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Abstract: In 2008, students from Dickinson College
interviews in South Africa and Mississippi as part of a se
oral history project studying the movements that challe
governments in South Africa and Mississippi. Interview
political activists, historians, archivists, musicians, p
leaders. Students completed supplementary coursew
history, African and American history, and ethnomusico
an interdisciplinary foundation for the fieldwork com
Oral History Association recognized The Black Libe
Postsecondary Teaching Award for "incorporating the
in the classroom in an exemplary way."
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The Black Liberation Mosaic grew out of the research inte
College faculty, all of whom regularly utilize oral history
their scholarship. Drawing from their expertise in South
American history, and ethnomusicology, the faculty d
mosaic that examined two of the most internationally sig
Movements of the twentieth century: the anti-aparth
Africa from the 1950s through the 1990s and the Afric
movement of the 1950s to 1980s. The mosaic instructio
three locations- King Williams Town (KWH South A
Mississippi, and Carlisle, Pennsylvania -with the res
comprised of thirteen students, eight from Dickinson
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expressed their humanitarian goals through political, educational,
and cultural channels, the mosaic was divided into four small res
Black Consciousness Phil'osophy, Lived Experiences, Protes
Memorial Culture. Two students were assigned as project leaders fo
providing them with opportunities of academic autonomy, le
responsibility. In support of the goals of fieldwork, students en
academic courses at Dickinson designed to expose them to th
culture of both movements as well as the ethics and methods o
This included two history courses (South African History,
Movement), one music course (Black Liberation Musics), and a
method course (see Appendix). The multidisciplinary nature o
drew interested students from the following majors: Africana stud
studies, education, environmental studies, history, Middle Eas
music.

In the summer, students completed a required reading list an
intensive oral history workshop at Dickinson prior to departure for
Readings included: Nelson Mandela 's autobiographical Long Wa
(1995), ethical essays from the ethnomusicological reader Shadow
(1997), and selections from Va,lerie Yow's Recording Oral History
the Humanities and Social Sciences, 2nd edn (2005) . During
students also acquired the necessary technological training (v
digital voice recorders, cinemagraphic techniques) and exposu
interview strategies: the documentation and trajectory of life h
to design effective questions, respecting interviewer-subjec
collaborative strategies for team interviews, the importance of fie
ethical concerns (fig. 1).

Students then traveled to South Africa, where their historical en
the anti-apartheid movement spanned two arenas. During an
Cape Town, students visited with local residents, completed sh
assignments, and visited several museums associated with the a
movement and the life of Nelson Mandela. These early engagemen
African memory provided the basis for several smail discussion se
set the tone for later field investigations and interviews. The
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transferred to KWT, one of the centers of the Black Consci
where they lived with host families for the duration of their
students worked in collaboration with five local students fr
townsh fps, the Steve Biko Foundation (http://www.sbf.o
area schools, clinics, and universities. They conducted intervie
figures from the movement, including the widow of St
collected the life histories of South Africans who worked
schools, and the African Nationa l Congress military branch
addition to their field interviews, students also completed
research at Fort Hare University, Mandela's alma mater,
Liberation Archive. There, they realized the importance of
oral research wit·h various forms of media, ranging from
private correspondence to recordings of various freedom s

One emphasis of the mosaic was exploration of the broader
local community, an element that students emphasized in
example, in an effort to trace the legacy of the movement, o
current efforts to develop an anti-apartheid memorial cultu
interviews with local historians, museum curators, and the p
her.itage and tourism. In some cases, these interactions posed

to how to transcribe and notate performance, with students f esolving
movements in the transcripts, notate songs, and produce illustra
sketches of certain scenes.

Upon returning to Dickinson, students embarked on intensive c
designed to complement their experience in South Africa and prepar
upcoming fieldwork in Mississippi. Within the Oral History course
completed their South African interview transcripts for submiss
Oral History Archive at Dickinson (http: //www2.dickinson.edu / dep
commstud / archives.html), learning about properformatting and docu
requirements. In South African History, the taped interviews were used
four podcasts that required students to incorporate their oral his
analytical essays documenting one facet of the Black Consciousness M
In Civil Rights History, students began an intensive reading p
preparation for fieldwork in Mississippi, while in Ethnomusicology
explored various anthropological approaches to South African a
American music in preparation for an ass'i gnment to capture field rec
the Delta Blues .

For two and half weeks in October and November, the same Dickinso
lived with host families in and around Clarksdale, Mississippi, loca
Delta, an important center of the civil rights movement and home to
most Significant leaders as we'll as to leading blues musicians of the
century. Student teams focused on the same four themes they res
South Africa: music, monuments and symbols, education, and the pol
movements against white supremacy. This approach allowed studen
comparative parallels between the two movements, a process that a
shape their interview questions. In these teams, students intervie
activists in the civil rights movement, educators, politiCians, b lues m
leading local businessman, and the owner of a local cotton plantation
supplemented their Interviews with daily archival research in the
Public Library, which houses an important archive of local history,
archives of the University of Mississippi at Oxford . Hearing sto
segregation in Jim Crow Mississippi. often illustrated in blues musi
home t o students in a visceral way the courage, achievements, and lim
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apply classroom learning to real-world situations. Stud
integrate various modes of analysis and research (a
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question . We also stressed the ethical responsibilities o
setting, an aspect that the students took particularly s
project, students worked collaboratively with local cont
that reflected the global perspectives and priorities
themselves . They also provided service work in each
thanking the communities for their contributions to the
between the students and their global partners were de
when after our return to the U.S. we learned of the de
African collaborators, Phumza Williams, to illness, the
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professional skills and dissemination of the research w
community. Six students presented their mosaic res
History Association Meetings in Pittsburgh and Louisvill
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History 315: comparative oral histories
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Jeremy Ball, Ph. D.

Denny 019

ballj@dickin

Course overview

The purpose of this course is to introduce students to the study an
oral history interviewing, writing, and analysis in two related, but v
communities-the black South African community in the Eastern Ca
Africa, and the African American commul1ities around Clarksdale,
Although oral history is perhaps the oldest form of historical docum
has only been considered as a legitimate form of historical inquiry in
the last decades of the twentieth century. This course will focus on t
areas: the history of the in-depth interview, interview-based p
analyses, the processing of interviews: transcribing interviews a
archival collections, methodology, and theoreticall' considerations.
work wi;l/ focus on two forms of oral history inquiry: the ,individual bi
the community-based project. Each student will be expected to cre
lists and topic lists for specific narrators, to record and videotape in
transcribe several interviews, and to deal appropriately with issue
and ethics, including issues of informed consent in cross- cultur
Students are also expected to create a website that details their wo
Africa and Mississippi,.

Required books

Valer·ie Raleigh Yow, Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Hum
Social Sciences (New York: AltaMira Press, 2005).

