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B
y R

a
tn

a
 S

a
p

ta
ri

ith
 su

p
p

o
rt fro

m
 th

e O
p

en
 S

o
ciety In

stitu
te, C

L
A

R
A

(C
h

an
g

in
g

 L
ab

o
u

r R
elatio

n
s in

 A
sia), in

 co
llab

o
ratio

n

w
ith

 th
e R

ealin
o

 S
tu

d
y In

stitu
te in

 Y
o

g
yak

arta, o
rg

an
iz

ed
 a

w
o

rk
sh

o
p

 a
im

e
d

 to
 sta

rt o
ff a

 jo
in

t o
ra

l h
isto

ry p
ro

je
ct in

In
d

o
n

esia w
h

ich
 w

ill co
n

sist o
f a n

u
m

b
er o

f su
b

-p
ro

jects co
v-

e
rin

g
 th

e
 are

as o
f A

ce
h

; N
o

rth
 S

u
m

atra; W
e
st K

alim
an

tan
;

W
e
st an

d
 S

o
u

th
 S

u
m

atra; W
e
st, C

e
n

tral an
d

 E
ast Java; an

d

Jak
arta. T

h
ese su

b
-p

ro
jects w

ill fo
cu

s o
n

 sp
ecific so

cial g
ro

u
p

s

su
ch

 as victim
s o

f vio
len

ce; p
eo

p
le in

 co
n

flict areas; facto
ry

w
o

rk
e
rs 

a
n

d
 

la
b

o
u

r 
o

rg
a
n

iz
e
rs; 

p
e
a
sa

n
ts 

a
n

d
 

p
e
a
sa

n
t

activists, an
d

 eth
n

ically m
arg

in
aliz

ed
 g

ro
u

p
s. T

w
en

ty-eig
h

t

p
articip

an
ts fro

m
 vario

u
s N

G
O

s an
d

 re
se

arch
 in

stitu
te

s in

Java an
d

 S
u

m
atra, o

n
e p

articip
an

t fro
m

 B
u

rm
a an

d
 th

ree p
ar-

ticip
an

ts fro
m

 K
IT

LV
 an

d
 IIS

H
 in

 th
e N

eth
erlan

d
s atten

d
ed

th
e w

o
rk

sh
o

p
. T

h
e R

ealin
o

 S
tu

d
y In

stitu
te in

 Y
o

g
yak

arta p
ro

-

vid
ed

 a m
o

st am
en

ab
le ven

u
e fo

r th
e in

ten
sive d

iscu
ssio

n
s.

T
h

e
 q

u
e
stio

n
s p

o
se

d
 w

ith
in

 th
e
 g

ro
u

p
 e

m
p

h
a
siz

e
d

 th
e

n
eed

 to
 lo

o
k

 at ep
istem

o
lo

g
ical q

u
estio

n
s co

n
cern

in
g

 th
e cre-

a
tio

n
 o

f so
u

rce
s; w

h
e
th

e
r to

 lo
o

k
 a

t o
ra

l h
isto

ry a
s a

n

ap
p

ro
ach

 o
r m

eth
o

d
, h

o
w

 to
 d

eal w
ith

 th
e ‘d

ilem
m

atic’ rela-

tio
n

sh
ip

 b
e
tw

e
e
n

 in
te

rvie
w

e
r a

n
d

 in
te

rvie
w

e
e
 a

n
d

 h
o

w
 to

a
n

a
lyse

 th
e
 lin

k
 b

e
tw

e
e
n

 m
icro

- a
n

d
 m

a
cro

-h
isto

rie
s (o

r

w
h

eth
er o

r n
o

t to
 lin

k
 th

em
 in

 th
e first p

lace). S
in

ce m
o

st o
f

th
e p

articip
an

ts alread
y h

ad
 a lo

n
g
-stan

d
in

g
 relatio

n
sh

ip
 w

ith

th
eir in

fo
rm

an
ts eith

er as activists o
r as research

ers, q
u

es-

tio
n

s w
ere fram

ed
 aro

u
n

d
 th

eir existin
g

 exp
erien

ces an
d

 th
e

d
irectio

n
 o

f th
eir fu

tu
re research

 p
lan

s. T
h

ere w
as certain

ly

n
o

 m
o

re n
eed

 to
 em

p
h

asize th
e im

p
o

rtan
ce o

f co
llectin

g
 o

ral

h
isto

rie
s o

f th
e
 p

e
o

p
le

 th
e
y w

e
re

 w
o

rk
in

g
 w

ith
, sin

ce
 all o

f

th
em

 felt th
e n

eed
 to

 co
n

d
u

ct in
terview

s to
 ‘d

ig
 u

p
 th

e p
ast’.

H
o

w
ever, th

e feelin
g

 w
as g

en
erally sh

ared
 th

at th
is d

id
 n

o
t

im
m

ed
iately p

ave th
e w

ay to
 a b

etter k
n

o
w

led
g

e o
f clear-cu

t

m
eth

o
d

s o
f in

q
u

iry an
d

 in
terview

in
g

, let alo
n

e h
o

w
 to

 d
eal

w
ith

 th
e m

u
ltip

le ro
les in

 w
h

ich
 research

ers an
d

 th
eir in

fo
rm

-

an
ts fin

d
 th

em
selves. T

h
ese an

d
 m

an
y o

th
er q

u
estio

n
s w

ere

raised
 in

 th
e exten

d
ed

 p
erio

d
 (six d

ays) th
at th

e p
articip

an
ts

d
iscu

ssed
 th

e co
m

p
lex issu

es o
f co

n
d

u
ctin

g
 o

ral h
isto

ry.

O
ral H

istory as ‘A
lternative H

istory’?
T

h
ro

u
g

h
o

u
t th

e d
iscu

ssio
n

s th
ere w

as a sen
se o

f b
rin

g
in

g

in
 so

m
eth

in
g

 ‘n
ew

’, n
am

ely th
e w

ritin
g

 o
f an

 ‘altern
ative h

is-

to
ry’. A

lth
o
u

g
h

 th
e term

s ‘altern
ative’ o

r ‘co
m

p
etin

g
’ (tan

d
in

-

g
an

) w
ere m

en
tio

n
ed

 a n
u

m
b

er o
f tim

es, u
n

d
er m

o
re criti-

cal scru
tin

y th
ey w

ere co
n

sid
ered

 u
n

satisfacto
ry. In

 p
art th

is

co
u

ld
 b

e attrib
u

ted
 to

 th
e fact th

at in
d

ivid
u

al o
r m

icro
-h

isto
-

ries m
ig

h
t n

o
t b

e ‘altern
ative’ in

 th
e sen

se th
at th

ey can
 ch

al-

len
g

e o
r are d

ifferen
t fro

m
 th

e o
fficial n

atio
n

al h
isto

ry. T
h

e

co
m

p
lex an

d
 o

ften
 am

b
ig

u
o

u
s relatio

n
sh

ip
 o

f th
e in

d
ivid

u
al

to
 th

e
 larg

e
r stru

ctu
re

s an
d

 e
ve

n
ts re

n
d

e
re

d
 su

ch
 a n

o
tio

n

to
o
 sim

p
le an

d
 th

erefo
re in

ad
eq

u
ate. H

o
w

ever, vario
u

s in
ten

-

tio
n

s an
d

 aim
s o

f th
e research

ers, exp
ressed

 in
 th

e first d
ays

o
f th

e w
o
rk

sh
o
p

, reflected
 so

m
e o

f th
e am

b
ivalen

ces, n
o
t o

n
ly

o
f th

e lin
k

 b
etw

een
 th

e in
d

ivid
u

al an
d

 larg
er stru

ctu
res b

u
t

also
 o

f th
e ro

le o
f th

e research
er, o

f lin
k

in
g

 th
e p

ast w
ith

 th
e

p
resen

t. F
o

r in
stan

ce, th
e id

ea th
at m

en
 an

d
 w

o
m

en
 ‘k

n
o

w

th
eir o

w
n

 h
isto

ry’ o
r th

at ‘k
n

o
w

led
g

e o
f th

e p
ast is im

p
o

rtan
t

fo
r stra

te
g

ie
s o

f m
o

b
iliz

a
tio

n
’ o

r th
a
t th

e
 k

n
o

w
le

d
g

e
 p

e
r-

tain
in

g
 to

 ‘th
e n

atu
re o

f rep
ressio

n
’ an

d
 o

f ‘co
llective id

en
ti-

ties’ w
ill allo

w
 a b

etter u
n

d
erstan

d
in

g
 an

d
 th

erefo
re p

ro
vid

e

a b
etter b

asis fo
r th

e creatio
n

 o
f n

ew
 p

o
litical strateg

ies w
ere

so
m

e o
f th

e u
n

d
erlyin

g
 aim

s o
f th

e p
articip

an
ts o

f th
e w

o
rk

-

sh
o

p
. F

o
r m

o
st o

f th
em

, an
 u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

 o
f h

o
w

 in
d

ivid
u

-

a
ls p

e
rce

ive
d

 h
isto

ry a
n

d
 w

h
a
t h

a
p

p
e
n

e
d

 d
u

rin
g

 ce
rta

in

im
p

o
rta

n
t h

isto
rica

l e
ve

n
ts b

e
ca

m
e
 m

o
re

 a
 m

e
a
n

s to
 g

ive

m
ean

in
g

 to
 th

e p
resen

t rath
er th

an
 to

 re-exam
in

e th
e d

yn
am

-

ics o
f th

e p
ast. In

 an
 attem

p
t to

 u
n

tan
g

le th
ese, th

e o
rg

an
iz

-

e
rs re

q
u

e
ste

d
 a

 re
fle

ctio
n

 o
n

 th
e
 d

iffe
re

n
t le

ve
ls o

f h
isto

ry

(n
atio

n
al, co

m
m

u
n

ity, an
d

 in
d

ivid
u

al h
isto

ries) w
h

ich
 p

ar-

ticip
a
n

ts w
e
re

 p
e
rsu

a
d

e
d

 to
 lo

o
k

 a
t. T

h
is, h

o
w

e
ve

r, a
lso

b
ro

u
g

h
t ab

o
u

t a realisatio
n

 o
f th

e in
term

esh
in

g
 o

f d
ifferen

t

levels o
f h

isto
ry an

d
 exp

erien
ces, th

erefo
re o

ften
 m

ak
in

g
 th

e

b
o

u
n

d
aries in

effective.

In
 lo

o
k

in
g

 a
t th

e
 p

e
rio

d
s th

a
t th

e
 p

a
rticip

a
n

ts w
a
n

te
d

 to

co
ve

r, it w
a
s ra

th
e
r in

e
vita

b
le

 th
a
t m

o
st w

e
re

 in
te

re
ste

d
 in

recen
t h

isto
ry –

 w
ith

 th
e estab

lish
m

en
t, o

r th
e p

erio
d

 lead
-

in
g

 u
p

 to
 th

e
 e

sta
b

lish
m

e
n

t o
f S

u
h

a
rto

’s re
g

im
e
 a

n
d

 u
lti-

m
ately, its d

em
ise. E

ach
 p

erso
n

 d
ealin

g
 w

ith
 a sp

ecific p
eri-

o
d

, th
e n

ecessity to
 h

ig
h

lig
h

t m
icro

-h
isto

ries w
as ap

p
aren

t.

T
h

ere w
as a clear u

n
d

erstan
d

in
g

 o
f th

e n
ecessity to

 in
terview

p
e
o

p
le

 at d
iffe

re
n

t le
ve

ls to
 cap

tu
re

 th
e
 d

ive
rsity o

f e
xp

e
ri-

en
ces. F

o
r in

stan
ce, th

o
se in

terested
 in

 th
e ex-p

o
litical p

ris-

o
n

ers w
an

ted
 to

 lo
o

k
 at th

e p
arty m

em
b

ers, cad
res an

d
 n

o
n

-

ca
d

re
s b

u
t a

lso
 th

e
 fa

m
ily m

e
m

b
e
rs; th

o
se

 in
te

re
ste

d
 in

fa
cto

ry w
o

rk
e
rs a

n
d

 p
e
a
sa

n
ts w

o
u

ld
 lo

o
k

 a
t le

a
d

e
rs, m

e
m

-

b
ers o

f u
n

io
n

s an
d

 n
o
n

-m
em

b
ers; th

o
se in

terested
 in

 w
o
m

en

w
an

ted
 to

 lo
o

k
 at ‘o

rd
in

ary w
o

m
en

’, m
em

b
ers o

f o
rg

an
iz

a-

tio
n

s an
d

 th
o

se w
h

o
 p

lay im
p

o
rtan

t cu
ltu

ral ro
les. S

o
m

e saw

in
d

ivid
u

al lives as sh
ap

ed
 an

d
 d

efin
ed

 b
y even

ts an
d

 stru
c-

tu
res, o

th
ers saw

 in
d

ivid
u

als an
d

 g
ro

u
p

s as h
avin

g
 th

eir o
w

n

lo
g

ic, th
eir o

w
n

 rep
erto

ires o
f resistan

ce an
d

 cu
ltu

ral g
rid

s

to
 d

e
a
l w

ith
 th

e
m

. S
h

o
u

ld
 w

e
 lo

o
k

 a
t o

ra
l h

isto
ry to

 g
a
in

 a

b
etter k

n
o

w
led

g
e o

f th
e facts o

r sh
o

u
ld

 w
e attem

p
t to

 u
n

d
er-

stan
d

 th
e p

ercep
tio

n
s th

at p
eo

p
le h

ave reg
ard

in
g
 th

o
se ‘facts’?

The O
rality in O

ral H
istory 

T
h

ere w
ere q

u
estio

n
s o

n
 w

h
eth

er o
ral h

isto
ry w

as p
u

rely

a m
eth

o
d

 o
f co

llectin
g

 in
fo

rm
atio

n
 o

r w
h

eth
er it w

as a sep
-

arate ap
p

ro
ach

. In
d

eed
, it w

as stressed
 th

at th
e m

ajo
r facto

r

d
istin

g
u

ish
in

g
 o

ral h
isto

ry fro
m

 o
th

e
r typ

e
s o

f h
isto

ry w
as

its o
ral n

atu
re an

d
 th

is th
erefo

re co
n

fro
n

ts th
e h

isto
rian

 w
ith

th
e p

ro
b

lem
 o

f d
ealin

g
 w

ith
 su

b
jective acco

u
n

ts an
d

 n
arra-

tives.  T
h

e q
u

estio
n

 o
f o

b
jectivity an

d
 su

b
jectivity b

ro
u

g
h

t an

an
im

ated
 d

iscu
ssio

n
 reg

ard
in

g
 w

h
eth

er th
ere w

ere b
o

u
n

d
-

aries b
etw

een
 th

em
. In

 o
n

e in
stan

ce, o
b

jectivity w
as so

m
e-

w
h

at vag
u

ely asso
ciated

 w
ith

 rig
o

ro
u

s p
ro

ced
u

res o
f scien

-

tific re
se

a
rch

 a
n

d
 th

e
re

 w
a
s a

lso
 a

 se
n

se
 th

a
t ‘su

b
je

ctivity’

im
p

lie
d

 h
ap

h
az

ard
 d

ata co
lle

ctin
g

, i.e
. fo

llo
w

in
g

 o
n

e
s o

w
n

w
h

im
s. T

h
e o

ral n
atu

re o
f th

e in
fo

rm
atio

n
 also

 m
ean

t th
at

th
e research

er sh
o

u
ld

 b
e ab

le to
 cap

tu
re th

e m
u

ltip
le sig

n
als

m
an

ifested
 in

 th
e to

n
e an

d
 articu

latio
n

 o
f th

e sp
eak

er, in
 th

e

u
se

 o
f la

n
g

u
a
g

e
 a

n
d

 la
n

g
u

a
g

e
 le

ve
ls, a

s w
e
ll a

s th
e
 u

se
 o

f

so
n

g
s o

r p
o

etry to
 co

n
vey o

n
es feelin

g
s. T

h
e vario

u
s ad

van
-

tag
es as w

ell as th
e p

ro
b

lem
s reg

ard
in

g
 th

e u
se o

f tap
es an

d

m
in

id
iscs w

ere d
iscu

ssed
; th

e d
istin

ctio
n

s b
etw

een
 in

d
ivid

-

u
al versu

s g
ro

u
p

 in
terview

s w
ere to

u
ch

ed
 u

p
o

n
.

A
n

th
ro

p
o
lo

g
ists in

 p
articu

lar h
ave lo

n
g
 d

ealt w
ith

 th
e p

ro
b

-

lem
s in

vo
lved

 in
 in

terview
er-in

terview
ee relatio

n
sh

ip
s. T

h
ese

p
ro

b
le

m
s e

m
e
rg

e
 w

h
e
n

 p
o

sin
g

 o
f q

u
e
stio

n
s, in

 th
e
 p

u
r-

su
an

ce an
d

 selectio
n

 o
f certain

 typ
es o

f in
fo

rm
atio

n
, in

 th
e

in
terp

retatio
n

 o
f n

arratives. In
 th

is w
o

rk
sh

o
p

, a co
n

cern
 w

ith

th
e
 p

ro
b

le
m

s o
f th

e
 p

re
se

n
t a

n
d

 a
tte

m
p

ts to
 a

d
vo

ca
te

 th
e

in
terests o

f th
o

se lack
in

g
 p

o
w

er h
ave stro

n
g

ly in
flu

en
ced

 th
e

fram
in

g
 o

f th
e q

u
estio

n
s th

at th
e p

articip
an

ts p
o

sed
. H

o
w

-

e
ve

r, th
is p

o
sitio

n
 h

a
s n

o
t b

e
e
n

 u
n

critica
lly e

xa
m

in
e
d

. F
o

r

in
stan

ce, w
h

en
 w

o
m

en
 in

terview
ers are co

n
cern

ed
 w

ith
 th

e

issu
e o

f sexu
al vio

len
ce an

d
 attem

p
t to

 o
b

tain
 sto

ries (o
r tes-

tim
o

n
ies) fro

m
 w

o
m

en
 o

n
 th

is to
p

ic, th
ey o

ften
 face p

ain
fu

l

sile
n

ce
s o

r b
e
co

m
e
 e

n
tan

g
le

d
 in

 w
o

rk
in

g
 o

u
t o

f e
m

o
tio

n
al

trau
m

as. T
h

e q
u

estio
n

 w
as raised

 as to
 h

o
w

 far an
 in

terview
er

co
u

ld
 p

u
rsu

e a to
p

ic fu
rth

er to
 o

b
tain

 th
e req

u
ired

 in
fo

rm
a-

tio
n

. A
lso

, w
h

en
 a research

er is faced
 w

ith
 stereo

typ
es an

d

b
ia

se
s h

e
ld

 b
y th

e
 in

fo
rm

a
n

ts w
ith

 re
g

a
rd

 to
 o

th
e
r so

cia
l

g
ro

u
p

s, to
 w

h
at exten

t co
u

ld
 research

ers steer th
e co

n
versa-

tio
n

 in
 su

ch
 a w

ay as to
 n

eu
tralize su

ch
 view

s o
r to

 raise th
eir

so
lid

arity to
w

ard
s th

e g
ro

u
p

s th
ey are b

iased
 ag

ain
st?  A

ll o
f

u
s w

ere aw
are o

f th
e p

recario
u

s b
alan

ce existin
g

 b
etw

een
 th

e

n
e
e
d

 to
 liste

n
 a

n
d

 th
e
 u

rg
e
 to

 d
ire

ct th
e
 co

n
ve

rsa
tio

n
.

A
lth

o
u

g
h

 th
ere w

ere n
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 o
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s o
f an
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ly p
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ed
 b
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an
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 m
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u
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f d
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g
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h
ich

 h
ave b

een
 in

tern
alized

b
y in

fo
rm

a
n

ts; th
e
y m

a
y b

e
 m
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p
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e
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l d
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re o
f m

em
o

ry; vario
u

s facto
rs are in

vo
lved

 in

a
tte

m
p

tin
g

 to
 ‘jo

g
 o

n
e
’s m
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 b
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 b
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s o
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 b
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e p
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ere p
rim

arily co
n

cern
ed

 w
ith

 h
o
w

 to

start th
e p
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