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History is, among other things, an exercise of imagination and intellect. On the surface oral history appears to be 
uncomplicated and easy process of documenting history, society, culture and personality. But, in fact, doing oral history 
is as much art as technique. 
 
Advantages Over Other Sources: 
 It serves as an antidote to the digital age. Historians and scholars of an earlier time could rely on correspondence 

and diaries. Today these forms of communication are anachronisms in an instant-message world of cell phones and 
email.  

 It provides information of a different kind. 
Yes, we can read newspaper articles, speeches, magazine profiles, or minutes of meetings. But the personal and 
private experiences, the hopes, aspirations, disappointments — in short, the “meat on the bones” of the story — are 
rarely revealed through those reports and records. 

 It helps us to learn about the perspective of those who do not appear in the historical record. Women’s 
contributions have been missing from the account of the American Jewish experience.  

 
Brief History of Oral History: Interviewing people for his History of the Peloponnesian War, Thucydides became 
supposedly the first oral historian. The use of personal testimony by folklorists, social psychologists, sociologists, 
anthropologists, biographers and lay historians in the investigation of society and family heritage has never ceased. In 
1948 Alan Nevins at Columbia University organized the first oral history project to capture the memories of elite 
academics.  By the 1960s, post–civil rights era interest in recording memories of people other than elites became 
paramount. Today, most students have conducted an oral history with family and elders before graduating from high 
school. Most recently, oral history projects with firefighters, police, paramedics and families touched by as well as 
survivors of 9/11 are flourishing – capturing the ordinary labors of history’s extraordinary heroes and heroines. 
Importantly, oral history records perspectives, feelings and experiences of events not easily captured in written accounts 
(diaries and memoirs being the exception).  Carolyn Heilbrun says these stories often lie beyond the “constraints of 
acceptable discussion.” Oral history helps us understand how a “narrator” sees herself, the inner struggles and 
motivations, their interpersonal relationships and the interpretations they give to life’s events.  
 
Feminist Practice of Oral History:  
In her book, The Creation of Patriarchy, historian Gerda Lerner, THE grand “mother of women’s history,” distinguishes 
between history as the unrecorded past – all the events of the past as recollected by human beings–and history-making, 
ahistorical creation usually left, until recent times, to a professional class of male historians. While women have always 
been actors and agents in history, they have been left out of most of the annals of recorded History. Yet they have not 
only participated in sharing the world and its work with men, they have had unique experiences and have developed 
their own oral traditions by which these experiences were preserved. Women’s scarce presence in the written record 
deprives all people of a fully rendered chronicle of past events and the opportunity to draw meanings from them. When 
one-half of the human population is excluded from history-making, history fails to serve as a source of both collective 
memory and personal identity.  
 
Because women’s experiences have gone unrecorded and unrecognized, most narratives of American Jewish history 
offer only a partial account of our past. Marginalized or ignored, or absorbed into universalized categories of “Jews” or 
of “Americans,” Jewish women are not represented in the diverse roles they have played or as interpreters of events 
they have shaped. Only by enabling Jewish women to serve as wit- nesses to their own experience can we restore the 
full panorama of their lives – as wives, mothers, grandmothers, wage-earners, immigrants, community builders, 
organizational heads, political activists, intellectual innovators, and religious leaders – and create a more complete, 
balanced, and vital historical record.  
 
Oral history interviews provide an invaluable means of generating new insights about women’s experiences of 
themselves in their words and worlds. To date, oral histories housed in archives and historical societies were filled with 
either interviews with (white) men or, much to the dismay and disappointment of female scholars, interviews with 



women describing only a range of facts and their institutional involvement. Though these women were pillars of the 
community and leaders in their own right, most interviews lack detailed discussions of the complex web of feelings, 
attitudes, contradictions   and values that give meaning to women’s personal activities and events. This raises a different 
set of questions to be explored when interviewing women: for example, about childbirth and rearing, household work, 
romance, concern with appearance (e.g. fashion, stereotypes and body image), the women’s movement and feminism, 
domestic religion, “kitchen Judaism,” generational differences and how home and work lives (paid and unpaid) were 
balanced. For Jewish women, we must always ask “what difference does gender make?” as well as “how did being 
Jewish impact your life?” 
 
A New Set of Questions: A more subjective realm of questioning allows women to not only reflect on their experiences 
but also how perceptions of women affected their understandings of themselves, their choices and their roles. Women’s 
oral history requires a new set of questions to explore women’s unique experiences and unique perspectives. Women 
should have an opportunity to explain and clarify uses of emotional language in their own terms and provide context. As 
an interviewer, we must develop methods for probing more deeply by critically listening to the ways our narrators 
respond to questions, often pausing when uncomfortable or giving rise to feelings without overstepping our bounds.  In 
other words, it takes time and sensitivity to step beyond familiar, twice-told or expected answers. Oral history 
interviews with women are unique in creating the possibility of going beyond the conventional stories of women’s lives, 
discussing both pains and satisfactions, to reveal experiences in a less culturally edited form. As an interviewer, it is a 
privilege hearing the stories women consider important, especially when your narrator is given the opportunity to define 
the wealth, richness and breadth of the events that define her. 
 
 
 
 



 
Sample Topic Guide Questions 

From the Jewish Women’s Archive “Weaving Women’s Words” Oral History Handbook© 
 

FAMILY 
Families of origin: 
 Where and when were you born? Where did you grow up? Who lived in your house? 
 Where were your parents born?  Where did they grow up?   
 Which family members settled in the United States? 
 What did your parents do?  Describe their backgrounds (including religious, educational, work) and their roles in 

your home and family life. 
 What was your relationship with your siblings? 
 Were girls and boys treated differently in your family?  Explain what you believed your family’s expectations were 

regarding education, marriage, work, Jewish identity. 
 
HOME/PLACE 
Home and community: 
 Describe the neighborhood in which you grew up.  What was distinctive about it? 
 Did you consider your neighborhood to be a “Jewish neighborhood”?  What were its distinctive landmarks, including 

stores, places of worship, schools, etc.? 
 
EDUCATION 
General Education: 
 Where did you go to school? 
 What school experiences stand out as being most formative? activities/classes you enjoyed? 
 Describe the experience of being a Jewish, female student. 
 Did you have any particular role models, male or female, in school (including teachers)? 
 What did you want to be when you grew up?  Why? 
 If you went to college/graduate/professional training, how did you choose where to go?   
 What was your major/training and how did you choose it? 
 Do you think that females had a different educational experience than males? 
 Which, if any, of your educational experiences made a lifelong impact?  
 
Jewish Education: 
 Tell me about any formal Jewish educational experiences you had. 
 How useful was your Jewish education to you?   
 Describe the social life for girls (and boys) in which you and your friends participated.  
 Were there any significant Jewish learning experiences you had outside of a school setting? 
 
WORK 
Paid Work: 
 What have been your main work experiences and contributions? 
 What dissatisfactions, if any, did you experience in your work? 
 Did you experience any problems in the workplace because of your gender or religion? 
 Was there a women’s work culture of any sort that you can describe? 
 What were your expectations around earning money? 
 
CREATED FAMILIES 
Courtship and Marriage 
 How and when did you meet your husband/partner? 
 Describe your courtship, wedding (and honeymoon) 
 Describe your roles and those of your husband in the marriage.  For example, what were your respective 

responsibilities regarding childrearing, household finances, and social activities?   



 If your marriage ended and you remarried, describe your expectations and attitudes about marital roles in your new 
marriage. 

 Describe your experience of separation and/or divorce, or widowhood. 
 If you chose to form a long-term partnership outside of marriage, please describe your expectations, commitments 

and respective roles within the relationship.  
 
Children and  Child-rearing: 
 How many children do you have?  Ages? 
 How did you and your husband/partner share childrearing roles and responsibilities? 
 Describe a typical day in your household when your children were young or adolescents. 
 Did your style of childrearing differ from that of your own mother?  How?  
 If your children are parents, how does their childrearing style compare to yours? How do you think your style of 

childrearing compares to other mothers of your own generation? 
 
Experiences of Grandparenting: 
 How many grandchildren do you have? 
 What were expectations about becoming a grandmother? 
 Describe the experience of being a grandmother.  What have been your roles and responsibilities?  Greatest rewards 

or problems? 
 
RELIGION 
Domestic Religion/Kitchen Judaism: 
 Did your family keep kosher?  Describe how decisions were made regarding kashrut and your family’s practices.  Did 

these practices change over time? 
 Did your family observe Shabbat?  If so, describe how it was observed and the preparations made by you and other 

women in your family. 
 Did you learn to cook? How? Do you have any special family recipes?  Do you associate them with particular holidays 

or events?  Do you prepare them any differently from your mother, grandmother or other relative? Are there 
cookbooks you regularly turn to? 

 Were there any regional influences on the foods prepared in your home? 
 What holidays did your family celebrate, both Jewish and others?  Which were the most important?  
 What were your family’s attitudes towards and/or observance of Christmas and other non-Jewish holidays? 
 Did your family observe Passover?  What preparations were made in your home for the holiday? 
 Tell us about important life cycle events in which you participated.  Describe how you celebrated or marked the 

birth of your children.  Did you celebrate your children’s coming of age, for example, with a bar or bat mitzvah or a 
sweet sixteen party?  Describe your feelings about these events. 

 Did you consider your home to be a Jewish home? Did you display or possess any objects, arts and crafts, family 
heirlooms, or other decorations that marked your religious or ethnic identity? 

 
Public Religion: 
 Growing up, did your family belong to a synagogue?  If yes, describe your experience within the synagogue. 
 As an adult, did you and your family belong to a synagogue? Describe your involvement. 
 How did you feel about women’s roles in public worship? 
 Did you participate in any women-centered prayers, rituals, or observances? 
 
COMMUNITY AND CIVIC SERVICE 
 Have you served as a volunteer for community or civic projects?  In the Jewish community?   
 What were your motivations for undertaking volunteer work in the community? 
 How did you balance your community work with your family obligations and/or paid work? 
 Do you associate particular Jewish values with the work you did? 
 
LEISURE AND CULTURE 
 How did you spend your leisure time? Which leisure activities were most important to you? 



 Did you participate in any “women’s only” clubs/groups? Describe your involvement. 
 Did you have any hobbies or special interests?  Describe. 

 
HEALTH/BODY IMAGE 
 In your family, what roles did women play in caring for family members or were ill or disabled?  Were there different 

expectations regarding men’s roles? 
 Do you think that ideas about beauty and body image have changed significantly over the course of your life?  In 

what way? 
 Have you had any experiences with health or illness that have been extremely significant in your life? 
 
WOMENS’ IDENTITIES AND NETWORKS 
 How has your life been shaped by your friendships with women? 
 Have you been involved in any women’s communities? 
 Have you been involved in any way in the women’s movement? 
 What are your attitudes towards feminism?  Contrast your views regarding feminism to those of your children’s 

generation. 
 Have your children made different choices regarding work and family from yours?  How do you feel about the 

choices your daughters or daughters-in-law or granddaughters have made about their lives? 
 Who are/were your favorite cultural heroines? What appeals to you about them? 
 
HISTORY AND WORLD EVENTS 
 What historical and landmarks events played the most significant role in shaping your life experiences and attitudes? 
 Have you or your family been involved in any political movements or causes? 
 What was the impact of the Holocaust on your personal and family life? 
 Did you and/or your family have a particular interest in Zionism and the creation of the State of Israel? 
 Have you visited Israel?  Were you involved in any other ways? 



20 Questions to Ask the Important Women in Your Life 
 
Create your family history with your mother, your grandmother, and your aunts (bring your tape recorder or video 
camera!) 
 
1. Whom are you named after? Whom am I named after? What was she or he like? 
2. What was the house you grew up in like? Who lived with you? What was your neighborhood like? How did you 

relate to your non-Jewish neighbors? 
3. What languages were spoken in your home? By whom? To whom? What kinds of newspapers and books did you 

have in your home? Who read them? 
4. What about your family felt Jewish? How was your Jewishness expressed? 
5. How did you celebrate Jewish holidays? American holidays? What special roles did the women in your family play in 

holiday preparations and observance? 
6. What special foods do you associate with your family and family celebrations? 
7. Where did you go to school? Did you like it? What were your favorite subjects? 
8. Did you go to religious school? If so, where? What was it like? How meaningful did you find your Jewish education? 
9. What did you want to be when you grew up? Why? What options seemed open or closed to you? 
10. What did you do for fun as a teenager? As a young adult? 
11. How did you spend your summer vacations? Did you go to summer camp? Did you like it? Did your family vacation 

together? Where did you go and what did you do? 
12. (If married) How did you meet your spouse? What were your courtship and wedding like? What were your 

expectations about roles and responsibilities within your marriage? If you didn't marry, was this a conscious choice 
or did your life just take that turn? How do you feel about it in retrospect? 

13. What volunteer or paid work have you done? How has it been important to you? 
14. What has been important to you as a daughter? A sister? A life partner? A mother? A grandmother? As a friend? As 

a member of a community? 
15. Who have been your role models? What about them do you admire? 
16. What words of wisdom did your mother/grandmothers/aunts share with you? 
17. Who are your favorite cultural heroines? What appeals to you about them? 
18. What world and national events have significantly influenced your life? 
19. Women's roles in Judaism have changed dramatically over the past several decades. Have these changes had a 

personal impact on you? What do you think of them? 
20. What in your life has brought or given you the greatest satisfaction or fulfillment? Looking back, what would you 

have done differently? What would you do again? 
 

 
DO Listen to the narrator. Let her guide the interview. 
DO Ask open-ended questions that give your narrator a chance to tell her own story in her own words 
DO Offer narrators the freedom to express own thoughts and experiences and define terms. 
DO Ask women follow-up questions in order to probe, evaluate and reflect on those thoughts and experiences. 

Samples: “Tell me more,” “What did that [word/event/decision] mean for you?” “Can you tell me, in your own 
mind, what led up to the experience of.”  

DON’T Cut off the narrator to steer her to your interpretations/concerns/agenda 
DON’T Intrude into areas that the narrator has chosen to hold back. Honor their integrity and privacy. 
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