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“It Wasn’t g Sweer Life”

Engaging Students in Orgl History Interviewing
across Race, Class, and Generations

Susan D, Roge

I've studied here for almost four years and 1 had no idea what kingd
of community bay fust two blocks from carpus—and | never would
bhave, had ir not been for this course. § have mer some wonderful
AMazing people,

—Jesse Morrell, Dickinsem Coileps srudent

ing number of African, Lating, Asian, and Native American (ALANAY
stedents—in meaninghl dialogues gbonr diversity! The callege is known
for encouraging its studenes o study abeoad, and it has worked actively over
the past decade o diversity irs faculty and student body. The perceritage
of studenes of color has rizen from 5 percent to 16 percent. The collepe
comtinues to search for effective Ways B4 create an intellecnral commy.
nity that prepares all of irs members to live creatively, productively, and
harmoniously in a multiculsurg] society and world. This cannot be done
simply by making the canpus demographically more diverse or by sending
stndents o foreign countries, Rather, the institution moust intentionally
engage diversity in ways thar Cteate greater understanding and empathy
and thereby enrich the engire campus and its surrounding Cormunity,
Lam on the sociology frculty ar the college, and for ys 2 key stratepy
has been: 1o fagk beyond the catnpus to the town. Dickinson is located in
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the borough of Carlisle, Pennsylvania, which iz the county seat of Cum.-
berdand County. In 2000 the borqugh had 17,970 residents, 14 percent of
whom live ar or below poverty level. Among African American residents,
ane-third live below poverty level. By contrast, nearly 40 percent of
Dickinson sdents come from private school backprounds, and a majority
grew up in households whose median income is easily quadruple thag of
Carlislz restdenrs. While African Americans make up only 6.9 percent of
the borough population, they have deep roots in Carlis]e, dating back to
the Revolutionary era. And the heart of the town’s black community is
locared just two blocks from the Dickinson campus.

We have found that collahorarive fisldwark and oral history inter.
viewing under the applied sociological framework of communicy stugdies
has been an effective way of connecting smdents with the town, and
particularly sith the town’s African Ametican commumnity. In 198990 we
launched a two-stage oral history project called the “Smalliown™ project.
Students and facnlty worked in research teams wich comrmunity members
to collect multigenerational oral histodes thar revealed the orging and
continuing development of the local Africen A merican community. This
mterracial college-comnmunity collaboration heiped our students ger wo
know their neighbors and betcer understand own-gown relations. It also
yielded an important study of change and continuity in race relations in
twentieth-century small-town America,

For Carlisie’s African Americans, the project provided a way to
document and validate their history. For Dickinson students, the ptocess
of interviewing black rown residents taught them much about race and
class velations, family and gender, education, worle, housing, leisure,
and religion in an ostensibly “white” rown, It also taupht them about
themselves. At first, thinking their task was to document the experiences
of African Americans, students did not realize that they were also going
to be exploring the experience of growing up white, both at the turn of
the century and today. Perhaps most importane, the studenrs overcame
their fear of entering into aurhentic conversations with other people
whose lives seemed quite different from their own. They became active
listeners. For their part, community members came to know students as
diverse individuals rather chan just as “the oich kids down the streer.”
Challenging stereorypes on bath sides, participants in the oral history
Eroject came to appreciate the multidimensionality of those onece

considered strangers.
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Listening to African American Narratives in 3
Predominantly White Town

The team that came rogerher far (he first stage of the project in 198990
was composed of four African Americans {a miniscer, a sixth-grade teacher,
and two high schoo] students) and five whites (an eleventh-grade English
teacher, two college professors including me, and rwo college strudents).
Qur various concerns included race relations in the town, discrimination
in the lacal school system, the marginalizarion of the African American
community, and the isolation of Dickinson Caollege. In order to address
these issues, we decided 1o engage young people in collecting oral histories,
We wanted to etnpower the students and foster academic worle that spoke

“uppity.” Oral history methodology provided 2 telatively safe, nonpoliti-
cized way to collect information in this palitically sensitive situation. The
KKX seill made irs Presence felr in the area, petiodieally placing flies in
tural mailberes. In the iniga] study in 1989-90 we used peeudonyms for
all namators, since » numpber felt nneomfortable speaking out, knowing
that they eould be idenrified.

By 2001, when we began the second stage of the project, the climate
in the town had shifred somewha. An inrewracial Social Justice Commit-
tee was active. When the KKK threarened to march, many oreanizations
and churches came together 1o organiz: a large unity rally, with SUppEIC
from the governor of Pennsylvania and the Pennsylvania Human Rights
Commission, as a counter 1o whar turned out to be a very smal] KEEK
gathering. By then, most namatars wanted to use their own names when,
we intetviewed them.

During the fall of 2001, two groups of students at Dickinson came
together for the secand stage, a follow-up study of Carlisle’s African
American community and tace relatons in town and on campus. This
time the ieam of Dickinson studenrs was much larger and more diverse
.ﬁrmb had been the case a decade ealjer. One set of students was enrolled
I a qualirative research methods elags in sociology. The other set
came from the Crosing Bordeps program, a cross-euleural (inter- and

Fis.

Engaging Smdenst in Ural History Interviowing

intracuitural) program that brought together up to twenty students from
Dickinson and two historically black universities in New Orleans, Xavier
Universicy of Louisiana and Dillard University. The students spent the
summer in Cameroon, West Africa. They retumed o Dickinson for the
fall semester and then spent the spring semester ar one of the histarically
black universities. During the fall all Crossing Borders participants book
one course that focused on the African diaspora and on historical and
COTEMpPOTary Tace relations.

Wanting to discover more about the commumity of which Dickinson
College is a part, and to enrich their study of race relations, these two
groups of students were eager to engage in 2 study of Carlisle. Their focus
was on the local African American community, which is rarely visited by
students despire its nearness to the campus.

As they began their research at the local historical society i 2001,
students became increasingly convineed of the project’s imporrance,
Compared to the documentation of Euro-Americans {mainly Scots-Irish
and Germans) who had settled in the aren, the informarion an African
Americans in Carlisle was very limited, Most of che family genealegical
records focused on prominent Buro-American families. The students,
therefore, telied primarily on the orel history interviews done as part of
the 198990 communiry-college collaboration, as well as on census data,
city direcraries, and funeral directories. Using these various sources, they
began to piece together the history of the African American COMIMUNty

in Carlisle.

This history dates back to the 1700s. Some of the eatliest African
Americans were brought to the area as slaves to work on farms, in hompes,
and in the iron industry. Others came as free blacks w work in the iron
mills—including the Pine Grove furnace—as unskilied laborers, and as
domestic servants. Carlisle developed into a segregated black and white
towr, with few other racial or ethnie minorities. African Americans worked
at unskilled or low-skilled jobs, and local businesses successfully kept out
the unions. Throughout the rwenteth century, anly a few black profes-
stemals (doctors, dentists, ministers, and teachers) lived in the community.
By the time we began our research in 1989, there were no hlack medical
professionals and only two black teachers in the whale school district.

As the students listened to the previously recorded ol history
interviews, they were captivated by the narrators’ passion and humar
in recounting their stories. They expressed both eagemness and fear as
they imagined conducting their ovm interviews. Would they be able to
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effectively cross ractal and clags lines? For
| * For many of the studenss, the &
StEP Was to get wmmoﬁm the timidity they felr abour interviewing people ﬂﬁﬂn_.r
mmﬁmﬁﬂ te be different from them. This was particularly true for many of
the i.nﬁm, m__...E.w.mnH_ but it also was the case with studenits of color. These
shared ﬂﬁ%gmm helped the students reglize that their fear was often g5
anﬂﬂm mg:ﬂ@EEFE the mw.:.amnqn to start 3 personal conversarion as it was
race. Waould people be willing to talk wi i

oo Lo T Hle b ing o talk with them? Whar did they, as

They eased their way into the black co i ; chure

| . mengiry by
services and meeting people afrerwards, Then they %ﬂmﬂﬂ Marn _um.m
the students chase ra do foll -up interviews with narrarors from the Mﬁ
siage of the project and their families, Others sought out new COmmecrionsg

The First Stage: 198990

It wamn't a sweet life. No, | wouldn't call § i

lite. No, La sweer Life hecause had
Iot n_o nnuuw..un with, you know. Whar was it Kke Browing up Eﬂmﬂn_h.m#w
Bad! just {fe putting a chicken in a2 bear's cavs, .
—Rachsel Hodge, aze 94 .

In 1989, rwa black high schegl students, Shelli and Richelle, sar around
& table at Shiloh Baptist Chureh 35 a group of older people E..EEBH:&
E“mﬁ.m for the college-communicy collaboration. Present were g bizek
minister, a ﬁEE high school teacher, 5 blaek elementary schoo) teacher
{the nﬁ.:q African American teacher in the school districe at the time)
two a&_nm. college professors, and mwo white college students. The ,ﬁmumm_m
ﬂoﬁnﬁ..ﬁﬁq Project: An Interracia] Callaborarion” would involve o I
w.cmﬂo_.._nm._ videoraped documentaries, professional conference ﬁnﬁﬂﬂ“
Mmﬁ_ _..HEEQ Day workshops, and cotnmunity publication of stories told
written by members of the black community. Uncereain and certainl
.u,_.,qn_.ﬂrmHEnn__ the two eleventh-rraders glanced furtively ar each om.ﬁ.”.q
with looks that clearly communicated: “What did we get curseives i
and how fast can we ger out of here™ e
Finaily, the scholarly talk was pur on hold, All diseussion of oral his.
,BH methedology, family histories, and communiry research was pushed
into the cracks, Jike mortar betwean the cement Blocks of the M.Eunw
wE_.annr The tape player was cued up and the voice of Rachael Hodge
2 ninety-four-year-old widew and commumity mattiarch who lved Eu.owm
the steet from the church, rang cut. The high school students listened
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intently as Hedge told of growing up black in predorninantly whire Carlisle
at the tum of the century.

I was born in Carlisle in 1895, delivered by my grandmeother in a hewse
vight down che seeeer from here. [ never knew my mother since she diad
piving me bizth bur my prandmother took care of me.

What was it like growing up in Carlisle? Bad! . ..

F went to schocl ot the black school unil eigheh grade, and thern,
I went to the high school dhar technically was imespraved. Bur we gota
differene diploma.

After high school, there wasn't anywheres for vou 1o climb. ‘Thete
was nothing for you to do—what I mean no pick. You had to work, as
they had vsed the expression, “in g white folks' kitchen.™ You had o be
@ ook or 5 waittess or & maid- Sometimes you could ger a job muming,
you know, and that kept you cut on the street pushing this baby up and
dowm. You coutdn't find much eo do. Na polished jobs . . I woubdn'
call it a sweer e boeanse you had a lot o conend with.

You lnow, you—the white people—I hate o say this, Ina the white
prople caused a lar of bouble because you could ke sitting at your own
door, standing at your own door, not even botherin® them and they™d
oo holler “NIGGER!? and when they said “NIGGER” that meang
“FIGHT™ Thar was all there was to it, and then, of cousse, they were
never bothering you; it was always you bothering dhem. But our boys
and girls just didn't rake ie off theer. I koew ane thing, the white people
couldn't have swood it. You'd have took low, [pawse] ves, [patse] yes.

In this first interview, M. Hodge was ready to “cell it like it is,"
acknowledging that she was speaking to white listeners: Marianne Esolen,
a white {actually Ikalian American} college student, and me, & whire col-
lege professor. Enough mapport and respect had been established thar she
felt comforeable sharing her story with us, interjecting at times: “You, you
whites would have wook low.” It helped that Mrs. Hodge was ninety-four,
old enough to care little {net to be confused with not caring ar alt) sbowut
what gthers thought. [ also had my three-month-ald son with me, which
helped open up 8 conwersation about birthing and babies.

[ levagyir & ovomvizany thiar had a baby—a rolored baby, and the white woman
was adminng this baby and she said, “1F you s’y black, I'd kiss voul™
Well, you never saw anything mb off us. We're this color and we can't
help it.

Alchough Mrs. Hodge talked about times that stretched some eighty years
into the past, she spoke with a vivid clarity and passion. As the eape played,
the expressions on Shelli’s and Richelle's faces changed from confusion
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and boredor to excitement and interest. To paraphrase ora) historian Fan]
Thetipson, as those of 1s gathered in thar church haserenr listened ro
Rachze! Hodge, she gave histary back in her own words. She recopnized
the heroism of crdinary people going about their daily lives and Zave voice
t their experience. In that moteent, Rachael Hodge broughr histary sue
of and into the Carlisle community, affecting everyone around char tabie
in different yet powetfully similar ways.

For the two black high schoaal students, Shelli and Richelle, the proj-
ect provided an opportunity ra explare their own farily and cormmumicy
history and in 50 doing o rediscover theit past, make sense of the present
and plan for the future. For Andi, a white high schoo! English teacher, nrm
project offered a way to empower her high school students by legidmizing
work that was relevant to their lives and to explore longstanding quesrions
of race and racism as they pertained o the Carlisle school system. For
Jill and me, both white college professors, and Marianne, a whire college
student, the project offered an opportmity o become betrer integrazed
inta the Carlisle community and to integrate teaching and research around
Eﬁq_..ﬂmbﬁ local jssues. For everyone, the project becarme a lesson in selfs
Sxamination, community awareness, and the ch es and rewards of
ethnographic research, focusing on the no:@ﬁ.&ﬂpﬂ”ﬁl histories.

While we were all caprivared by the rich, remulous voice on the tape
Shelli and Richalle were partieularly enthmllad, They did not know Ea”
Hodge personally, bur they knew her by repurarion as gne of the black “com.
munity mothers,” and they knew she lved in a certain house they walked
past every day. They were enchanted by the voice of 2 woman describing
real experiences that were hoth radicaily different from and strikingly similar
t their own. Growing up and atrending high school in Carlisle, Shelli and
Richelle saw every day what Mrs. Hodge had seen in her lifetime: members
of their community who geaduated from high school, anly w seand on the
comet or sit in the park or push their own babies up and down the sgeet.
Shelli and Richells knew about being called “nigger” and they knew about
having w fight. They lnew kids hanging out on the srreet correr, but they
also knew there was more ro the community than thar,

Mrs. Hodge's narrative probed issues, experiences, and feelings that
weren't always considered polite topics of conversation. Both Shel); and
Richelle seemned surprised and impressed by her cander as she openly
discussed racism in Carlisle 2t the turn of the century. They also wondered
what we, the commitree of “older people,” more than half of us white,
were thinking and feeling as we listened ra those same words,
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Shelli, in particular, was ready o get involved. She wanted to inter
view and rell the stories of varicus young people, both those who didn't
hang gut on the seet comers and those who did. She wentad to give them
a chance 6 speak and she wanted to speak herself. Rachael Hodge did nat
just eell Shelli a story that was memorable in its hearing; she encauraged
Shelli to speak out herself and to engage in a dialogue that wenr beyond
the srereotypes of age and race. She encouraped Shelli to become both a
researcher and a historian for her own generation and her own Community.

Soon after that first church basement meeting, Shelli and Maranse
began working rogether in a murually heneficial parmership. Shelli had
entrée and insight inte the African American commmity. Marianne had
training in oral history methodology, so she was able to help Shell shape
the questions she wanted o ask of her peers. Drawing on her own experi-
ence with discrimination in the local high school, Shelli chose 2= her fist
incerview another black high school stedent named Pameta:

I would say most white kids sve scared of the Black kids, bur { would
oot koo why, | mean think about ir, 700 and some whire kids [laughs]

and mayke forey Blacks,

As Pamela continues, she makes clear that she found not only the students
hut alse the teachers to be afraid and prejudiced:

They act like there’ a lor of us. They wateh ws. | mean it's trae, some
of the Black people do live up . . . to the stereotypes people give us, but
mast of vs don't. We go to school and all of us like to socialize; you just
don't wane o g0 to class, walk, go 1o class, walk. . . . And s fust tike
you ger rired of being called THOSE pecple. . . . If it was ke 700 blacks
and maybe 150 whires then | would see there was mavbe a reason far
them [teachers] to acr the way they do rowards blacks. . . . They act like
Blacks are a rhteat, and it's really sad because teachers ame supposed to
be there to help you, and they're supposed o want you to do more and
they're there oo eneourage you to do more, bt it doesn’t seem thar same
of the teachers da that.

Snerds: Ir's amaring to me when a group of blacks will be standing some-
where and four, five, st rimes a5 many whires will be standing and they'll
be scared of the Blacks. } mean whar pur that fear? [ dont understand
why that fear is there.

As we continuad o conduct interviews, i became clear that other Afri-
can American students in Carlisle shared Shelli’s undestanding of Black
students’ position vis-i-vis white students and dhe high school faculty
and administration. Realizing that others were afraid of them gave them
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majority, stiudent/ieacher, apprentice/mentor, 3

an inverted sense of power—the kind of power that does not empower
_..E.ﬁ enrraps. Pamela explained, “Ir's scary, ‘caunse when you're there and
being black and seeing things from a black point of view, it really looks
hopeless. . .. I know I prcbably will do what T wanr to do and he whar |
want to be, but some kids just don’t have hope.”

In 1991, bath Shelli and Pamela planned to legve Carlisle afrer
graduation, Pamela ro g ro college and Shelli to go 1o college or into the
atroed services. “If vou want o he somebody, you have to leave Carlisle,”

_mHHW_._.m mun.ﬂ”__m.._..b&. ._..a._wﬂ.._u._. Eﬂﬂ [n] Bet out ] m._.u._.mHH“_. . "
. ed
her future children and for Carlisle, oo, expressed aspirations for

Hﬂnﬂnnéﬂﬂmﬁ%ﬁrﬁ.mﬂwa&aa ing steres i
judged before you're known, being E?ﬁﬂ%ﬁaﬂﬁmi i
Opposite Fromn, T juse ware everybody to give my kids a chanee, s mnmg.d,_.q
Fou judge them, get to know them. Before you determine whe th are
Eu.._u_ﬁ_umﬁ they stand for, ger to know the, | - Don' ever assume Mﬂm.
thing. . - ¥ou Can't assyme about reople .. . 1 mean, you CATL aume its
gomna rain. You ean't sssumne people. . . . Thar 150t possible becanse your
2ssUmpHions when it cotmes £ people are most all the dme wrang

i r_mﬁm someday there is noe a Carlisle black eOmEunity, not 5 __UE.__EF
white comenuniry, fust the Catlicle COmmuniry.

 participant/observer, minogity/
Shellis final journal entry

Hmnnﬁ_m bath the skepticism and the hope that charseterized her involve.
ment in the project and her relationship to Carlisle:
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When first approached abeut this projece [ was very reluctanr. | couidn's
n:mnnmﬂhm why—why these pecple? I fele Hke this was juse Eoing to

another thing o kelp the “Pagr Black Comtmunity,” and Jike everpthing
else nothing wonld be done 1o make mnrwnﬁn,:ﬂ:ﬁ,ﬁnmmnmnrﬁmm
o some of the few people we've reached, including myself, Before I
began, [ never knew how deep and haw long the prablems have heen
here. Sarme am.n..m problems Rachac] Hodge faced cighty years ago, myself

the project I had no idea how bad it was The i

: ; . WOST imperane thin
I've realbized a2 2 rasylt of the prafect is thar | muge moke 5 change, Cﬂn_w
someone speaks out, everything will 5t2¥ the same forever

i

,.
i
G
i
&
LT
b
2
T
o
o
=
A
i,
=
o
=
o
i
i
i
._Hm.n
’
'

BTG SINIENEE B LTI CTISIONY INferitounng

Shelli’s sentiments reveal the ways in which oral history “brings history
into, and out of, the community,” 4 Thompson says. “Oral history gives
history back to the people in their own words. And in giving a past, ir
also helps them towards a future of their own making. ™

Far those of us who came to the project as observers lacking to become
participants, helping the communiry discover and document its stories
allowed us to discaver our own communities and stories as weil. Marfanpe
Esolen, a whire sociclogy major, wrote about her awareness of her role
as a researcher and her evolving self-consciousness in the conclusion to

her honors thesis:

When I began my tesewrch on Carlisle’s black community it was not
without some inseeurity, apprehension, mnd comfusion. | woeried abaur
oy color, my age, my s@us as a [college] student, my religion, my gen-
der . . . in short | wondered where [ would fir ines this communiry 2s 2
student ressarcher. | wemdered who would respond to me and hemw they
would respond. T wondered how I would apprsach my interviews and
how my approach would be interprered, } wondered if 1 would step on
eoes whils addressing sensirive imucs. Later 1 wondered if others worried
about stepping ot my wes while addressing sensivive issues. I wondered
how any of this would get starred and whers any of it would go. [ won-
dered if | would ever fzel less the outsider and 1 wondered if T wouold gain
the trust and rapport necessary to do justics to the resesrch of Carlisle's
black community. Basically 1 wonderad and womied and wondered, . . .

1 was quite often embarrassed and sumetimes even frighrensd by
vy wace. 1 fefe puilty, disgusred, and smpry when hearing of varions meial
incidemis. My skin calor fox the first dme in my life was something [ felt
shame for, an interesting role-reversal given the fiocus of dhis research.
[ oo lonper 5o easily made che distinerion between THEM —rhe racist
whites who commirred any rwmber of crimes against humanity—and
U5, the liberal past—civil rights movement generarion of whites who
5o quickly, so completely, and so asstedly made the declamtion of oor
itdependence from the weight of their prejudice and the gailt of choices,
artitudes, and excuses based on these prejudices.

For an olive-gkinned Italian who grew up in an all-whire community
and only hesd the racial shur “nigger” used in reference to myself as an
[ealian, this sudden confusion over my own cacial “pride and prejudice™
Teft me unprepared for my objecrive outsider role as researcher. I foumd
myself walking on eggshells T already imagined o exist whether they were
actually a reality ot not. As a result of this super-self-consciousness, my
confidence was at least in part left in my car as T walked up 10 the door
of those first participants, nervously cook oo memy notes, sod smmbled
through the rechnical difficultics of dead barteries, forgorten tapes, and
inkless pens.
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Eonieaily dris period of in i
. Ercspection and self-douk i
MH&EEH fraitiul conmiburor oo my development ag M:u“ﬂ.&.ﬁ&&.ﬂﬁhmﬁw
she E_.wa.m of Y OWD misconceptions abour myself, issues of _.w“n,mmn_
s nﬂﬁmoﬁ&_rﬂw to address such issues, | becare etpowered b :
H_H_Mmﬂmmﬂ ; _LM. ﬂﬂgw. value, smd absoiyee necessity. I kmew | was Em
ew 1 was committed, and I believe this COTRIMi ey
t

Eﬂﬂm_mwﬁm in the Crossing Borders program, the work in Carlisle’s black

MMMBE:Q was the highlight of her experience at Dickinson, Origi m

k .mn, Louis, E.m telt very comformable going ito the SEEEWH_..HM
opping ta talk with people siting on the sidewalls or on park benches

to talk with her. This bevampe an inkeresti

; ing part of the class conversari
MMF.; wnm.msm clear that mce was not the only, or perhaps even ¢he EHH
tenr, issue for everyone. A host of other considerations came into play:

ﬁnﬁﬂﬁsmmg regional and urban/nurm] backgraund, and sociceconomic class
e ow_huw “M“u;wma of the African American community in DmH_.Er.“
Ceniloned EEQH eomfortable with students of coler from the South,

> warmth of Southem hospitaliry, these studerts often could more
¢asiy approach people and starr conversations in a friendly and « tful
way. The majority of Carlisle’s black farnilies originally came M_M.”n the

86

",
f r
La
=
o
Jies
M
J
-
i
s
=S
i
S
B
i
Ere
i )

CAEIAY STADEAS ITL LA CIRTOTY ISy

South, some of them generacions ago. Some members of the communicy
perceived the Northern-taised students of color, who were predominandly
from urban areas, to be less friendly, less respectful, and more arogant. “The
enes fromn, the North, from the city, they just walle by and don'e say anything:
they don't even see us.” When Val heard this, she said, “Well, yeah, vou
ate taught not to losk people in the eye in the ciry. You've got to be crazy
to do that, to must pecple.” At the end of the semester, Val commented,
“Reflecting on how it's chanped me . . . I'm thinking about who Twas before,
You know, I kmew everything, ‘I you're black, this is how you act, if vou're
white, this is how you act.' Of course there’s a few exceptions to the rules,
bt you know, basically this is how we are. How we &7
These insights and conversatiens—about what it meant to be black,
to be zaced as whire, o be biracial and feel as though one had o choose
or not—became more complex and nuanced as we moved through the
semester. Having a diverse group of students and faculey involved defindrely
benafited our explorations of race and race reladons, of our own and ochers’
idenrities, and of other people’s perceptions of us. As a group, we were able
to consider more fully the ways in which race influences expeceations and
inperactions and the ways in which other factors and experiences contrib-
ute as well. Such discussions proved to be both confusing and liberating.
The oral history research drew on the resources of all of us, students
and teachers alike. It challenged us to step out of cur traditional roles as
educators and studenes and explore social interactions that were both part
of the history we were documenting and part of the present we were living.
It forced us to think abour curselves in relation to athers. :
As we discover and tell other pecples stories, we need to hear both
what they are telling us and whae we are telling ourselves. In “Oral History
as Ethnographic Encounter,” Micaela di Lecnarde conchudes thar the new
work in ethnographic theory offers oral history two major comrriburions:
“the self-conscious analysis of the intersubjectivity of the interview, and
an admission of the innately theorerical nature of any interview project.™
Inn confromting issues of methodology and interprerarion in a collab-
orative project like this one, we cannot escape the complex and difficult
issues that surface as part of the research process. As Thompson reminds us,
“All history depends ultimately upon i social purpese.™ We continually
had to confrone this fact as we went ahout our work, negotiating what
questions we should ask, whom we should interview next, which materi-
als and findings we should present and o whom. As we worked on our
interpretations of the data that reflecred who we were and what roles we

BT



played, it became clear that important methodological questions posed
sensitive personal and pelitical questions.
ﬂ.ﬁ relationship between the projecr and the larger community
Wak an INteTactive one, representing a “series of exchanges, a dialectic
between information and interpretation,” berween aducarars and mEmmE.h
and their localities, and between races, classes, and generations.” When
approached about their willingness to he inrerviewed, most of the adulr
narrators initiaily responded, “t haven't anything to say.” We interprered
this as having at Jeast two passible meanings: one, they didn’t wanr 1o alk
e us, andfor twao, they didn't believe they had much to say that was wor-
thy of rmmm._m recorded. We assured each potential narrator that his or her
mﬂoé was important and noted that other community members had been
willing to share their stories: everyone we approached ulrimately agreed
to an interview. Their positive responses were partly due to the facr thar
the high school students, who came from their cwn communiy, as well
as the college studesrs, seemed gerwineiy interested in Esteming to them.
h.“__.En._ for many of the narrators, the interviews provided an opporrunity to
IOSTTUCT 4 younger generation, as though they wers talking to their own,
%ﬂﬂ”ﬁoﬁﬂ?#&u m_“_um ﬁﬂm ﬂn..“mmma narators, they were just waiting for 2
speak and to be heard, i i
e s 0| and it was by and large their peers who

Discovering and Recavering Relationality

Az we %ﬁnuqﬂ. we remember; remembering, we discover; and mase
intensely do we expedence chis when T 5g te .uﬁﬂﬁﬁ,
—Eudora Welty, One Writer's Beginnings Pl sonvene

mamuyqn.hm difference is about relationship. It is about btinging surselves
mﬂwsﬁnﬁmﬁsﬁrwumwmcmgﬁnﬂwﬂaiﬁm_ﬂmﬁ&mmaﬂm
m.Hﬁﬁn”m_ to the cdae of subjects thar teel, and sometimes are, dangemous,
Each time, we play cut the demg of difference: when we remch thar
edge, Hrnnﬂﬁncﬂncﬁﬂmnﬁﬂgﬁn;ﬂ:nnnanmnﬁgoinﬁﬁﬁ
what do we do? Do we stay or do we leave, do we continue ___umnnmw#“
the presence of these feelings or do we clase down around them and
Tetredt o the world we know! To hold difference and sustain hope
“ﬂh:“hmf us, moment by mamenr, to hald steady, wo stay with ourselves
E@E&H&EMVME cotitinue 1o learn, how to speak in the presence of
—Jill McLean Taylor, Carel Gilligan, an i

Vbice and Silence: Women and Dﬂ_%nm.ﬁn M&}ﬂﬁﬂrg Senveen
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As students conducted, mmanseribed, and shared their tnterviews, they were
processing not only information but also their own and others’ emational
responses to that informarion. At various times they were shocked, sur-
prised, angered, relieved, or awed by what they heard and expertenzed as
they interviewed pecple. The process of interviewing is one of mutual
engagement, and the stodents were drawn into the lives of their narrarors.
As they came o know these tieighbors whom they had never before visited,
they were challenged to think not only about the past but also about the
present and about what the future might bold. They soon realized that
this study was ngt just about “rthe other” but also about themselves, their
assumptions, and their relarionships.

This became clear when Dickinsen College students Jesse Morrail and
Jesse Shellock interviewed Jack Hodge, a seventy-six-year-old man who
worked a3 a cafeteria monitor at Carlisle High Schiool. Abeur tweo-thicds

of the way through the interview, Mr. Hodge spoke abour discrimination,
and racism and the ways in which some things were changing:

S0 we're on the move, Slow, we're not as far a5 should be . . but we're
coming. And look, prejudice is always gonna be around, let’s face it
You know? You are poing to have those who don’t like you because the
way you camb your hatr, or the way you look of something. . . But Ilee
it be their problem. What you see with me is whar you ger and I can’e
contrel this, you know? T am whar [ am, but [ can be 2 good person, you
know!? And vou got some white peeple too who, you know, are the same
way. . . - Lo who I am, what Tam. . . T weonld never do you any harm,
that's not what life is afl about. I always believe in sitting down, pet w2
koo e, Get to talk to me. Ger ta know me, and dhen you find out

Mr. Hodge related a story from work:

1 used vo werdk in Camp Hill. . . . Axd there was a tady down there [named
PBuela), and she was a Mennonite and I notived that when I walked down
the aisle there in the stare, she would sorta eringe smd move away from
me, you know! Wouldn't touch me, you know? | thought okey, 5o, [ can
beadevil at dmes. . . . Sommetimes T would just rub her, hitker, nich the
elbow. Bay did she jump! 5o onc day, [ was working on my press, and
I bumit my som. Just cock the top of the skin off. So 1 went over and 1
said, “Buela, where is that there cream at™ And she said, “What did
you do?” And 1 said, “1 burne myself!™ And she said, "Clay” and she
got the coeam snd she said, “Let’s sec it,” and [ showed her “Oh, you're
white, you'te white!” And I said, “®hat in the hell do vou think [ am™
She thought that I was black all through, I seear 1o God. To this day,
we are good friends,

&t



JE=5e S Really?
Me. HoooE: Yas, becawse she got to know me. She had new

s =T Worked
around Emnr.ﬁmaﬁym before, you know. . . . Bur Carlisle is=—it has
changed, and ir i5 changing, It's stil] a log of prejudice here and always

will be. It's nor {so much) our in the o the b d:
._.Em.n—ﬂ..ﬂmﬁmp__ subdued Do, .m__.n.m_... pen w2t it used to be, it SOTCS,

The reference point for this comprari
PAIISON was the mote overt racism that
Mr. Hodge had experienced a5 a lirtle boy:

[ remember when [ wa2s a ligde and ! i
freshenen ar Dickinson Dc:nﬂTE, e g e hi The
Jesse 3.: Oh po!

M= Hooge: Yeah . . .

ﬂ.&. is as good an illustration of the dialogic nature of the interview as [
can imagine, Here, Mr. Hodge recognizes that the students are lsteners
who are itvolved in the Pprocess of his storyreiling, He emphasizes, “you're
gonng love u__E " He seerns to know ntuitively, as oral historian Alessan-
‘.mHﬂ Fortelli puts it, that the “iter.viey” invalves a “tutyal sighting, ™ It
is about the engagement berween, the narrator and the listener, both of
whom are seen, heard, and affecred.

Mr. Hodge went on to recal] whar happened in 1936, when he was
ten or eleven years old:

paddles. And they wayld grab and whip him, bear him.

Jessr 5. Ave vou serigus?

Me. Hoooe: Yeah, I'm serious! Yeah,

JessE B What were they pledging?

Me. Hopee: 1 don't koo, whatever fratemity ir was up there. ... 8o
there wﬂ«m_m& thete, we were all sitrin’ on the porch here bacanse Ew.
WeTen't &—Ew._ﬂ_ & come uptow after ditmer, we just didn’t, because,
L, you got into trouble and your parents worded about you, so vou sit
Eﬁgmﬁunﬁ,ggrﬁﬂmﬁ%gnﬁﬂnmﬂgg
our and grabbing us and whipping us, you know? So she said what o
Eﬁsgowﬂﬂgmuﬁng&nnﬁmﬁmnﬁm%ﬂn tige, wer mud
badls . . . don't muke om tight or hard, you don’t wanr £ horr anybady,
Bur make *em nice and wet and rauddy, you know. And then when they
come um..ﬂ.&n kid to paddle him, chen throw these mud balls a; thepy
So one deme, we knew they weee coming around —they would circle the
block, you know—and oge of the kids would sit chere and w¢ would be
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hiding behind these bushes and everything vou knew. And about three
ot four of *emn would jurp out of the car and come over and grab him.
And we were waiting until they gor close, and when they sot close, we
let them have these mud balls. Oh man, Pm weilin’ you, you have never
seen amything like that, [ mesn they ran. They had on the whire pants,
the white shints, you know? And we just ler chem have these far, juicy,
wet mud halls. Boy, they dropped the paddles, some went nomin® 6o ger
back into the car, some just ran up che street back towards the college.
And that, that's how we brake that up, really.

Jezte 3.: So dhey stopped doing thart after thar!

Mr. HoboE: Yeah, yesh.

JEEzE 5. Gaod!

Mz. Hopce: Ah sure!

JessE 5. Good job!

In reporting on the interview larer to the class, Jesse and Jesse shared
excerpts from the written transcripes and the videotape, They commented
on the substance of the interview and their desire to get more informa-
tion about the Dickinson freshmen of that rime. The most poignant
moment came, however, when they were asked how they felt during that
part of the interview. Jesse Shellock responded, “Well, I was shocked. |
couldn’t believe ir.” She then went on quickly to play more of the tape
in which she circled back to the mud ball story after abour four minuees
of conversation about other subjects, including a discussion of racism at
the Army War College.

TessE 5.: Did any of your friends—it didn't happen w you—thac fraterniry
paddle thing?

Mu. Honge: No, chey didn'z ger me.

JessE 5. Okay, Did any of your rzally close friends, have it happen to?
e, HoooE: Oh yeah! My buddies, my buddies gor paddled.

JBseE S.: Really?

Me. Howge: Heck yeah!

Jesze 5.: Did their parenrs my 13 do anything?

Mr. Horee: Whar are you gonna do?

JessE 5.: Did their parents oy to notify dhe police!

Mr. Hooce: Ch, oh the police.

Je=sE 5. [langhs] Me? Bad idea?

Me. Horoe: Oh, come on! The police, the police, where were the police
you k!

Jesse 5. So they didn'c care, thar tittle kids thar were ten were getring
the crap kicked our of them?

#Ie. Hooose: Thar’s righe, right. They would just sy, well just sit in front
of your—don't po out of the neighborhiood, just ste in front of yoor desr,
And back in chem days ic was really something; sure, no kidding,
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JEs=E S Wow,

Mi Hobce Sure, no kidding. We remember, [ remember when we see
the police coming, we'd run. We didn't tlo anything. But we ran They
dem't ron todary, if you notice, they don't run today. Buc ey, God's heen
good to us and helped g to grow and lear and et to know people and
talk to peeple. What else is chere in [ife? You know. That you look back
on it and say, hey man, you missed something, in not being abls o talk
to me, for nor taking the fme nut to find out wha [ am; that I'm okay.

Teah, hey, that guy's ot bad just becsuse he's hlack, you know. Wy
the heck!

In thar class discussion we talked about the relationships hetwean
college students and mermbers of the African American COMmuniry,
now as well as chen. This brought, up questions related to race relations
on campus. What assemptians did stedents of color and white stedenrs
hold, whar experiences did they have on campus, whar it was like
being whire or being black at Dickinson? it also brought up differences
between individual students of color and their different relationships
with members of the African Amercan community. The discovery thar
some tawnspeople felr more comforrable with the Africant American
students from the South opened up questions about regional differences
and similarities, about class and gender, and about differences between
urban, rural, and small-town eultures, Recognizing and smalyzing these
differences helped students both 1o see race and 10 see beyond it—to the
complex interactions thar race has with class, gender, sexusl ofientation,
age, region, and religion, u

Most important, students learned ro ask and o listen—hoth to the
people who were willing to share their storias and to themselves. They
thoughr about how they were feeling as they heard stories of discriming.
tion, and they came to understand thar discrimination is intensaly personal
and can leave scars. The African American narrators, recalling their
childhoods, emphasized thar race affected everyrhing: where vou could
g0, where you could sit in a movie theater, where you could eat or ssig,
s Marens Hodpe, the son of Rachael Hodee, recounred:

Well, whers the dam is . . . thar was specifcally resert: i

And the blacks Emagﬁsﬁ&ﬂm& &&Eﬁgﬁwﬂﬁﬁ_ﬁ
Tha's the trurh, All the whites would Bo up to the dam, and all the
blacks, the Afro- Americans, they would go by the pump hovse and sorim,
Now we’d fsh all over the place. Allowed to fish anywhere we wanted
to fand ice skate] anywhere we wanted to. But, as far as swimming poes
aw, we couldn’t a0 up there and contaminate that water up there. ,
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Robert Owans, the firsr (and so far only) Aftican American to he
elected o the Carlisle Borough Council, recollected:

If you went to the mervics you had to sit a cerrain place in the thearer,
You had ta sit up in the balcony, way in the back. You could nor sit
on the main oot of the thearers. Tickets were the same price, bur you
weren't allowed to go anywhere clse in the thearer. We couldn’e even
belong to the YMCA. And that change was made less than thirty yesrs
ago [in the late 1960:]. . . . So it ham't been long that we could belong
to the YMCA, or the Lions, or the Kiwanis . . . there was no thought
of such things in the ehitties, forties, or fifies. The other big thing was
housing. . . . We built this house in 1967, and it slmost tock me a0 ace
of Congress to pet the money for this house Just to give you an example,
ar that time 1 was working and 1 had a good job, a very pood job. My wite
was working and had 2 gead job. Cur joint income was up in the upper-
middle-class level at the time when [ wenrt w ger a loan for this hause,
We had already owned wo houses, we didn't owe anybody anything;
1 mean, eur cars were paid for and everything was fine wich my salary,
bur the bank would not give me the money to start, Mo reason ac all;
just because of wha I was.

Although a number of narrators said they had pur these experiences
behind them, their words, voices, and faces suggested otherwise, that thirty,
sixey, and even eighty years later they remembered these injustices. As
one nartaror in his seventies reflected,

Some of these things, I am not bitter about these, bur some of these
things still bothet me. | chink of how long it has geme on, and there’s
zrill an swiul lor of it in Carlisle. It's more eovert new, bue there's still
an awful lot [of prejudice and diserieninarion].

Reflexive Analysis and Authenticity

For some students, stories of racist discrimination broughr up painful
memaries; for other students, dhey brought up feelings of guilt. We listened
to expressions of both emotions, and in the process we came o know
one another much more deeply. Knowing that guile can paralyze rarher
than politicize, we talked about guils, shame, anger, blame, and respon-
sibility-—-and abeur how 1o move beyond guilt to action. We became
increasingly aware of how much the history and institutionalization of
slavery and meism affect all of us and sensitive to the particular forms
that racism assurnes in the United States (as contrasted to, for example,
the Caribbean or Brazil). The writings of Michel-Rolph Trouillot and
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.__urq.«ﬂ-.u_q _UDHQDP and their ima
deepening our analysis, ges of the ghost, were particnlarly useful in

H_m&ﬁﬁmﬂw is much less slavery than rhe facist present within which
HEHE,.,__.EH ﬂwwm o_ﬁ slavery are produced, . . Aunthenticity implies g rala.
what is ktwwn thar duplicares the two sides of historicity: it

the whites and vice verss. And theps; 5 T

mnn..m_:_n_..#ﬁ..n.m not, because, juse loplk, mﬂﬂhﬁmﬂ% ﬂwﬂnwrwm.ﬂ _Mwm_..

Hm&dmmn o HE%M.H HH._Hp_nRH_ Fﬂm_« not many blacks in Carlisle, and the _HE_M

e fsle are tsolated from a lor of whites, ! mean, there’ no

lacks wqﬁmﬁh positions. . .. T den’r think there’s any biacks on the
of anything like that, | knew there’s a black running for

Black stydenis are just as
. gmarant abour thei i
are igrorant about black oo, m_unm”“m hﬁwﬁ”ﬁ%ﬂﬂrﬂwﬂmﬂuﬁnm

H_ WWHHHH those of our natrators. We began to deal with contested mryurhs
only ar the macro level, withip the academic litemaiure “out there "
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but also at the micro level, within the group and within ourselves. It was
at this personal level, of course, that it became particularly difficult o
explore the contested remains that separated as well as united us.

The studenrs came vp agminst this as they discussed whar they had
learned and not learned about American history, about power, and abour
social constructions of mee and ethnicity across time and place. They
struggled with this as they explored the meaning of the accusation some-
times huried by blacks against one another: “You're acting white” For
most of the white students, whiteness was only just beginning o become
visible. They were trying to figure out what it meant to be white, while
most of the African American stadents were working at another level ro
deconsiruct what it meant. We explored what blackness and whiteness
mezant both politically and personally and how studenes believed they
could or should express themselves on a predominantly white campus.

For Serena, an African American student from Xavier University, che
expetiences she had while working on the project allowed her w interace
more comfortably with both her black and white friends, withour alvays
having to code-switch and self-censor

I no lomger wip. .. . Some of my black fricnds were in my face, “Why
are you talking to white people™ Now I'm not tripping—now I doe’
care what anyone thinks about whe Pen walking with. ] wed o have
a certain lingo with my Blaek friends, and sue with my white fiends,
and noyw—irs all the same now, more universal. [ mean, we are applying
what we’ve been [eaming to our Lives right now.

As Trouillot arpues, “any historical narrative is a particular bundle of
silences, the result of 2 unique process, and the operation required to
decomstruet these silences will vary accordingly.™! So is it too with
personal and group narmatives. In fact, chis particular group had a remark-
able and respectul way of calling one another out, holding one another
accomntable in ways that enabled us to move beyvond defensiveness.

Remembering, Discovering, Reconciling
Recordar: To remember; frorn the Larin ge-condis, ro pass back through

the hesrt.
—Eduarde Galeanc

This account of collecting and analyzing oral histories in an African
American community in small-town America tells us much about the
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&MM““MEJ:EQ and ﬁ_ subgroups, and aboyr those who are interacting
wi mo.ﬁ.m research in the commumity. Community studies is ROt fust

text. Ta understand communiry, we must alsa un i
relationships, especially relationships berween m“”mﬁ””“”ﬂ “ﬁﬁ&
Broups and between tommenity members who have MOTE power H.hmﬂm
ence, and resources {marerial, educational, oceupational) and nH.Emn i..w ,
have anﬂ, We must investigare how power and influence are defined M
negotiated, and we must look inrg the heart and soul of Communiti -
well a their sociai, political, and econamic conditions. e
. Stadents camme o appreciate and respect the Pecple whom they inter.

ﬁmﬂﬂ—n,n_;ﬁ _m not something 1 taught my studenits; it is something the

leamed m relating to those with whom they talked angd worked, ?Homw
mu&nnﬁ.ﬁﬂn initially fearful abont asking sensitive questions of others
Eﬂ hearing their tesponses, but this fear sgon, §4ve way to excitemeny and
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Notes

1. ALANA is increasingly being used wichin higher education, especially
ity sddrnissloms, o refer 6o African America, Larina/o, Astan, and Native American
people, replacing the terms minovity ar underrepresanted.

2. Median househeold ivcome for African Americans in Carlisle was
$26,250, with a per eapita income of $12,748. In the black population twenTy-
five years of age and older, 74 percent have graduared from high school and 12
percent have a bachelors degree or higher. Thres-quarters of African Americans

ire the borough rent their horaes {all figures from the 2000 census).
3. The project adopted the terminnlagy used by Audrey Olsen Faulkner in

her collection of the life histories of eldetly Aftican Americans in Newadk, New
Jersey. Faullines referred to herself amd other researchers as *Fsteners,” while thoss
being interviewed, the informems, were “historians.” This terminnlogy fecognizes
the namators as the expers in telling and interpreting dheir own Life stores,
Faulkner, When I Was Comin’ Up: An Oval History of Aged Blacks {Hamden, CT:

Shoe String Press, 19§23,
4. Paul Thompson, The Vaice of the Past: Cral History (New Yok Owfard

University Press, 1988), 23, 308,

5. Micaela di Leonarde, “Oral History as Ethnographic Encounrer,” Ol
History Review 15 (Spring 1987): 20.

&. Thompson, Voire of the Past, 1.

7. [bid., 23.

8. Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Lutgt Trassull and Ocher Stonies: Form
and Meaning of Oral History (Albany: SUNY Press, 19907, 31,

9. Michel-Ralph Trouillot, Silencing the Past: Power and the Production
of History {Bosron: Beacon Press, 1995), 147; see also Avery F Gordon, Ghostly
Mazters: Hawmting and the Sociological Imagination (Minneapolis: University of
Mirmesors Press, 1997).

10. Trouiflor, Silencing the Pase, 147, 150-51.

11. Ihid., 27.

12. Thompson, Veize of the Past.
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