A Turning Point in Oral History: From the
Digital Recorder to the Times of Artificial
Intelligence through Hermeneutics

Uma virada na historia oral: do gravador

ABSTRACT

This article analyses the impacts of the
digital turn on oral history, from the pop-
ularization of the digital recorder in the
mid-2000s to Artificial Intelligence tech-
nologies. It argues that digital transfor-
mations have opened up new method-
ological, ethical and hermeneutic
perspectives. Digitization has enabled
advances such as remote interviews and
automated transcriptions, but has
prompted proposals for advances beyond
these practices. Integration with genera-
tive AI challenges conventional interpre-
tations, suggesting hybrid approaches.
The conclusion is that the digital turn has
broadened the horizons of the field, while
maintaining a commitment to oral mem-
ory and its complexities.
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REsumo

Este artigo analisa os impactos da virada
digital na histéria oral, desde a populari-
zagdo do gravador digital, em meados
dos anos 2000, até as tecnologias de In-
teligéncia Artificial. Argumenta-se que
as transformagdes digitais abriram no-
vas perspectivas metodologicas, éticas e
hermenéuticas. A digitalizagdo possibi-
litou avangos como entrevistas remotas
e transcri¢des automatizadas, mas susci-
tou propostas de avangos além dessas
préticas. A integracao com IA generati-
va desafia interpretagdes convencionais,
sugerindo abordagens hibridas. Con-
clui-se que a virada digital ampliou os
horizontes do campo, mantendo o com-
promisso com a memoria de expressao
oral e suas complexidades.
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Introduction

[...] digital technologies are transforming so many aspects of our work as oral his-
torians [...] how people remember and narrate their lives — that they will, over time,
also change the way we think about memory and personal narrative, about telling
and storing life stories, and about sharing memories and making stories. This Dig-
ital Revolution - the fourth transformation of the oral history paradigm - is still in
process, and life on the brink of change in the face of an ever-changing horizon can
be uncomfortable. The future of oral history and the role of the oral historian have
never been more exciting, or more uncertain (Thomson, 2007, p. 70).

Alistair Thomson’s excerpt shows the beginning of the digital turn in oral
history in the first decade of the 21st century in the USA, which was noticed
in Brazil a little later (Alberti, 2013, position 1159). Ricardo Santhiago listed
some of the multiple turns in the field, considering that

[...] each of these movements is recognizable in the practice of oral history, in its
processes and in its products. However, the idea that they constitute “turns” is
not only inaccurate, but also contributes to clouding their roles as openings, em-
phases, inclinations, inaugurations, which add to the accumulation of the prac-
tice itself and integrate new elements into a system [...] (2023, pp. 638-639).

Santhiago then mentioned two important articles by Linda Shopes (2014;
2015), stating that Thomson’s understanding of “revolutions” in the “para-
digms” of oral history “theory and practice” is methodologically “impoverish-
ing” (Santhiago, 2023, p. 639). Santhiago’s article is full of qualifiers, but it is
worth arguing that the term “turns” is “imprecise” and contributes to “cloud-
ing”, in the author’s words, the reflection on oral history only when there is still
aneed to better understand what a turn is and what its impacts have been'.

Christian Delacroix has argued that historiography is overwhelmed by the
avalanche of multiple turning points or different turns that reveal the internal
intellectual developments and contexts that can serve to rethink its status
(2014, p. 220). It is therefore possible to consider that there is nothing “impov-
erishing” about turns because they signify self-reflexivity, just as there is noth-
ing impoverishing about the turns mentioned by Thomson.

If Delacroix deduced the turns in French historiographical currents
(1999), Zoltan Boldizsar Simon analyzed what these turns meant in the theory
and philosophy of history (2019, p. 19). Simon said that if someone intends to
“announce a ‘turn’ in historical studies or contribute to one’, it is possible to in-
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fer that they are traveling along theoretical paths (2019, p. 20). Whether in his-
toriography as in the case of Delacroix (2014), in the history of historiography
(Aradjo, 2013), in the theory and philosophy of history (Simon, 2019), or even
in oral history, the turns are complex because they occur in the movement of
the field with the epistemological or contextual liveliness of the subject itself.

In the American Historical Review forum: Historiographic “Turns” in
Critical Perspective, the turns were described by their sophistications: “how
should we now understand the various ‘turns’ that have marked the recent his-
tory of history writing and theorizing?” (Introduction, 2012, p. 698). The no-
tion that turns are “mere historiographical markers, denoting definable move-
ments or changes in the way some of our professionals have understood,
approached and explained their work” has been brushed aside by analysts.

These history professionals who contributed to the debates in the American
Historical Review refused to understand the turns as a “simple or unproblem-
atic feature of our profession’s recent past’, submitting them to a “comprehen-
sive and insightful critique that simultaneously reminds us of what can be
gained from this historiographical retrospection and also what can be lost by
thinking of them in definitive and categorical terms” (Introduction, 2012, p.
698). In this way, announcing a turning point, engaging in it, recognizing it or
even acting to support a set of new circumstances that intend to change some-
thing means “committing oneself explicitly or implicitly to a ‘theory of history’
in one sense or another” (Simon, 2019, p. 47).

The hypothesis of this article is that (I) a digital turn in oral history was
initiated as the digital society advanced for more than two decades of the 21st
century, bringing with it (II) the conditions of possibility for the insertion of
oral expression memory as a hermeneutic phenomenon rather than a human
one by (III) enabling research in the expanding environment of Als.

For Daniel Woolf, “periodization is both inescapable and indispensable”
even though one can “take into account the warnings against fixing periods,
which are neither absolute nor phantasmatic” (2023, p. 56). With a sense of un-
finished business, the beginning of the digital turn in oral history is established
in the mid-2000s with the popularization of the digital recorder and its con-
tinuation to the present day due to the expansion of Als. This is a periodiza-
tion that imposes the provisionality of the present, estimating the beginning of
a movement and not its end.

To assume that there has been a digital turn within Brazilian oral history
is not, however, to support the abolition of the ways in which oral history was
and still is done, even before the almost ubiquitous relationship of technology
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in the present. Oral history is still done by getting one’s shoes dirty in villages,
quilombos or facing the challenges of radically listening to traumas or contra-
dictory positions that are later criticized. If the dimensions of online life do not
have the power to revoke the dimensions of the analog, just as we try to avoid
dualisms, we must also frustrate those who look to the digital turn of oral his-
tory as an excluding absolute.

IN ADDITION TO REMOTE INTERVIEWS

Oral history research no longer necessarily involves traveling from one university
or museum to another. [...] Scholars [...] can access the Internet to obtain infor-
mation about available recordings. [...] Networked information allows research-
ers to connect oral history resources to other relevant ones. All of this results in
very different expectations of access than just twenty years ago (Boyd; Larson,
2014, p. 4).

What Douglas A. Boyd and Mary A. Larson said can be found in fieldwork
and in dealing with oral memory sources, as well as in the constitution of archives
or characteristic story banks (Meihy; Seawright, 2020, p. 145). Digital humani-
ties, digital history and digital public history have made similar observations
about the changes that have taken place since Web 2.0. The digital society can be
delineated as one that “emerges globally from the digital revolution that began
in the last decade of the 20th century - and it should be noted from the outset
that we can only consider that we have effectively entered” it “when the techno-
logical and computer resources disseminated by the digital revolution begin to
reach most of the planet’s populations and at all social levels in different ways and
in a widespread and decisive manner” (Barros, 2022, p. 11).

If the digital revolution was operationalized in the mid-1990s (Almeida,
2022, p. 101; Barros, 2022, p. 11), in oral history it is possible to trace the be-
ginning of the digital turn to the popularization of digital recorders in the mid-
2000s. After appearing between the late 1980s and early 1990s, with the Digital
Audio Tape, these devices offered superior sound quality and greater durabil-
ity compared to analog ones. The miniaturization of the devices, their in-
creased storage capacity and the advent of the MP3 format brought greater
technology into the daily lives of researchers. The advantages and concerns
surrounding digital recorders, as well as recording media and all the risks re-
garding the preservation of materials, were discussed from the outset by
Donald. A. Ritchie - among others (2003, p. 166).
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Verena Alberti said that until the 1990s, the standard was the use of cas-
sette and reel-to-reel tapes. Since then, it has been recognized that digitization
is essential for established collections and for new recordings (2013, position
1159). As Boyd and Larson understand, professional work in oral history has
changed and has established the possibility of mediation technology through
tools that can guarantee the recording of remote interviews. In other words,
recordings can be made using Als to transcribe interviews using transcription
software or speech recognition tools. These technologies use Natural Language
Processing (NLP) and Automatic Speech Recognition (AVR).

Rather than evaluating each tool by means of a long commute, it is worth
reflecting, with Thiago Lima Nicodemo, Alesson Ramon Rota and Ian Kisil
Marino, that “digital technologies in people’s lives is a global phenomenon™
“smartphones that fit in the palm of your hand are just a small sample of the
place they occupy in everyday life” (Nicodemo; Rota; Marino, 2022, p. 7). All
without accessing the marvelous, tracing the charms of the (not) so New
Information Technologies, NIT; access to information, real-time communica-
tion, automation, cloud storage, big data and data analysis; digital education or
history teaching (Costa, 2021). There is a tendency to recognize both the an-
teriority of digital transformations in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic and
the measures aimed at mitigating its effects, in addition to the accelerationism
of the pandemic environment, which is often marked by “actualism” (Pereira;
Araujo, 2021).

In addition to the seminal work of Daniel Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig
(2006) in the United States, it is possible to infer that: “since the epochal expe-
rience of the pandemic, this ‘encounter with the new’ can no longer be post-
poned: the virtualization of the historian’s craft has become an imperative”
(Pereira; Marques; Ramalho, 2022, p. 290) — which does not mean neglecting
the analogical procedures of the “opération historiographique” (Certeau, 1975,
p. 64; Ricoeur, 2000, p. 257).

As can be seen in previous texts (Seawright; Maceno, 2023), the digital
turn in oral history did not depend on the COVID-19 pandemic, while it is not
possible to ignore its effects or maintain contradictory arguments such as the
one that proposes the idea that the documentation of the pandemic would rep-
resent the continuity of conventional practices in the field, but at the same time
there would be certain ruptures through the intensive use of technology. The
proposal to approach these elements as mere recontextualizations — due to em-
piricist adaptability — shows how the reconfiguration of the digital world can
still be underestimated.
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In turn, the emphasis on “documentary collecting” demonstrates that the
“production of sources” in oral history can relegate closer examination to the
bottom of ontological realism’s trunk. Ethan Kleinberg has argued that the “con-
juring trick of ontological realism is that it allows the historian to exert his or
her own influence on the past by restricting its light to all that it reveals [...]”
(2021, p. 47). The selectivity about what is most “urgent” among the urgencies
through the metaphor of light employed by Kleinberg indicates that choices
remain a realistic “trick” that deals with the abundances of the digital age from
the same analog vortex (Gil, 2024, p. 12).

If documenting the COVID-19 pandemic is “urgent’, it is also urgent to
treat it with maturity, and then consider the digital conditions that gave rise
to it. This requires moving beyond the initial phase of the heuristic of oral
sources with a realistic appeal. Everything invites us to overcome the sense
of realist or empiricist “urgency” and to become more mature in dealing with
traumas stemming from memory attacked by political, economic or health
circumstances. After all, is there any documentation that is more “urgent”
than other urgent documentation? Is it possible to provoke a competition of
catastrophes to measure the pain of others, between wars, pandemics and
other traumas that characterize the genre of testimonial oral history (Meihy;
Seawright, 2020, p. 75)?

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, there were differences of opinion about
conducting remote interviews. There were those who advocated remote inter-
views in all circumstances and those who advocated remote interviews when
face-to-face interviews could not be carried out. There were also those who did
not accept remote interviews at all because of the “warmth of the encounter”
as the raw material for verbalized history. Finally, there were those who want-
ed - in the case of multiple interviews with the same narrator - the first meet-
ing to be face-to-face and the others to take place remotely.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, adherence to remote interviews has in-
creased on the grounds that this is the way to make research projects feasible.
Adriena Casini da Silva set out to understand the professional drama that
struck oralists. How to conduct interviews in times of social isolation, under
degraded political circumstances, with few financial resources and under “vac-
cine denialism” when immunizers were available for purchase/application?

According to Silva, his research was “based on the methodological stages
that constituted the writing of a doctoral thesis” on “educational and institu-
tional policies that motivated the expansion of Colégio Pedro II (CPII), in the
2000s, starting from an investigation of the History of Education in the pres-
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ent time”: the “interviews were carried out remotely [...] considering the chal-
lenges imposed by social isolation, in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic,
since March 2020” (Silva, 2022, p. 154).

Experiencing the need for “technological adaptations’, Silva asked: “how
can we do Oral History online without losing nuances and details?” (2022, p.
154). The researcher adjusted her schedule to digital dynamics, especially in
the context of pandemic temporality in the “relationship between what is prop-
er to history” (in this case, oral history), “what is proper to computing” and how
these domains interact (Silveira, 2022, p. 222). The distance imposed by the re-
mote circumstance required the use of digital tools such as Zoom, WhatsApp,
Google Meet, among others (Silva, 2022, pp. 159-160).

If it is true that “conducting Oral History interviews during the period of
social isolation imposed by the pandemic led us to break down hitherto invis-
ible barriers in the use of technology and the suitability of methodology” (Silva,
2022, p. 169), it is unreasonable to neglect previous experiences demonstrated
by Anita Lucchesi - a pioneer of Digital Public History in Brazil.

Lucchesi mentioned three projects: “Memoro — La Banca della Memoria’,
in Turin, which collected life stories of people born before 1950, highlight-
ing the “oral tradition” and elders as narrators with audio or video interviews
uploaded to the web and organized on an interactive platform (2014, p. 40).
The second, “Herstories”, is an online archive of Sri Lankan women’s stories,
with spoken and visual narratives, such as “trees of life”, and a space for “vent-
ing” about the civil war (Lucchesi, 2014, p. 43). The third is the Museu da
Pessoa, in Brazil, which combined oral history and digital collaboration, with
more than 16,000 stories to create a “social technology of memory” (Lucchesi,
2014, p. 45).

Agreeing with Lucchesi on the importance of the three initiatives, as well
as others, and highlighting the heuristic element as a key to oral history;, it re-
mains to ponder methodological improvements in the era of Generative Al Is
it feasible to overcome in the field of oral history the initial and quite obvious
understanding that remote interviews are a possibility? The answer is affirma-
tive, above all because it is a recurring practice among different oral history
professionals, but also because there seems to be a certain saturation with ar-
chival excesses and empiricism that calls for reflection.
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BEYOND THE HUMAN

It is in the interaction between humans and computers - “human-computer in-
teractions”, or HCI - that I seek to understand the emergence of relational expe-
riences that constitute what I call a “more than human” history [...] the growing
autonomy of artificial agents as mediators of social relations [...] provided by ma-
chine learning, has suggested the problematization of a more than human condi-
tion [...] (Bonaldo, 2023, p. 3).

In addition to the text by Nicodemo and Oldimar Cardoso entitled
Metahistory for (Ro)bots: Historical Knowledge in the Artificial Intelligence Era
(2019), Rodrigo Bragio Bonaldo contributed to thinking about the temporal
cadences of humans and computers: “human-computer interactions”. From the
popularization of the digital recorder to Als, part of Bonaldo’s proposal may
also be possible in the methodological field of oral history. This proposal re-
fers, from one perspective, to the transposition of a certain fetish for the pro-
duction of sources, and, from another, to reflection on hermeneutics in the
times of Als.

It is clear that discussions within oral history are still in their infancy when
it comes to Al. Some members of the International Oral History Association
(IOHA) and the Brazilian Oral History Association (ABHO) are waiting for
greater openness to the digital theme. At the 22nd IOHA International
Conference, which took place in Rio de Janeiro between July 25 and 28, 2023,
the important theme was chosen: Oral History in a Digital and Audiovisual
World. For several speakers, however, the “digital world” would be an expres-
sion for what is current and what provokes some practitioners in the field. It is
therefore significant that the topic of Al is somewhat absent from the work pro-
posals, even though, it should be noted, several initiatives have addressed ele-
ments of the digital society.

One of the central aspects of the program was the roundtable Oral History
in a Digital and Audiovisual World, the theme of the IOHA Conference held in
July 2023. Participants included Elizabeth Visser (University of Cape Town/
South Africa), Jun Oguro (Doshisha University/Japan) and Sumallya
Mukhopadhyay (International Institute of Research and Studies/India), mod-
erated by Mayara Juca (FGV CPDOC/Brazil). The focus of the discussion was
to reflect on “ways of doing oral history in the face of the digital and imagetic
challenges of the first decades of the 21st century”, based on “trajectories of re-
searchers around the world” (22nd IOHA International Conference, 2023)>.
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Established journals such as The Oral History Review reveal a certain vac-
uum in discussions about artificial intelligences — somewhat understandable
given the emergence and improvement of this tool, with the use of algorithms
or computer models in recent years. Noting the excessive caution with which
the Associazione Italiana di Storia Orale, AISO, has treated digital material,
one can see that this dynamic is not exclusive to ABHO or the international
community of oralists. In the Italian case, there is an attachment to empiricist
ways of doing oral history, as shown by most of the publications in the II de
Martino periodical. Storie, voci, suoni.

Alessandro Casellato pointed this out by treating the so-called “positiv-
ism” in relation to oral sources with less conceptual precision, but also by re-
vealing a practice in oral history that is still dependent on the first phase of
something that resembles the aforementioned historiographical operation. This
was shown by the recognition that “outside the university” they carry out “cam-
paigns to record interviews” in a “naive and positivist way, without the tools to
interpret them properly” (Casellato, 2023, p. 157).

If the public experience of oral history is something that can be verified
in Casellato’s argument, as is also the case in Brazil, it is possible to understand
the exhaustion of the idea that oral history only serves to produce sources: ar-
chive, archive, archive. This perception, which gained momentum with the dis-
semination of Pierre Nora’s work (1996; 1997; 1998) — based on heritage and
commemorative motivations — needs to be investigated when we look at the
conceptions of verbalized memory. Criticism can be made in different ways,
taking for granted the effectiveness of Ricoeur’s phenomenology of memory, es-
pecially in La Mémoire, I'Histoire, 'Oubli (2000, p. 534).

Of the desire for the remains of the past through the production of the ar-
chive as a “product of the time”, Ricoeur said: “it is somewhat in a tone of im-
precation that Nora exclaims: Archive, archive, there will always be something
left!” (2000, p. 213). The archive as a “voluntary secretion” (Ricoeur, 2000, p.
525), however, has its virtues, its powerful social dynamics and, equally, its lim-
its as a way of saving data, information or even “redeeming the past” Harald
Weinrich’s expression in Lete: Art and Critique of Forgetting — “stored, that is,
forgotten” (2001, p. 281).

From the philosopher de Valence’s sophisticated critique of Nora’s envi-
ronment, it follows that the obsession with accumulation in oral history ar-
chives reflects nothing other than the desire for alternative redemption of the
past. The nobility of demonstrating variable, dissonant and less heard voices
in oral history is sometimes lost in the archival appeal to the ontology of accu-
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mulation, which is a form of realism. Assuming that it is impossible to capture
the past is not something new. Just like the past in its passability (Ricoeur,
1998), memory is not just gain. It is also loss. And it is because of this loss and
the forms of forgetting that we can archive and then doubt the sense of suffi-
ciency of our accumulations. It is the sense of incompleteness that qualifies the
archive, the interview, the library, the memory; not the glamor of sufficiency.
We can then paraphrase: interview, interview, there will always be someone left!

It is not a recent realization that oral history has outgrown the initial phase
in which it claimed to “give voice” to the “voiceless”; its progress towards “giv-
ing ears” to the unheard has been significant. While recognizing these inclina-
tions, it was necessary to question the saturation that invited the qualitative
task. Methodological maturity went beyond the mere filling of “documentary
gaps” or the hackneyed “memory retrieval”

Boyd and Larson said of oral history over the first two decades of the 21st
century that the internet: “blew the hinges off the doors of archives, and access
took on a whole new meaning” (Boyd; Larson, 2014, p. 4). Blowing the “hing-
es off archive doors” and spreading oral histories is remarkable, as it is part of
“democratizing oral histories”. It seems unreasonable to speak only to peers, be-
cause peers are invited to do more than “consume stories™: they are invited to
feel attracted to their significant cores: they are invited to tell good stories.

People are interested in people’s stories. Some of these people are interest-
ed in narratives about the weather, animals, viruses, plants and inhuman arti-
facts like computers. Even machines are dialoguing with anthropomorphic ex-
pressions, according to Bonaldo: “computer memory”, “machine learning’,
“hallucination” and, above all, “artificial intelligence”. For Bonaldo, this could
be an example that “possibly reinforces the suspicions of neopositivism that
arise among historians” (Bonaldo, 2024, p. 144). In any case, the mathematical
foundations of Al programming and engineering point to the extrapolation of
human temporality in the same way that the tendency of oral history is to over-
come the accumulation of stories as if they were just scraps like any other scraps:
the ontological accumulation of life, of the rest of human life.

Oral history has never needed to declare something similar to what Marc
Bloch wrote: “science des hommes dans le temps” (Bloch, 1952, p. 29). It didn’t
need to because it emerged in an environment centered on the human; on over-
coming wars, dictatorships and political censorship (Gattaz; Meihy; Seawright,
2019, p. 11). Oral history would therefore be nothing other than sensitive and
humanizing. For oral history, homocentrism - as Dipesh Chakrabarty put it -
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has almost always prevailed, since human beings obviously speak, and if they
speak, they have the primacy to tell their own story or the story of others.

Speech would not be possible without its “other” and the “other” of its “oth-
er”: the various forms of life and things. It wouldn’t even be possible to think
of oral history without the projection of speech, which is nothing other than a
form of prospection: from the inside out. In other words, a prospection that be-
comes a prospection because, before speech, there is an expectation of speech.
Being a talking animal, however, shouldn’t mean neglecting other animals;
things that don’t speak or technology that “speaks differently”, at the risk of pro-
vocatively reinventing the unlikely formula: I speak, therefore I am. Although
Als can generate images, sounds and speech itself, human speech seems to in-
dicate other existences that are more than human, such as its artificial repro-
duction.

How to interpret them?

If temporal and mathematical quantification are lapidary for the informa-
tional society, the quality of the analysis has the potential to instruct more ro-
bust proposals.

In this regard, Stephen M. Sloan analyzed that

With the push towards quantitative analysis [...] qualitative understanding is
more necessary than ever. Even researchers who defend the vast potential of Big
Data research, such as Mayer-Schonberger and Cukier, warn of the dangers of a
“data dictatorship” [...] Quantitative analysis offers the opportunity for every
voice to be heard, to find the exception, the nuance of existence and the texture
of reality (Sloan, 2014, p. 184).

The “dictatorship of data” or even the “primitive accumulation of data” are
elements that imply a critique of digital colonialism or its power of profitabili-
ty/extractivism (Lippold; Faustino, 2022, p. 63). Argumentative critiques such
as those by Walter Lippold and Deivison Faustino, or even problems with the
ethics of algorithms (Mittelstandt et al., 2016; Floridi, 2022) depend on inter-
pretative parameters that can hybridize what is considered here to be a certain
human and more than human hermeneutics.

The attitude of neo-Luddism in the 21st century, of attacking machines,
doesn’t seem to apply when what is proposed has a qualitative slant, including in
the case of oral history. Several texts were written — at the time of the institution-
alization of oral history in Brazil - about the importance of daydreams, night
dreams or waking dreams; worldviews, beliefs and even lies or inaccuracies.
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Such questionable materials for a number of historians locked in the cult
of written sources were virtuous for oralists who intended to embrace subjec-
tivities. Because memory is almost always malleable and spiral, it is unreason-
able to criticize it with the same parameters as those used to criticize written
sources from the outset. Operators in oral history have employed hermeneutic
parameters, even under the more usual name of “story analysis”; they question
impostures, denials, bad faith, hoaxes. But the feeling of welcoming imperfec-
tions seems to be provoked in the current environment of consolidation of
Generative Al

Generative Al can be understood as a new media or as a tool for integrat-
ing social relations. Bonaldo analyzed these models, emphasizing their virtues
and potential for improvement in the face of failures. On this subject, he pre-
sented the oral communication: “Three cheers for the shipwreck: on the rise
and fall of digital humanities”, at the XII Brazilian Seminar on Theory of
History and History of Historiography (2024). The metaphor of the shipwreck,
which symbolizes the failure of Als, is not seen as annihilation, but as a stimu-
lus to “double the bet”: instead of just declaring the “technological limitations
in the face of the superiority of human interpretation’, we can improve models
with parameters more adapted to our data (2024).

Just as in oral history narratives go through daydreams, distortions and
deviations from the teleological meaning of verbalizations, machine learning
does not prevent “hallucination” — which happens when “the connection be-
tween the data and its conclusions may not be obvious, or even accessible, if
not mistaken” (Bonaldo, 2023, p. 13). The possible encounter, yet to be made
in a more specialized way, between oral history and Generative Al does not en-
sure a territory of large blocks of perfection in which inerrancy is sought as con-
firmation of an ideal god-like model.

TwO BRIEF DETOURS AND A PROBLEM

The symbol makes you think.
(Ricoeur, 1969, p. 46)

NLP allows computers to understand, interpret and respond to human lan-
guage, bypassing the temporal relationship between humans and machines
(Caseli; Nunes, 2023, p. 12). With the use of Word Embeddings it is possible to
mathematically represent words, allowing the machine to understand expres-
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sions with similar but not identical meanings (Mikolov et al., 2013). The
Transformer architecture improves these processes by contextualizing words
within sentences and improving accuracy in interpreting or generating texts
(Vaswani et al., 2023). In the aporia between the representation operated by Als,
and the world returning to things, the possibility of another hermeneutic is es-
tablished that tensions phenomenology and the world of things themselves.

Ewa Domanska, Simon and Dominick LaCapra, among others, have con-
sidered the category of “non-anthropocentric humanities”, “post-anthropocen-
trism” or even “post-humanism” to designate something more than human
(Domanska, 2010; Simon, 2021; LaCapra, 2018). The “non-anthropocentric
humanities” are like an “institutionalized set of topics, techniques and research
interests”, from which an ethos is derived from the “intellectual movement and
ethical stance called posthumanism”. (Domanska, 2010, pp. 118-119).

It doesn’t mean that human beings are superseded as if they were ma-
chines when they reach obsolescence, nor does it mean that the dystopia of ma-
chines dominating people in a kind of hell without redemption is reiterated. As
LaCapra explained, this means that the humanities have become “a field or
conglomerate of fields that is not exclusively centered on the human being”
(2018, p. 62), but which may not exist without him. For LaCapra, this concep-
tion includes “artificial intelligence (AI), robots, genetic engineering and the
advent of futuristic possibilities” (2018, p. 64).

In an attempt to overcome anthropocentrism by opening up to the rela-
tionship between humans who tell stories about other humans and non-hu-
mans; things, animals, plants, objects or Als, it is appropriate to raise the issue
of hermeneutics. In other words, with temporal cadences that are more than
human and the aforementioned return to things, as in Domanska (2006, p.
338), would it still be feasible to employ hermeneutic theoretical-methodolog-
ical foundations?

Digital hermeneutics was addressed by Murilo Gongalves dos Santos in his
doctoral thesis and in scientific papers (2022). The author argued that digitaliza-
tion has altered the ontological and epistemological foundations of history,
changing the conditions in which we can know. In addition, he went through the
thinking of the classic schools of hermeneutics — from Droysen and Dilthey to
the thinkers of digital hermeneutics (2023, p. 138). The author therefore pointed
to Heideggerian thought as a turning point for the sciences of interpretation. For
him, hermeneutics operates through the need for human interpretation, at which
point it can be articulated with digital technologies — which occurs, according to
the author, through research and technological ubiquity as an “active agent of hu-
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man experience” (2023, p. 146). The correlation between the “active agent”, cog-
nitively coded or decoded, and the meaning of the temporalized “human expe-
rience” stands out (Pimenta, 2024, p. 157).

When examining authors of digital hermeneutics and their limitations,
Murilo Gongalves dos Santos highlights the stance of “de-emphasizing narra-
tive” (Hayles, 2012, p. 47) and considers the human creation of programs, as
well as data processing. Referring to Manovich (2013), he argues that the digi-
tal hermeneut can subject code to critical scrutiny, including software, algo-
rithms and cultural artifacts. Thus, more than the product of Generative Al,
the coding and programming process is part of digital hermeneutics.

It is worth proposing two questions that serve as brief Ricoeurian detours
as contributions to oral history, but also to the theory of digital history. The
next question is the epistemological limits of hermeneutics, i.e. the problem of
whether it is possible to invest in the limits of interpretation, just as the limits
of narrative are known. In order to briefly appreciate the limits of interpreta-
tion and narrative, two short detours are needed.

The first deviation in Ricoeur’s analysis (1990, p. 20) refers to the return
to Friedrich Schleiermacher’s concept of the “divinatory method”, which de-
fended the idea that the interpreter could understand the author better than he
understood himself. In this sense, could Al through machine learning, invert
this process and examine the programmer or narrator more deeply than the
oral history professional himself could understand their stories?

However, as Ricoeur pointed out, the emphasis should be shifted from
subjectivity to the meaning and reference of the text itself (Schmidt, 2014, p.
214). The memory of oral expression, although it is often transcribed or textu-
alized (Meihy; Seawright, 2020, p. 139), has a distinct codification from con-
ventional textual manifestations. Generative Al, on the other hand, generates
texts from an autonomous process which, although it requires supervision,
criticism and ethical assumptions, generates texts that can be considered as in-
dependent objects.

An example of this last case can be seen in models such as the GPT
(Generative Pre-trained Transformer), which, when generating texts, not only
follows learning patterns from large volumes of data, but responds to com-
mands in a way that may seem autonomous. This type of AL for example, gen-
erates responses in natural language without the need for direct intervention,
but it still depends on criteria established by its programmers to guarantee rel-
evance and values on the generated content.

The second deviation demonstrates Ricoeur’s re-reading of Dilthey’s work
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(1990, p. 23). According to Dilthey, there is a bifurcation between explanation
and understanding — which Ricoeur contested with a “disastrous move”
(Schmidt, 2014, p. 215): “[...] Dilthey needs to abandon the psychological no-
tion of transference and interpret the text from its own meaning” (Schmidt,
2014, p. 215). The relocation and continual questioning of the strictly psycho-
logical aspects of understanding led Ricoeur to re-evaluate the hermeneutic
circle - the understanding of the part by the whole and the whole by the part
- by moving away from the primacy of psychological interpretation. Ricoeur
did not give up on the meaning of the text itself, the textual other, as well as the
unveiling of the open world in critical reading.

Against this argument, Ricoeur changed the relationship between the pro-
ducer and the text by arguing that “instead of looking for the author in the text,
it is a matter of exploring the meaning and the world discovered by the text it-
self” (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 26). Although oral history narratives and generative Al
products, when put into relation, are linked to authorship, co-authorship when
it comes to interviews, or rather programming, research does not always re-
turn to the author’s experience. Conversely, just as the text becomes autono-
mous and distinct, the stories are worthwhile in and of themselves, and can be
criticized or pondered by those who analyze them.

Similarly, the hermeneutic task of the generative character of AI has in-
trinsic value insofar as Al itself acts in symbolic places (Bonaldo, 2024), but
can then be made available as another type of support. It is worth realizing that
an interpretation does not have to be probable at all costs, but more probable
than another interpretation (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 78). Ricoeur said that, in scien-
tific language, a “model is essentially a heuristic procedure that serves to de-
molish an inadequate interpretation and open the way to a new and more ad-
equate interpretation” (1976, p. 78). Thus, an oral history interview and an AI
model can take the place of a text in Ricoeurian theory, above all by acting as
mediators “between explaining and understanding” (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 11).

Verbalization in contact with mathematical structures of the more-than-
human world, machine training data, technological generalizations, statistical
models, neural networks, learning supervisions, challenge the binarism be-
tween what is explained, “Erkldren”, and what is understood, “Verstehen”
(Ricoeur, 1990, p. 11). There is a hermeneutic relationship of collaboration be-
tween humans and more than humans.

Finally, the problem that can be posed in the aporia between a hermeneu-
tic with a phenomenological matrix and a return to the world of things in more
than human terms, unfolds in two ways. On the one hand, it should be recog-
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nized that Heidegger redefined hermeneutics as an ontological investigation.
By introducing the concept of Dasein — as being-in-the-world - Heidegger cen-
tered the human in its historicity, since it doesn't just act as an interpreter, but
is linked to the world it proposes to interpret. Interpretation, for Heidegger,
“does not consist in acquiring knowledge of what is understood, but in the
elaboration (Ausarbeitung) of the possibilities projected in understanding”
(2014, p. 421).

Heidegger inaugurated the ontological turn by shifting the question of how
we understand to the analysis of the meaning of being. Focusing on being and
the being that understands, he proposed that cognition is part of the structure
of being. For Ricoeur, Heidegger’s central question is: “Instead of asking how
we know, we must ask what is the mode of being of this being that exists only
by understanding” (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 30). Despite the advances in ontology,
however, Ricoeur pointed out that Heideggerian philosophy, by turning to the
fundamentals, prevented a return to the fundamental epistemological question
(Ricoeur, 1990, p. 36).

If there are evidently ontological concerns for oral history in the era of
generative Al, there are also basic problems linked to narratability in the time
of algorithms; of a touch memory marked by multiple forms of learning.
Machine learning itself, and the autonomization of stories through textualiza-
tion or transcreation, call for methodological reinforcements. Ricoeur was
afraid of not returning to the foundation of things, although he recognized the
virtues of Heideggerian ontological thinking.

From another angle, the projects between oral history and Al can lead to the
question of the limits of hermeneutics. Heidegger’s Origin of the Work of Art was
“fundamental to Gadamer’s reflections in Truth and Method” (which Ricoeur
never ceased to problematize), and “also in The Actuality of Beauty”, according
to Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and Thamara de Oliveira Rodrigues (2021, p. 38).
Koselleck approached Gadamer, his teacher, in such a way as to assume that the
“notion of ‘fusion of horizons” and that of ‘strata of time’ share the understand-
ing of the coexistence of diverse temporalities’, but distanced himself from him
when he valued the “pre- and extralinguistic structures that condition history,
which means that his philosophy of time could not be understood exactly as a
part of hermeneutics” (Gumbrecht; Rodrigues, 2021, p. 39).

Without rejecting hermeneutics, Koselleck identified experiences that
could not be fully grasped by language; by tradition or historiography or be-
cause the “non-verbal” element imposed itself through the limits of expression
(2014, p. 91). Contrary to what one might think, in oral history the silences
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matter as much as the bursts of speech: memories are imperfect and wander-
ing, allowing themselves to be constituted by subjectivities or sinuosities. More
than being stopped by language, KosellecK’s astonishment at the dreams of Jews
during the Third Reich (2006, p. 247), for example, imposes not only possible
limits from a reading of the Kantian sublime or Freudian psychoanalysis
(LaCapra, 2020, p. 29). It also imposes the terror that instructs situations trig-
gered by the absurd, as in Sediments of Time (Koselleck, 2018, p. 177). Koselleck
set limits on the absurd, but - by setting limits on language - he didn’t give up
the narration that makes it at least comprehensible. After all, as Ricoeur says:
“the symbol gives us something to think about” (1969, p. 46).

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The interaction between oral history and digital society reveals innovative
perspectives, demanding a theoretical-methodological balance. Digital tech-
nologies make listening, sharing and analysis more dynamic, connecting nar-
ratives to broader contexts. Ethical and hermeneutical challenges remain.
Hermeneutics in this field values subjectivities, silences and mnemonic con-
tradictions or dimensions that are irreplaceable by AI. Meanwhile, NLP and
machine learning offer support, but may require human supervision and de-
ontological standards. Even so, they optimize processes, explore complex rela-
tionships and broaden the scope of less obvious narratives.

Despite “shipwrecks” (Bonaldo, 2024), the critical interaction between Al
and oral history points to a time of hybridization. Listening and ethics remain
essential, while AT asserts itself as a mediator and enhancer of protocols.
However, the human dimension of memory remains central to ensuring that,
even in the age of algorithms, oral history remains a space for empathy and so-
cial transformation.

Almost two decades on from Thomson’s publication, perspectives have
changed. Bringing it to a close seems appropriate: “artificial intelligence proj-
ects” will allow “anyone, anywhere, to make extraordinary and unexpected cre-
ative connections within and between oral history collections, using sound and
image in addition to text” (2007, p. 68). Furthermore, “computer-assisted qual-
itative data analysis can already be used to support, extend and refine the in-
terpretation of large sets of oral history interviews” (Thomson, 2007, p. 68).
Acknowledging Shopes’ critical sophistication, it is worth affirming, however,
the unfinished turn within oral history - from the digital recorder to Al: there
is nothing “impoverishing” about it, as Santhiago (2023, p. 639) said.
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NOTES

! The Oral History and Dimensions of the Public collection, containing 17 volumes (Almei-
da, 2016-2025), stands out as an inflection point in the field of oral history (Gomes, 2020).
The themes were the most diverse and derived from public debates, such as: cultural heri-
tage, women’s history, the right to the city, media, migration, art, community, social move-
ment, rural conflicts, archives, nature, transsexuality, soccer, health and science, as well as
anti-racist education and historiography.

2 Among the approved papers, some focused directly on digital oral history, such as Jillian
Lucy de Fresnes: From wax cylinders to digital devices: the use of technology in oral history
and education, and Lucas Maceno: Encounters and disagreements: a comparative analysis of
oral history between Brazil and the United States in the digital age.
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