependence, her
confusion about what she knows she needs and what the culture says she
should need, one begins to see part of the self-alienation and separation from
feelings that is a key aspect of depression.

The second way of listening that allowed me to hear the voice of the
subject instead of my own preconceptions was to attend to the subject’s meta-
statements. These are places in the interview where people spontaneously stop,
look back, and comment about their own thoughts or something just said.

For example, in the lawyer study, a woman is answering the question,
‘What does morality mean to you?’:

... [I]t seems to me anything that raises to mind hurting other people or
taking things away from other people or some sort of monetary gain for
oneself . . . And I suppose just how we interact with each other, if there’s a
contentiousness or bad feelings or bad blood between some people, that
raises some moral issues because [ guess I see us all as having a bit of a

moral obligation to be nice to each other and to get along. So ~do [ sound
much like a litigator?
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Meta-statements alert us to the individual’s awareness of a discrepancy
within the self — or between what is expected and what is being said. They
inform the interviewer about what categories the individual is usipg to moni-
tor her thoughts, and allow observation of how the person socializes feelings
or thoughts according to certain norms.'> Women lawyers made many more
meta-statements than men, indicating they were ‘watching’ their own think-
ing. Because women have come into a legal system designed by men, for men,
and because they still face discrimination, it is easy for them to d;velop an
‘onlooker’ attitude of critical observation toward themselves.'* This woman
looks at herself being looked at in law and notices the difference. Second,
these remarks show how powerfully a stereotypic image qf the successful,
adversarial lawyer divides them from their personal experience and qlakes
some women, early in their careers, question their ability within law. Finally,
such comments reveal the lack of public validation of framc.eworkthhat
women use to understand and value their own feelings and experiences. ‘

The third way of listening was to attend to the logic of e’he narrative,
noticing the internal consistency or contradictions in the person’s statements
about recurring themes and the way these themes relate to each other. .I
listened to how the person strings together major statements about experi-
ence so I could understand the assumptions and bgliefs that inform the logic
and guide the woman’s interpretation of her experience. ‘

A woman I call Anna, age fifty-four, hospitalized thce‘tor major depr'es-
sion, provides an example of a contradiction within the logic of her narrative,
a contradiction that points to conflicting beliefs. Anna says:

I was telling my daughter-in-law, ‘I guess I was just born to serve others.’
But we shouldn’t be born to serve other people, we should look after
ourselves.

Anna constructs the most important issues in her life" how to palance
the needs of her self with the needs of others ~ as an either/or choice that
presents her with loss on either side. The choice is either l'oss of self or loss of
other. Such dichotomous thinking leaves Anna with feelings of hope}essness
about how to resolve the conflicts in the relationships, and restricts her
ion of choice.

pegzptthe surface, Anna’s statement simply pits the traditiopal female role
against the new ‘me first’ ethic of self-developmen_t. But., loqung .more‘deep-
ly, one sees that she describes two visions of relatlonshlp:. e'xt.hfer 1§olatlop or
subordination. Through Anna’s construction of hgr possibilities in re,lauon-
ship, one gains a glimpse of how specific historical ideas at?qut women’s rolgs
and women’s worth affect her own depression. Anna’s vision of her self in
relationship as either subordinated or isolated is profoundly influenced by 2}
social context of inequality and competition. When unresolved persona
issues intersect with conflicting social ideals that limit women’s'h\‘/es,‘t.hat
intersection increases the difficulty of forming a positive and realistic vision
of self toward which one can strive.




Learning to listen 169

Rather than conclude, as do cognitive theories of depression, that cognitive
errors ‘cause’ depression, observing this dichotomous thinking led me to see
how the female social role is structured in thought and works to constrict
women’s perceptions of their relationships and their choices. Such logic of
the narrative allowed me to see how a woman deals with conflicting cultural
ideas, and how easy it is to feel depression as a personal failure rather than to
recognize its social and historical aspects.

CONCLUSION

The process of sharing and critiquing our interviews has helped us sharpen
our listening skills and improve our interviewing methods so that narrators
feel more free to explore complex and conflicting experiences in their lives.
Because of our divergent disciplinary interests, we have changed in different
ways. The historian has become more alert to the subjective dimensions of
events and activities; the psychologist has gained greater awareness of how
the sociohistorical context can be read between the lines of a woman’s
‘private’ inner conflict. Both are more determined to discover how individual
women define and evaluate their experience in their own terms.

Realizing the possibilities of the oral history interview demands a shift in
methodology from information gathering, where the focus is on the right
questions, to interaction, where the focus is on process, on the dynamic
unfolding of the subject’s viewpoint. It is the interactive nature of the inter-
view that allows us to ask for clarification, to notice what questions the
subject formulates about her own life, to go behind conventional, expected
answers to the woman’s personal construction of her own experience. This
shift of focus from data gathering to interactive process affects what the
researcher regards as valuable information. Those aspects of live interviews
unavailable in a written text — the pauses, the laughter — all invite us to explore
their meaning for the narrator. The exploration does not have to be intrusive;
it can be as simple as “What did that [event] mean for you?’

This shift in focus, from information (data) gathering to interactive process,
requires new skills on the researcher’s part. In our view, it stimulates the
development of a specific kind of readiness, the dimensions of which have
been sketched in this paper. As Anderson has suggested, its most general
aspects include an awareness that (1) actions, things, and events are accom-
panied by subjective emotional experience that gives them meaning; (2) some
of the feelings uncovered may exceed the boundaries of acceptable or
expected female behavior; and (3) individuals can and must explain what they
mean in their own terms. Jack described three ways of listening during the
interview that sharpen the researcher’s awareness of the feelings and thoughts
that lie behind the woman’s outwardly conventional story: (1) listening to the
narrator’s moral language; (2) attending to the meta-statements; and (3)
observing the logic of the narrative. Incorporating these insights has helped
us learn how to remain suspended and attentive on a fine line between
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accomplishing our research goals and letting the subject be in charge of the
material in the interview.

While by no means conclusive or inclusive, the following points suggest
further ways to sharpen our attentiveness to the interactive process of the
interview:

A. Listening to the narrator

1 If the narrator is to have the chance to tell her own story, the inter-
viewer’s first question needs to be very open-ended. It needs to convey
the message that in this situation, the narrator’s interpretation of her
experience guides the interview. For example, in the depression study,

Jack started with, ‘Can you tell me, in your own mind what led up 1o

your experience of depression?’

If she doesn’t answer the interviewer’s question, what and whose

questions does the woman answer?

What are her feelings about the facts or events she is describing?

4 How does she understand what happened to her? What meaning does
she make of events? Does she think about it in more than one way?
How does she evaluate what she is describing?

5 What is being left out, what are the absences?

(3]

w

B. Listening to ourselves

1 Try not to cut the narrator off to steer her to what our concerns are.

2 Trust our own hunches, feelings, responses that arise through listening
to others.

3 Notice our own areas of confusion, or of too great a certainty about
what the woman is saying — these are areas to probe further.

4 Notice our personal discomfort; it can become a personal alarm bell
alerting us to a discrepancy between what is being said and what the
woman is feeling.

Oral history interviews are unique in that the interaction of researcher and
subject creates the possibility of going beyond the conventional stories of
women’s lives, their pain and their satisfactions, to reveal experience in a less
culturally edited form. But despite the value of this focus on the oral history
interview in its dynamic, interactive form, we must offer one word of caution.
The researcher must always remain attentive to the moral dimension of
interviewing and aware that she is there to follow the narrator’s lead, to
honor her integrity and privacy, not to intrude into areas that the narrator
has chosen to hold back.” This is another part of the specific kind of readi-
ness the researcher brings to the interview: a readiness to be sensitive to the
narrator’s privacy while, at the same time, offering her the freedom to express
her own thoughts and experiences, and listening for how that expression goes
beyond prevailing concepts.
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