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CHAPTERONE

INTRODUCTION:
ORAL HISTORY AND THE“OTHER’

1.1 Introduction

The quintessential revolution is that of the spipiorn of an intellectual
conviction of the need for change in those menttiludes and values
which shape the course of a nation's development...

—Aung San Suu Kyi

Irish Travellers and Australian Aborigines are thdigenous peoples of
their respective countries. The histories of batbugs have remained - for
the most part "nrecorded and what has been written has not bagerw
by members of either group. The pasts of theseentsgl social groups has
not changed. The history of both groups is conktafianging, however

Oral history is a relatively new field in the reabthhistoriography. It
was not until the mid-twentieth century that itsagiice became
fashionable and more widely-researched. Oral histas the ability to
change the focus of traditional history; it caneggixoices to the voiceless,
bring down barriers and give life to communitiese€¢SRitchie (1995,
2003), Shopes (2008), Perks and Thompson (199&)20his continues
to be one of the great triumphs of oral historg; ability to give a voice
and therefore a history to communities and sociaugs who are
voiceless and occluded from historical represemtatiFor socially
neglected groups, oral testimony creates the oppitytto recover the
past and in turn determine a present and a fuRaethe historian, the use
of oral testimony means that he or she must warket} with others. The
purpose of this project is concerned with the hiatoin his or her work
with the ‘Other’.

The importance of oral history, particularly witbgard to the ‘Other’,
or often-neglected groups in society, lies in thet that a large percentage
of the world’s population are non-literate, do speak English and live in
abject poverty. In light of this, oral testimonyv#al to the creation of
‘Other’ world histories. (See Chattopadhyaya angt@y1998), Kearney
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(2002). The aforementioned social groups, Irishv@&llars and Australian
Aborigines, are examples of the ‘Other’, in botlstbiy and society.
Theirs is a history often known only in the mindstleeir elders, stored
and passed down through generations of storytedimg) folklore. These
two historically neglected social groups have stgky common
characteristics, both in terms of social standing history. Oral history is
the fundamental component by which both groups camstruct their
histories. The comparisons between both are mauly thus certainly
warrant a comparative study such as this, with bigtbry as the guiding
light —that which propels both groups toward a betterréut@ral history
can help generate a more linear past, one whiderbstiits the written
form that defines the present-dd3oth groups are indigenous and both
were victims of colonisation at the hands of th&i§lr. Both have had to
cope with decades, if not centuries, of stereotypesgative media
representation and poor government treatment. Buwike suffered
extremely low employment rates, and often as allewyp high crime
rates. According to statistics, both have relayivelv life expectancy, due
to poorer health and living conditions than settfabple. In terms of
history, representation has always been for thather than by them. Oral
history has therefore given these groups the chamcaeate a cultural
identity and a background.

Othering can be loosely defined as a way of deficind characterising
a race or community as intrinsically, (and oftemgaively), different. In
this ‘difference’, history has tended to be inflaed by hierarchical and
stereotypical thinking. Oral history has the patnto break these
hierarchical barriers, by giving a voice to the €than Other which more
often than not has hitherto been constructed iireckor negative prism.
(See Broussard: 2003; Nkwi: 2010). The Other instt@pe of this project,
as mentioned, are the indigenous people of Ireland Australia,
Travellers and Aborigines. Both groups have bedraosed, remaining
on the margins of society for the course of theistp. Theirs is history as
created by everyone but themselves. They are therOthe ‘Orient’ that
Edward Said spoke of in his seminal watkkientalism They are the
‘Orient’ within the ‘Occident™ This project will endeavour to assess and
compare the impact of oral history on the “Other”.

This volume thus concentrates on the use of oraloty in the
empowerment of the above-mentioned groups. It [segin tracing the
advent of oral history, before assessing its marit$ potential drawbacks

! The Occident refers to Europe and the Western dVérdr Said, the Western
World encompassed the Occident, while the Easthea®rient.
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more generally Subsequently, the role of oral history regarding @ther

will be discussed. Oral history is, and must berdisciplinary. In light of

this, 1 will explore the role of anthropology antheography in relation to
the work of the oral historian. A large elementthirs project will be the
focus on the history, or absence thereof- withmhitten and the visual
spheres -of Irish Travellers and Australian Abaregg. The historical
representations of both groups will be examinedlofing this, the

comparative nature of the histories of both groujis be assessed, in
terms of aspects such as colonialism, media reptasens, and in
particular, government attempts to ‘fix’ the groups

1.2 Literature Review

For the purpose of this study it was essentiattaess sources on three key
factors. Firstly, it was necessary to consult tr@mworks in the field of
oral history, and due to the interdisciplinary matof the area, it was also
necessary to delve into ethnography, sociology aodtcolonialism
amongst others. Secondly, an in depth study ofcesunvolved with Irish
Travellers was involved. The third faction in theasch for sources was
Australian Aborigines.

There is much and varied literature on and abowtl distory,
testimony and tradition on the market in the preskry. However, it is
still difficult to look past Paul Thompson as thaimpractitioner of oral
history. The Voice of the Past, although over thirty years old still remains
one of the core texts in the field. For Thompsbme, past is “handed down
by oral tradition and written chroniclé”.A combination of both is
necessary for an eminent, whole history. Oral hysgives history back to
the people through their words. This is the thefEhmmpson’s teachings
and techniqueThe \oice of the Past is vital therefore for both the
theoretical perspectives it provides in relatiorotal history but also use
as regards its consideration of Otherness or thheiQ As Thompson
states “it is social history, to which we now tutinat the relevance of oral
evidence is most inescapabfe”.

An essential text for any study of oral historyRebert Perks and
Alistair Thomson’s compendiurhe Oral History Reader. It serves as a
primary textbook and reference point for studest$iolars and historians
alike. Perks and Thomson bring together a collectibessays exploring
every aspect of oral history, while offering thewn commentary on each

2 paul ThompsonThe Voice of the Past. (Oxford, 1978) p. 1.
% ibid, p. 86.
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also. As is stated in the introduction to Part fiti€l Perspectives, “The
most distinctive contribution of oral history hasen to include with the
historical record the experiences and perspectifgsoups of people who
might otherwise have been hidden from history, gpshwritten about by
social observers or in official documenfsThis statement encompasses
the whole essence of this project, the neglectezlptcluded, the hidden
in history. As Perks and Thomson show in theiraxilbn, through oral
history the working classes, cultural minoritiesdaimdigenous people
have inscribed their experiences on the historieabrd and offered their
own interpretations of their own historythe Oral History Reader,
particularly in its second edition, covers all kaspects and debates that
have raged in the oral history field, and the apgeee of essays from
eminent historians such as Paul Thompson, AleseaRdrtelli, Michael
Frisch, Linda Shopes and Katherine Borland, amoogisérs, serve to
reinforce it as a primary text for oral history.

In addition, many more texts from the field werensalted for this
study. Alessandro Portelli'Bhe Death of Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories
is a text which is also necessary to confer withng study of oral history.
Portelli is one of the foremost scholars on thendisciplinary nature of
oral history. His uses of the social and culturdefts of his fieldwork
make for a more meaningful and rounded portrayadioét life was like
for those studied. For Portelli it is not enoughrterely give a voice to the
voiceless, but also necessary to place these f%esigein their relevant
social and cultural surroundings at the time. Padgdanilton and Linda
Shopes are two of the leading women in the fiehd, their anthologyral
History and Public Memories is also a principal work on oral history and
testimony. Published only last year, it containstapplate material from
some of the leading experts of the practice. Odnds consulted under the
sphere of oral history include Peter Burkefsstory and the Historian in
the Twentieth Century and New Perspectives on Historical Writing John
Tosh'’s The Pursuit of History and Historians on History and Ludmilla
Jordonova’dHistory in Practice, amongst many others. The main journal
used to with regard to this project wasal History Review.

As well as investigating the main scholars in thal distory field, it
was also necessary to consult various texts regargdost-colonialism,
ethnography and Othering. Frantz Fanon, althougiwbrk is over four
decades old, is still a foremost and worthwhiléemence on post-colonial
groups and Othering. Highe Wretched of the Earth andBlack Skin, White
Masks are still regarded as powerful texts on colonisatiand its

* Robert Perks and Alistair Thompsdige Oral History Reader, (London, 1998) p.9.
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aftermath. From his works, it is possible to vieWware much of experts in
the area have taken their theories and ideas ff@man understanding of
ethnography and particularly ethnocentrism it waseatial to consult
some textbooks in the area. Martyn Hammersley aaal Rtkinson’s
Ethnography: Principles in Practice, Third Editq@007), was the most
up to date work consulted. It gave a basic overvawethnography,
without getting involved with the notion of postlonialism and the
Other. John and Jean Comaroffisthography and the Historical
Imaginationdid in fact deal with ethnocentrism and postcoltsia in
history, as the title may suggest. Other works eoefl with included
Norman K. Denzin'sinterpretive EthnographyRegarding post-colonial
thought itself, a useful publication proved to lélChambers and Lidia
Curti’'s The Post-Colonial Question.

Primary material used as the basis of the studjyudied various
reports, articles and publications on Irish Tramall and Australian
Aborigines. Concerning Travellershe Irish Folklore Commission 1952
Tinker Questionnairethe 1963 Report of the Commission on Itinerancy
and thel995 Report of the Task Force on the Travelling @omity, as
well as theExecutive Summargf the report were the main documents
used. Regarding Aborigines, the most comprehenaia)andmark report
produced in their history, the 198finging Them Home: National Inquiry
into the Separation of Aboriginal and Torres Stialander Children from
Their Families was used. Other excellent sources include Aborigina
testimony in Bain Attwood and Fiona Magowan™elling Stories:
Indigenous History and Memory in Australia and Négalandand letter
transcripts in Henry Reynold3ispossession: Black Australians and White
Invaders.

As the majority of this study concerned the hist@arrepresentations of
Irish Travellers and Australian Aborigines, it wascessary to consult the
leading historians in both fields. Regarding Iristavellers, Michael O
hAodha’s Irish Travellers: Representations and Realitissone of the
most up to date works, which pays particular aibento Othering and
representations in the history of the communityjciwrare key aspects of
this study. Other major works consulted with regerdhe history of the
Irish Travelling community, or least representasionf that history,
include Jane Helleiner'srish Travellers: Racism and the Politics of
Culture,and Aoife Bhreatnach’Becoming Conspicuous: Irish Travellers,
Society and State 1922-197Both works are quite comprehensive in
terms of twentieth century representation and lag® regarding
Travellers. Hellenier’s publication provides an elient viewpoint into the
history and society of the Irish Travelling comnyniFirstly, she is
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Canadian, and thus removed from inherent Iriskestgpes and negativity
towards the community, and secondly, she spent mioaths living
amongst Travellers in Galway in the mid 1980s at gfaher ethnographic
research. Therefore, she worked closely with tharoanity itself, a point
which is central to this study. It synthesises drigt politics and
ethnography, unlike many other works in the fieldelleiner’'s work is
vital in any study of Irish Travellers. Aoife Bhteach's Being
Conspicuouss also an excellent work regarding Travellergoibcentrates
on history and politics concerning Travellers, iingcthe circumstances
that caused their marginalisation, examining gowesmnt attempts to ‘fix’
them, and the implications of both during the tiethtcenturyTravellers:
Citizens of Ireland edited by Erica Sheehan, was another major work
used. The importance of this publication lies ia fact that it is made up
of testimony from the Travelling community itselfhe book, then, is
representative of this study, as its attempts lwnallravellers both to be
represented historically, and to represent theresel®@ther publications
consulted included the influential but dated words the Gmelch’s,
George and Sharon, namely George Gmeldiis Irish Tinkers: The
Urbanisation of an Itinerant Peopland Sharon Gmelch'$inkers and
Travellers: Ireland’s NomadsMichael O hAodha’s collectionsligrants
and Memory: The Forgotten Postcoloniadnd On the Margins of
Memory: Recovering the Migrant Voicgere also particularly helpful
regarding postcolonialism and Traveller represémtat Other sources
consulted in reference to this section of the sinduded journals such as
Anthropological Quarterlyand Sociology and web resources such Hse
Patrin Web JournahndPavee Poinhome page.

The major works consulted as part of researchirgy Aloriginal
community were, as one would anticipate, from Aal&n authors. Stuart
Macintyre is one of the country’s leading acadehigtorian, and a central
figure in the ‘History Wars’ which Australian histans have been
embroiled in, in recent years. His worksConcise History of Australia
and The History Wargprovided particularly detailed, though sometimes
ambivalent constructs of the subject matter. Thahghterm concise may
be seen as curtailing the detailed history of thentry in a brief manner,
Macintyre certainly does nofThe History Warsis particularly helpful
regarding the politicisation of Australian histornyhich is documented
well by the author. Bain Attwood is another memibethe top echelons of
Australian academic history. Hi§elling the Truth about Aboriginal
History is vital to a study of that same history mentiomedhe title. His
work is largely aimed at discrediting the main icriof the ‘true’
Aboriginal history, Keith Windschuttle, whose owadk, The Fabrication
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of Australian Historyattempts aims to discredit Aboriginal claims of
atrocities and genocide at the hands of Britislomigkrs. In this manner,
Attwood’s publication is imperative in attemptsdonstruct an Aboriginal
history, and studies in the representation of sushother work of
Attwood’s, which he edited with Fiona MacGowan, calproved
beneficial. Telling Stories: Indigenous History and Memory inskalia
and New Zealandrings together a collection of essays on indigeno
history and oral testimony. The book included eecelprimary material
in the form of this oral testimony of Aboriginalctims of the Stolen
Generations. Henry Reynolds is another historian Wwhs gained minor
celebrity status in Australia due to the naturé¢hef ‘History Wars’, which
has been played out in the general Australian mediaynolds
collaboration with Aborigines led to ground-breakievents in Aboriginal
history, such as the granting of land rights to Adiae Eddie Mabo in
1992. Reynolds’Dispossession: Black Australians and White Invader
provided tremendous source material in the forrmafy letter transcripts
from the nineteenth century. Reynolds’ authorityoae of the foremost
and eminent Australian historians makes Dispossessiomand Frontier:
Reports from the Edge of White Settlemlesy texts in the area. Ann
McGrath’s edited collectionContested Ground: Australian Aborigines
under the British Crownwas useful regarding colonisation. Malcolm
Prentis’A Study in Black and White: The Aborigines in Aal&n History
was helpful regarding background material but watslated, having been
published in 1975. Other helpful publications ir#d Geoffrey
Partington’s The Australian History of Henry Reynoldmd Michael
Meadows’Voices in the Wilderness: Images of Aboriginal Redp the
Australian Media Web sources used in the area included transooipts
speeches by former Australian Prime Minister, R&adting, found at the
Online Opinion web site. Online reports from leading Australian
newspapemhe Australiaralso provided excellent insight.






CHAPTERTWO

ORAL HISTORY AND THEOCCLUDED PEOPLES

E.H. Carr asked “What is history?” What was hisvear® Is history the

past, or is it the study of the past? If so, igdnisgraphy the study of
history? If both these are true, where does omtbty fit? Is it a practice

in its own right; is it a facet of ‘history’, ormode of historiography? John
Tosh simply defines it as “what actually happenedhie past and the
representation of that past in the work of histesta Ludmilla Jordanova

defines history as having,

a number of meanings, and a wide range of conootgtisome of which
are charged with intense emotion. We use it ievthe authority of
precedents, to refer to what is no longer relevemgndow objects with
value and status, and to mobilise longings forteeb&vorld?

The last part of Jordanova’s description statestiabilise longings for a
better world”. If this is accurate, has historytie last century or so,
mobilised these “longings”? Perhaps it has, buttfer most part, it has
‘mobilised’ them from the perspective of the winsigirom the top-down.
Where is the history of the losers? Where are tbites from ‘below’?
They are in the process of being told, documentedstéored in the annals
of history, but this is only a very recent phenomenThe following
chapter will concentrate on oral history, its higtalevelopment, uses and
especially its ability to bring the ‘losers’, thieelow’ and the ‘Other’ into
historical scribe.

1 John ToshThe Pursuit of History (AEd.)(Harlow, 2006) xvix.
2 Ludmilla Jordanovatiistory in Practice (2 Ed.) (New York, 2006) p. 13.
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2.1 The Early History and Development of Oral Histoy
“Tete ke asom ene Kayere”

So the above Ghanaian proverb translates, “Anc¢lgngs remain in the
ear”. It was not until the nineteenth century thistory became academic.
Before this, all history had to rely on oral testimy. The past was passed
from generation to generation through word of mo&ttrks and Thomson
assert that oral evidence has been used sincenaiticiees, where history
relied on eye-witness accounts of significant evelonald P. Ritchie
travels as far back as the Spanish conquests dArttericas in hidoing
Oral History; “the Spanish chroniclers relied on oral sources to
reconstruct the history of the indigenous peoplemfthe Aztecs to the
Incas”? It was in the nineteenth century that the develepmof an
academic history discipline led to a primacy ofharal research and
documentary sources, and a marginalisation ofexiglence’ Oral history
became initially popular as a practice in the 1960d¢ime when many
marginalised groups were seeking to be heard. B6®slplayed host to
the Feminist movement and the Civil Right movemémthame but two,
movements which oral history was utterly repredardaof, and partly
responsible for the empowerment of. Therefore, evioital history and
testimony have been practiced since ancient times,history itself as a
practice is relatively in its infancy, only becomimpopular in the mid-
twentieth century, arguably in the aftermath of Wowar Il, with oral
history became vital in the testimonies of Holo¢atistims.

Oral history thus only became academic in the tigémtcentury. As
Rebecca Sharpless states in “The History of Oratdry”, “In the
twentieth century, the methodology rose from sdvatimections®.
Methodology had never been a term used in reldtooral history, and
perhaps is still not accepted by some traditionsiohans. Oral history
arguably was not accepted as a necessary pragticeany until much
later, and conceivably is still not. Many traditidnhistorians, who
advocate a ‘top-down’, elitist history, have newaacepted the need for
oral testimony, particularly of marginalised, hiddgroups. Sharpless
states that it was in the 1940s that oral histoegame unified in the
Western academic world, particularly in the post-e&a. One of the first

3 Rebecca Sharpless, “The History of Oral Histoiy"Charlton et alHandbook of
Oral History, (Plymouth,2006) p.19.

4 Donald P. RitchieDoing Oral History(2" ed.)(New York, 20086).

5 Perks and Thomson, p.1.

% Sharpless, p.19.
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institutionalised oral history projects was createy Allan Nevins at
Columbia University in 1948.Nevin’s project was designed to “collect
the reminiscences of major figures in contemponamplic life, and it
served as kind of an oral appendix to the publisimednoirs of many of
these people®.However, Nevins’ advocacy of oral history, butoalsis
efforts to encourage historians to aim for a maspybar audience were
greeted with scepticism at the time by many prodesd historians. His
criticism of what he described as “dry-as-dust”dsaics alienated some
of them? Also in 1948, the first American-made tape reaugdi were
recorded. The first Oral History Office opened 854 at the University of
California’® It is widely recognised that the oral history ‘wdook place

in the 1960s, when research in the practice exghidamatically. The
availability of portable cassette recorders, inedrity Philips in 1963, had
much to do with this! Ritchie goes back somewnhat further, stating that
the Works Progress Administration’s hiring of undoyed writers to
chronicle the lives of ordinary people during thepBession in the 1930s,
was perhaps closer to the advent of oral history peactice? More so to
do with this ‘boom’ though was the increase of absi and minority
movements of the age. The Feminist movement, thel @ights
movement, the Vietnam War and the various studenolts” of the late
1960s all involved activist activities on the paftordinary people, not
kings or great leaders or statesmen. As Hamiltah $imopes attest “Oral
history emerged as a widespread practice in relatcthe democratising
of history in the 1960s, fuelled by decolonisatéon the feminist and civil
rights movements*? Oral history documented the lives of these ‘ordiha
people, in the way traditional, elitist history eewhad, or would. As stated
previously, it gave that ‘voice’ to the voicelesglan doing this historians
of the field hoped they could foster social chadgedanova states that the
term ‘academic discipline’ implies elaborate ingti@nal, professional and
communications structuré$. By the end of the 1960s, oral history

" Ibid, p.22.

8 Mark Feldstein, “Kissing Cousins: Journalism amdl®istory”, in Oral History
Review, Spring 2004.

 Jerrold Hirsh, “Before Columbia: The FWP and Amari Oral History
Research”, irOral History Review, Summer 2007, p.8.

0 sharpless, p.23.

1 Ibid, p.23.

12 Ritchie, p.21.

13 paula Hamilton and Linda ShopeSral History and Public Memories,
(Philadelphia, 2008) p.9.

14 Jordanova, p.59.
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certainly had become an academic discipline inwta right. The practice
continued to grow, and in 1968, the Oral Historysddation drew up a
code of Ethics for interviewers. These maintainkdt tthe interviews
“wishes must govern the conduct of an intervieW'The growing
importance of these various social and ethnic gsompich arose in the
late 1960s and early 1970s fuelled the subsequtarest in documenting
their histories. The challenge for oral historiaasovercome at the onset
of the movement as a practice was the defence efrehability and
validity of interviews®® the reliability being the consistency with which
the interviewees tell their story, and the validiiging the agreement
between the interview itself and other sources imstorical context. In
1971, the Oral History Society of England publisktsdirst journal and in
January 1973, the Oral History Review, one of theerost oral history
publications in the present day, released its finsblication'’ As the
century wore on, more and more oral history sagsetivere born, and
many more journals have been set up. Oral histotligrefore very much
an academic practice in its own right in the présky. In later years, the
focus of oral history and memory studies have atiftfrom the
empowerment of the individual to that of societaslarge, groups of
individuals testimonies, rather than the singubes.Sharpless states, “the
internet changes everything, but the basic dynarhiwvo people sitting
and talking about the past has remained largelpamged™®

2.2 TheUse and Benefits of Oral History
“Every old man that dies is a library that burfs”.

Oral history is dependent on this “old man”. Idispendent on the person
who is interviewing this old man, and it is depemiden the relationship
between these two. This is essence of oral histhey;ability to retrieve
seemingly forgotten information from oral testimesiand creating a
historical fit and social construct, to use theomfation garnered to create
history. As Paul Thompson, arguably the chief arithdn the field, states
“Past is handed down by oral tradition and writtémonicle”?° meaning

testimony and documentation is necessary for anir@alphistory. Oral

15 Sharpless, p.27.

18 Ibid, p.30.

7 bid, p.32.

18 |bid, p.38.

19 perks and Thomson, viii.
2 Thompson, p.1.
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history is often more precise than traditionalabishment history. Most
accounts of the past are through the spoken waowdl sa historians must
use oral techniques to document events which hatdeen recorded in
history. So to define oral history, again using therds of Paul
Thompson, one could perhaps call it “the intervigyviof eye-witness
participants in the events of the past for the pses of historical
reconstruction” Thompson defended oral history against its critiesse
who claimed it to be an unreliable historical s@J@nd was determined to
prove its legitimacy. In terms of the reverenceaféd to his work today,
he certainly succeeded in this regard.

Oral history makes for a history which is not juisther, more vivid
and heart-rending, but tru& Oral history functions to allow the story of
“what really happened” to be told. Traditional, aswdcalled establishment
history, portrayed, and perhaps still does, a dopm’ history of ‘great
men’, kings, political leaders and people in posié of power. Oral
history allows “heroes not just from the leadenst fsom the unknown
majority of the people® It is the people’s history. It offers a radical
transformation of the social meaning of historyalChistory offers a form
of cultural and national identity for the massessdntially it offers a route
into history to those who have been ‘hidden’, degatiin the historical
wilderness for the course of their pasts. This jghes the platform for this
study, a study of oral history in the empowermehgmups who have
been hidden and neglected by history.

2.3 Oral History and the Creation of Histories
of Neglected Groups

“Oral history gives history back to the people lieit own words. And in
giving a past it also helps them towards a futdréaeir own making®*

As previously stated, in the modern age, oral hjskas played, and must
continue to play, a vital, intrinsic role in hisyoand historiography. The
study of history has been changing constantly dker last fifty or so
years. As the study of history changes, so thers dagory itself, in a
sense. Traditional history is a history of the ‘méms’, a ‘top-down’
history. Conventional modern day history must belmmore than that. It
must be a multi-faceted study of the past, inclgdinciology, geography,

2L perks and Thomson, p.9.
22 Thompson, p.99.

2 |bid, p.21.

2 |bid, p.1.
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politics, anthropology and economics, amongst sthés society has
progressed in the modern era, so has history. titistof the ‘other’ have
become more and more mainstream towards the etid dfventieth, and
start of the twenty-first centuries. To conducttadg of the ‘other’ in
history, oral testimony is the historian’'s most igmknsable tool.
Therefore, oral history has provided historiansieicent years, the ability
oral history working classes, cultural minoritieslandigenous peoples, to
attempt to establish studies of otherwise neglectedial groupings.
Through amongst others, have ‘“inscribed their depees on the
historical record, and offered their own interptietas of history”®® To
create a history of any neglected group is genetallcreate a ‘history
from below’. Jim Sharpe, in his essay “History fr@alow”, describes it
as “an exploration of the historical experienceshoise men and women
whose existence is often ignored, taken for grargedmentioned in
passing in mainstream histor§? It can both restore history to groups who
thought they had lost it, or to groups who nevaet ihall.

Perks and Thomson, in their introduction to theiti€al Developments”
section ofThe Oral History Readestate,

The most distinctive contribution of oral historgshbeen to include within
the historical record the experiences and perspectf groups of people
who might otherwise have been hidden from hist@grhaps written
about by social observers in official documefits.

This statement engenders the entire essence tbryrisom below’, and
the empowerment of neglected social groups in histdhe groups
concentrated on for this study, Irish Travellerd &ustralian Aborigines,
represent those “hidden from history”, those forowhoral testimony has
been, and is, necessary to document their livespasts. Paul Thompson
even names Aboriginals as an example of suchhm Voice of the Past,
particularly in relation to colonialism,

Other minorities are the survivors of conquest,traditional social
outcasts. American Indians, Australian Aborigines gypsies of Europe
are all persecuted minorities, misleadingly docue@nby a hostile
majority, but preserving their strong oral traditsp to which a more
understanding approach to their past becomes pes¥ib

% perks and Thompson, p.9.

% Jim Sharpe, “History from Below”, in Peter Burked(), New Perspectives on
Historical Writing (2 Ed.), (Oxford, 2001) p.26.

27 perks and Thomson, p.9.

2 Thompson, p.97.
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The “hostile majority” here represents those wheehattempted to
write histories of those same neglected groups, eesnof the media
industry and often the general, settled, populatiself. History in this
way brings the social classes together; it joirsAborigine and Traveller
with the historian, enabling their pasts to be doented in a way that it
most likely never has before, i.e. positively. Titadhal history was, as the
main practitioners of oral history will assert, centrated on, and was
made up of, “reigns and dynastiéS”Reigns and dynasties mean very
little, if anything, to neglected social groups,athnically rejected groups.
In this regard, oral historians have addressedghjsng hole in history.
What is world history, if not just that, a histooy the world? Traditional
history generally documented a history of the tfingrld’. This is not an
empirical world history. This is establishment,ptdown’ history. Donald
Ritchie states that history is the verdict of “thosho weren't there on
those who were® Whether Aborigines or Travellers were “there” @t n
is generally irrelevant in history, because theugeohave either been
unable to record it due to high illiteracy leveds,simply had no interest in
it, again due to low levels of education. It iswably the duty then of the
oral and social historian to document a historygafups such as these,
history which is necessary for their empowermentl danture. Most
traditional historical work that has been carried on neglected groups
has usually been without any involvement from angmhber of said
groups, and if there has been involvement it oftas been recorded
negatively. The “History Wars” in Australia are axample. Social
historians have argued on the side of Aboriginganging the atrocities of
the past, whereas, for the most part, traditiomstbhians have argued that
there is no evidence that such atrocities happelath Tosh argues that
oral history is “the raw material of social memoty”This is a prime
example of the need and use of oral testimony. &Vtie Aboriginal
people may not have literal, linear documentatibthe past, work with
oral and social historians regarding memory habledatheir story to at
least be heard. Similarly, Travellers have had titwntil the later
decades of the twentieth century to begin to hdnr tstory told and
recorded. This will be concentrated on furtheraitet chapters.

2 |bid, p.2
30 Donald P. RitchieDoing Oral History,(New York, 1995) p. 8
%1 Tosh, p.323
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2.4 Ethnocentrism and the Other

Why have traditional historians chosen not to foonsgroups of lower
social standing in their work since history becameademic? The
straightforward answer would be that it is simpbsier to document a
history of the victors. Where oral history is notedy necessary, where
the result, in history, is plain for all to seegthistorians position is
extremely tenable. However, is that historian ddirggher job by ignoring
the ‘losers™?

Ethnography can be defined as a descriptive acamfuatcommunity
or culture, usually one located outside the We&thnocentrism then can
be defined as the inclination to view one’s owntund as better than
others, by viewing the others as strange and difter Ethnographic
scholars Ross Hammond and Robert Axelrod, in “Thel@Eion of
Ethnocentrism”, characterize it as

a nearly universal syndrome of attitudes and behasj typically
including in-group favouritism. Empirical evidenceuggests that a
predisposition to favour in groups can be easifigered by even arbitrary
group distinctions and that preferential cooperatidthin groups occurs
even when it is individually costf

Ethnocentrism is central to the study of Aboriginad Traveller people,
as it is the fundamental principle of Othering istbry. Othering lies at

the very heart of this study. Any study of negldctocial groups in

history encompasses a study of the ‘Other’. Travelare the ‘Other’, and
‘Aborigines’ are the ‘Other’. Said'®rientalism,as mentioned previously,
displays how the ‘Orient’ was ‘Othered’ by Westaarciety because they
wanted to control it. Similarly, Aborigines and Vedlers have been
‘Othered’ in history, because they were misundedtamistreated and
generally unwanted. Othering constitutes almost dbBumanisation of

social groups. This Othering then creates a distamsl separateness,
which is clearly evident in the case studies usa@.hThe divide between
the indigenous and settled populations of both ralistand Ireland is still

extremely wide. Oral history has been the ‘carvdtich has enabled less
of the ‘stick’ approach in recent years, as setdediety begins to learn
more about the indigenous ‘Other’.

32 paul Atkinson and Martin Hammerslelthnography: Principles in Practice
(3% Ed.) (New York, 2007), p.1.

%3 Ross A. Hammond and Robert Axelrod, “The EvolutafrEthnocentrism”, in
Journal of Conflict Resolution, Vol.5(R006) p.926.
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Inherent in many cases of Othering in society istygolonialism. In
the case of both Australian Aborigines and IrishavEllers, this is
inextricably the case. This is another of the closmparisons between the
groups; they are both indigenous groups of pogirgal nations,
conquered by the British, and still in search a@hitity and acceptance in
their own countries. In this regard, both groupsemmarginalised within
imperial discourse. Post-colonialism has witnessbd break-up of
empires, decolonisation, the formation of new stated power blocs and
the destruction of old nations. Catherine Hall etssthat such shifts have,
in many ways, had a destabilising effect on the ldyorcreating
contradictory tendencies- globalism alongside isoal new nationalisms
and ethnic identities alongside the internatiomahmunication highway%!
In light of this, it is the function of oral histans and associated
ethnographers to rescue “localism” and the “ethidientities” that are
inherent there. Globalism and globalisation do meotount for the
documentation of histories and empowerment of mégtesocial groups.
Oral history certainly does. Therefore, oral higta intrinsic to the past
and present of post-colonial nations, social groapd indigenous and
cultural ‘others’.Othering can thus be described, in terms of histbri
approach, as a means of comparing oneself bueataime time distancing
oneself from others, in this case, the Otl#er.is evident in the works of
Said, Frantz Fanon and Homi Bhabha, amongst otpess$;colonialism is
central to the creation of this Other. ‘Otherne&sr, Fanon, is the search
for identity, the quest for meaning for the “wregchof the Earth® In
these terms, the groups used in the scope of thiy anost certainly
embody “the wretched of the earth”. Fanon asskgsthe central idea of
colonialism is “that the confrontation of ‘civilide and ‘primitive’ men
creates a special situation- and brings about thergence of a mass of
illusions and misunderstandings that only a psyafiiohl analysis can
place and define® If Fanon is correct, and this is true, then this
psychological analysis is necessary for the empamwat of post-colonial
peoples both mentally and physically. The fact thaery rarely, if ever,
happened means that the “mass of illusions and ndesstandings”
inherent in neglected post-colonial groups is tiktsent in the modern

34 Catherine Hall, “Histories, Empires and the Poste@ial Moment”, in lain
Chambers and Lidia Curtlhe Post-Colonial Question: Common Skies, Divided
Horizons(London, 1996) p.65

% The Wretched of the Earth the title of Fanon’s 1963 work, called “the gest
masterpiece of anti-colonial struggle” by John-Paaitre

%8 Frantz FanorBlack Skin, White MasKsondon, 1986) p. 85
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day, a fact which is entrenched in the situatiofisboth Australian
Aborigines and Irish Travellers.

Oral history endeavours to provide a platform foistdrically
neglected, post-colonial groups, such as Austrafiborigines and Irish
Travellers, to overcome these very real and veryias barriers, a
platform for which to create a past and envisiofutare. However, can
history ever really be objective? Despite the hiatds best attempts, it is
impossible to rid oneself entirely of the ethnocisnt that dogs our desire
to know others’ The problem for the historian then is represemtatDral
history must, by its very nature, be interdisciptin History itself is
eclectic, hence the range of its debts and the ity of its relations
with other discipline§® Therein lies an ethnographic problem.
Representation “involves the assumption that mifchot all, qualitative
and ethnographic writing is a narrative productistmuctured by a logic
that separates writer, text and subject mafterthe historian must
validate what he/she has been told, which becomaslgmatic when a
linear, documented history is not available. Thetdrian must, for that
reason, take as many of these “narratives” as lplesgd try to discern
historical fact. The historian, when dealing withetOther, must be
historian, socialist, anthropologist and ethnogeapamongst many other.
They must “cast the bourgeois subject out of thrapological fold™*°
Representation is the primary focus of the orabhign in this regard, and
he/she must be multi-faceted and interdisciplirtargo so. The history of
neglected social and post-colonial groupings - (B&eeatnach: 2006;
Court: 1985; Lanters: 2009) must be consideredutiinathe same prism
also. The following chapter will provide an ovemwief the history and
historiography, of two such groups i.e. the Irishaviellers and the
Australian Aborigines.

87 John and Jean Comaroffthnography and the Historical Imaginatig®xford,
1992) p. 10

38 Jordanova, p.80

3% Norman K. Denzin/nterpretive Ethnography: Ethnographic Practices thre
21% Century(London, 1997) p.4

40 Comaroff, p.10



CHAPTER THREE

HISTORY ASQUEST.
THE CASE OFIRISH TRAVELLERS
AND AUSTRALIAN ABORIGINES

3.1 The Quest for History: Travellers and Aborigines
and ‘History from Below’

History may not be a subject of major interest tangn members of the
Travelling community. In the same way that Aborgirhistory is not
written, for the most part, by Aborigines, and atbiiy of an African tribe
is most likely not going to be written by a membéthat tribe, the history
of Irish Travellers is not written by Travellershdre are several reasons
for this. The seeming disinterest of the Travellommmunity in education
leaves many non or semi-literate, and incapablevriting any kind of
history. Stereotypes play an intrinsic role inHriociety, and while this is
not indicative of all Travellers, the self-samerstgypes remain. Much of
the general public may not have any interest itohys but perhaps it is
easy to have no interest in a history when oneadirehas one. For
Travellers, this is not such a ready commodity.tdtis is important in
understanding the present, as well as the pastthésidnay be where the
root of at least some of the anti-Traveller pregediin modern Ireland lie.
A history of Travellers engenders a history of tkher’, and most
certainly a history from below. Oral history is alitin the creation of a
Traveller history. Private testimonies represemgdpminantly, the only
method historians can possibly have in seekingxmaé the Traveller
past. It is ultimately the only way, due to thethigvels of non-literacy
among the community, and therefore, the lack of amjten history or
records. There are huge similarities here inheierAustralia’s History
Wars. Aboriginal history is utterly comparable tis $tatus of ‘history from
below’, and its utter dependence on oral testimdie difficulties in the
quest for Aboriginal history have resulted in thistry Wars. Historians
have argued fervently over the actual extent ofatrecities committed
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against the Aboriginal race in history, causingsth@Vars’. This is the
dilemma of having no recorded history. It is priiharthe settled

community who have attempted to resolve the probténthe lack of

Traveller history. There are, of course, massivilyerse opinions of
Travellers within the settled community, and thebyiously between
historians. In the same way as Aborigines do natewtheir histories,

neither do Travellers, therein creating the probtérdiversity of opinions.

Any given aspect of Traveller history, or Travellde for that matter,

may, and most likely does, differ between Trave#ied historian, leading
to another potential ‘History War. The comparisofetween the
lifestyles and histories, or perhaps pasts rathan thistories, of these
groups are many, and make a comparative studyrimstef this lifestyle

and history a very viable and interesting study.

A problem recurrent in the history of ‘Othering’éthnocentrism. This
is the tendency to look upon a certain cultureoggchl or sensible, while
viewing others as somewhat bizarre, strange or elargerous. This
problem is largely recurrent due to the fact thatdnies of the said groups
have very rarely been carried out by members o$dhgroups; they are
created by members of what one would term as westeciety. Oral
history, then, is essential in the creation ofdrgbof the ‘other’, and in the
empowerment of neglected social groups. The maihlpm in this regard
lies in interpretation. As Trevor Lummins attestdis essay on “Structure
and Validity in Oral Evidence”, “the problem at theart of using the
interview method in history still remains that obwing from the individual
account to a social interpretatiohThe problem the historian remains- is
the individual experience being accounted entireljable, as does the
problem for the ‘neglected social group’- is thatbrians interpretation
going to be contextualized in a manner which iseagble to the
interviewee. Lummins asserts that while retrospectnterviewing and
oral testimony is necessary, and capable of estaby factual data, it
must be interpreted and structured in terms ofragaéhered data. If this
process is carried out correctly, and is as ohjectis possible, then it is
absolutely vital, and utterly invaluable to the doentation and
empowerment of ‘other’ groups. In the case of thestéalian Aborigine
and the lIrish Traveller, often the “individual acct’ is almost vilified,
discredited. The historian must ensure this doéhappen with the facts
he/she has been given. Katherine Borland speaktheofneed for a

! Trevor Lummins, “Structure and Validity in Oral ilence”, in Robert Perks and
Alistair Thomson (eds.)JThe Oral History ReaddiNew York, 2006) p. 255.
2 Ibid, p. 255.
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“negotiative interpretative procedsin her essay “That's Not What |
Said”. She explains for herself, as a folklorieg heed for a skilfully told
story, but invariably the need for the self sanle ta be contextualized
properly. She explains this as the difference betwihe thinking subject
and the narrated event and thinking subject anchéreative event®.In

this way, oral testimony must be structured andtexioalized correctly,
but must retain objectivity, as far as possiblettanpart of the historian.

3.2 The history of Irish Travellers

Interest in the history of Travellers was periplhei@ much of the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuryShe Gypsy Lore Society, set up
in Britain in 1888, began to stimulate an intergstthe culture of the
‘Other’, gypsies, nomads, travellers. It was sebypnembers of the urban
middle class, who were fascinated by groups whoeamu to be
“unblemished by the ravages and corruption of maite®. It would be
very difficult to affirm if the same were true nowherefore, from the
outset, the history of Travellers was studied arnittem by non-Travellers.
W.B. Yeats was said to be a member of the Gypsyg [Saciety. Michael
O hAodha asserts that this interest in gypsy amvdller culture subsided
for the first half of the 20 century. A major catalyst which thrust Irish
Travellers back into the construct of Irish histavgs the “Report of the
Commission on ltinerancy”, a government reporteasked in 1963 The
report was, by all means, incredibly short-sightdéd.proposed the
assimilation of the Travelling community, withoutvésaging any major
problems. The report was in no way an anthropoldgar historically
merited paper, as it had little or no input fronthei field. Diarmuid
Ferriter states that the 1963 report “suggestetithgareal solution lay in
coaxing the Travellers into becoming settfedt was compiled by non-
Travellers, with very little actual study into thiges and culture of the
community. While ethnicity was not the politicalutz word’ in 1963 that

3 Katherine Borland, “That's not what | said’ Inpeetative Conflict in Oral
Narrative Research”, in Robert Perks and Alistairoffison (eds.)The Oral
History Reade(New York, 2006) p. 310.

4 Ibid, p. 311.

5 Michael O hAodhajrish Travellers: Representations and Realitigublin,
2006) p.13.

% Ibid, p. 15.

" Ibid, p. 35.

8 Diarmuid Ferriter,The Transformation of Ireland 1900-20@Dondon, 2004)
p.594.
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it is now, the government cleverly avoided mentwrenything even
marginally related to the ethnic status of Travslle In hindsight, the
report arguably served to help Travellers develart'ethnicity theory’,

which the likes of Martin Collins and members ofv@a Point, and the
Irish Traveller Movement constantly refer to in theedia. While the
community are often silent in response to constamtd often

sensationalist, media criticisms of them, the THave who do speak
publicly on issues that affect their community usudelong to these
groups. The aforementioned assimilatory and conciliatmthods have,
in terms of modern Irish society at least, servely ¢o widen the divide
between the settled and Travelling community’s. Naare than ever,
Travellers are a separate entity, and perhapsiceghoup.

Traveller woman, Mrs. Ward pictured outside heildralcaravan) in Tullamore,
County Offaly. P. Harrison Collectioi.

® Eamon Dillon, The Outsiders: Exposing the Secretive World ofafrdls
Travellers(Dublin 2006) p.11.



