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Introduction

This book begins with a simple conviction: the great transformations of China’s
twentieth century—war and revolution, reform and modernization—were lived one
household, one workplace, and one conversation at a time. Statistics and decrees tell
us what changed; voices tell us how it felt to change. By gathering and carefully
editing oral testimonies alongside methodological guidance, we invite readers to
encounter history not only as a sequence of events but as a chorus of remembered
lives.

Oral history complements archives rather than competing with them. Official
documents often preserve the perspectives of institutions; interviews illuminate the
textures of everyday choice, fear, ingenuity, and hope that rarely reach the page of a
report. Memory is not a ledger. It bends, fades, intensifies, and sometimes falls silent.
Precisely because it is selective and affective, memory helps us see how people
interpreted their worlds—how they made sense of policy, rumor, and responsibility in
the midst of upheaval. Treated with care, testimonies do not replace “the record”;
they help us read it more wisely.

The pages that follow therefore balance how-to chapters with curated narratives. We
outline practical steps for preparing, conducting, and processing interviews: building
trust; crafting open, nonleading questions; and practicing attentive listening that
leaves room for pause and contradiction. We pair this craft with
triangulation—correlating stories with written sources, photographs, and local
chronologies—to situate memory in time and place. Readers new to oral history will
find clear guidance; experienced practitioners will find reflections on dilemmas that
never quite disappear.

Ethics are foundational to this project. Interviews are not data extractions but
relationships with responsibilities. We foreground informed consent as an ongoing
conversation; the right to withdraw; options for anonymity or named attribution; and
the emotional labor that narration can entail. When accounts touch painful
experiences, we adopt a trauma-informed approach that prioritizes the narrator’s well-
being over completeness. Participants reviewed transcripts, corrected details, and
shaped what appears here. Their agency is integral to the historical record we present.

Language matters as much as method. Many narrators spoke in regional dialects or
code-switching registers that carry humor, intimacy, and social position. Translation
inevitably interprets. We signal key terms that resist easy equivalence, explain
cultural references where necessary, and preserve speech rhythms without caricature.
Editorial changes—Ilight punctuation, clarifying brackets, the removal of extraneous
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repetition—aim to enhance readability while keeping each voice recognizable as its
own.

The testimonies are organized thematically and chronologically, moving from late-
imperial fragments into the convulsions of war, the reordering of the early People’s
Republic, and the variegated landscapes of reform and urbanization. Along the way,
readers will meet farmers and factory hands, students and soldiers, shopkeepers and
cadres, migrants and monks. Their stories complicate binaries of victim and agent,
center and periphery, success and failure. They also reveal continuities beneath
rupture—family obligations, moral vocabularies, neighborhood solidarities—that lent
stability to lives in motion.

We write as researchers who are also listeners and editors. Our positionalities—shaped
by training, origin, language, and institutional location—inform what we heard and
how we present it. Rather than claiming neutrality, we practice transparency. Field
notes, refusals, background noises, and unasked questions shadow every transcript.
Recognizing these limits is not a weakness; it is the condition for responsible
interpretation.

Finally, this book is an invitation. For scholars, it offers techniques and reflections for
integrating oral testimony with documentary evidence. For general readers, it opens a
window onto everyday experiences too often compressed by macro-narratives. For
students, it models ethical interviewing and careful reading of remembered lives. We
hope these pages will encourage new projects—in living rooms and village squares, in
workshops and dormitories—that continue to expand the archive of ordinary courage
and ordinary compromise.

If the twentieth century in China was a time of accelerated transition, then listening is
one way of keeping pace with its human dimensions. The chapters ahead do not
promise closure. They offer encounters: with a shopkeeper remembering a ration line,
a nurse improvising care during a crisis, a teacher stitching together lessons from
shifting curricula, a retiree relating the texture of a demolished lane. In these
encounters, history becomes audible. May the voices you meet here stay with you,
and may they reshape how you read the past that made the present.
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CHAPTER ONE: Listening to a Century: Why Oral
History Matters

History is loud only when we tune the dial. The twentieth century in China surged with
proclamations that rattled windows and rumors that crept under doors, yet official
broadcasts seldom caught the pitch of ordinary days. Broad pronouncements about
epochs and turning points have their uses, but they rarely record the timbre of a
cough in a drafty hall or the deliberation behind a decision to leave or stay. Oral
history thrives in those lower registers. It turns up the volume on conversations that
archives habitually mute, giving texture to transformations that statistics render as
abstractions. This chapter makes a modest claim: listening well is not a decorative
addition to the study of modern China; it is a way to keep the record honest, uneven,
and human.

People often describe memory as though it were a warehouse that either holds the
goods or does not. In practice, recall is more like weather than architecture. It shifts
with the season of the room, the company present, and the questions asked. A farmer
in central China might describe the same land reform on a cold morning with clipped
precision and at dusk with looping digressions. Neither version is counterfeit; both are
partial reports from a mind that stores experience in mood, smell, and muscle as well
as sequence. Oral historians learn to treat inconsistency not as error to be erased but
as evidence of how meaning accretes. The goal is not to pin memory down like a
specimen but to trace its contours and currents.

Archives are formidable, yet they have blind spots stitched into their seams. A
directive on rationing may record quotas and penalties without noting how a clerk
rewrote forms to keep a neighbor fed. A newspaper report on a factory campaign can
list output targets but omit the hand signals workers used to pace each other through
exhaustion. Written sources favor legibility; legibility favors power. The documents
that survive often do so because someone with authority or resources ensured their
preservation. Oral testimony does not automatically correct this tilt, but it introduces
counterweights—hesitations, jokes, refusals, and corrections—that expose what
paperwork smoothes over. Taken together, archives and interviews behave like
binoculars, each lens offsetting the other’s blind edge.

China’s twentieth century poses special opportunities and puzzles for this method. The
scale of change compressed lifetimes of disruption into decades, scattering witnesses
across dialects, borders, and loyalties. Paper trails thickened in some decades and
thinned in others, depending on campaigns to classify or destroy. Technologies of
recording shifted from scarce tape machines to pocket-sized devices, altering what
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people imagined an interview might become. Migration emptied villages and filled
cities, dispersing the very communities that oral historians often approach first. These
conditions do not defeat the method; they refine it. They push us to ask what a story
gains when a speaker shifts from dialect to Mandarin, what it risks when a microphone
appears, and what it reveals when a narrator pauses to translate pain into something
bearable.

Scholars sometimes frame oral history as an act of rescue, as though the past were
drowning and we possessed a lifeline. Rescue is a powerful metaphor, but it carries
undertows. It can imply that narrators lack agency until someone arrives with a
recorder, or that memories are inert until deposited in an archive. A more precise
metaphor might be accompaniment. The listener walks alongside the speaker for a
stretch, matching pace, noticing landmarks, and accepting that the route is not always
direct. This stance does not erase asymmetries of education, politics, or luck, but it
acknowledges them without surrendering to them. In accompaniment, the question is
less who saves whom than how two people can travel a stretch of remembered time
without trampling what they mean to observe.

We enter this terrain with tools that at first seem pedestrian: a recorder, a spare
battery, a question list that changes en route. Equipment matters because it shapes
atmosphere. A microphone placed too conspicuously can turn conversation into
performance; a recorder set too close can magnify breath into intrusion. Yet gadgets
are only the visible edge of method. The deeper work begins earlier, in learning
enough to avoid asking questions that have ready-made answers in textbooks, and
later, in resisting the urge to fill every silence. Good listening requires planning and
then unplanning, structure and then surrender. The best interviews often feel like they
are wandering, only to reveal in retrospect a logic that no survey question could have
coaxed out.

Ethics are not a checklist appended to this process; they are the ground on which it
stands. Informed consent, in the fullest sense, means explaining not only what will be
recorded but who might hear it, how it could be used, and what choices remain after
the recorder stops. In a century marked by surveillance and campaigns, such clarity is
both a courtesy and a necessity. Narrators decide whether to use their names, which
episodes to skip, and which versions to offer. They may ask to revise transcripts, to
delete passages, or to seal them for a time. These are not complications to be endured
but signs that the relationship is working as intended. Trust, once eroded, is expensive
to rebuild, and ethical practice is the currency in which it trades.

Memory is also corporeal. A story about scarcity may tighten a narrator’s shoulders; a
description of celebration may loosen the voice. Interviewers learn to recognize when
to pause, when to shift posture, when to offer water or a break. Trauma-informed
practice does not mean treating every recollection as injury; it means noticing when
the body speaks and giving it room to settle. Some of the richest segments in our
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collection arrive precisely because we did not push through a knot of emotion but
waited until the narrator was ready to choose what to release. The resulting testimony
can be frank without being reckless, detailed without being exposed.

Language complicates and clarifies in equal measure. Dialects carry caste, region, and
generation in their vowels. A speaker of Cantonese might render a bureaucratic term
in ways that a Mandarin-first listener must unpack. Translators do not simply ferry
words across a river; they steer through rapids of tone and idiom. We mark terms that
resist equivalence, supply brief glosses where they help, and resist the urge to flatten
speech into a uniform voice. Editorial restraint is crucial. Light punctuation, the
removal of repetitive fillers, and the clarification of unclear antecedents can make
dense testimony readable without sanding away its grain. Readers should hear the
speaker, not the editor, even when the page is silent.

Triangulation is the discipline that keeps oral history honest. After an interview, we
cross-check dates, names, and sequences with newspapers, work logs, family
registers, and local chronicles. Discrepancies are not failures but invitations to ask
better questions. Perhaps a narrator conflated two events because they occurred in
the same season of hardship; perhaps an archive misdated a campaign to fit a political
calendar. By bringing these witnesses into conversation, we learn what each is
equipped to see. The aim is not to force memory into line with the file but to let them
illuminate each other’s shadows.

This book arranges that illumination chronologically and thematically, moving from the
late-imperial fragments through war, revolution, reform, and urbanization. Along the
way, readers will meet people whose ambitions were modest and whose choices were
constrained. A shopkeeper remembers the weight of a ration ticket; a nurse
improvises sterilizers amid shortages; a teacher rewrites lesson plans under shifting
slogans. Their stories do not always fit the categories historians love. They spill across
borders between victim and agent, compliance and resistance, tradition and
modernity. That spillage is where China’s twentieth century becomes legible as lived
rather than legislated.

We have selected testimonies that illustrate method as much as moment. In the pages
ahead, you will see notes on how a question was framed, how a silence was handled,
and how a transcript was edited. These meta-textual markers are not indulgences;
they are invitations to practice. Readers who want to try oral history themselves will
find blueprints and cautions. Those who prefer to absorb rather than conduct will find
a gallery of voices that humanize headlines without flattening complexity. Both
audiences need each other. Practitioners need audiences who understand how
testimony is made; audiences need practitioners who know how to gather it
responsibly.

Humor has a place here, not as ornament but as evidence. Laughter can be a strategy
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for endurance, a signal of intelligence, and a breach in official solemnity. A retired
worker’s impersonation of a cadre’s pompous phrasing does more than entertain; it
captures a social grammar of power. A grandmother’s deadpan description of a failed
political campaign reveals skepticism that no formal survey would have recorded. We
preserve these tonal textures because they tell us how people sized up the world while
living through it, not just after the fact.

The twentieth century in China was not a single arc but a bundle of trajectories,
intersecting and diverging. Oral history helps us see those intersections from ground
level. A cadre’s child and a landlord’s child might recall the same campaign with
different inflections; a migrant to Shanghai and a cousin who stayed behind might
measure progress in different currencies. By listening across such divides, we learn
that modernization was not a monologue but a contested chorus. Some voices
dominate in certain decades; others persist in whispers. All contribute to the texture of
transition.

We also acknowledge that listening is selective. Researchers bring interests shaped by
language, region, and political climate. We can no more escape our vantage point
than a lens can escape its focal length. What we can do is describe our position, signal
our uncertainties, and leave room for readers to argue with our selections. The
interviews in this volume were chosen to represent a range of experiences, not to
assemble a perfect demographic mirror. They are entry points, not endpoints. Other
projects will, and should, choose differently.

Methodology chapters are often written as though the goal is to eliminate doubt. In
practice, doubt is a productive companion. A misplaced date can reveal how memory
compresses time under stress; a contradiction between interview and archive can
expose hidden pressures on both. Rather than tidying away these puzzles, we keep
them in view. They remind us that history is made in the interstices between intention
and outcome, between record and recollection. The goal is not certainty but clarity
about what we can and cannot know.

As we move into later chapters, patterns will emerge and recede. Land reform is not
only policy but the texture of soil under nails. Industrialization is not only output but
the rhythm of shift bells and the ache in knees. Urbanization is not only floor area but
the sound of a lane being torn down and the smell of fresh paint on salvaged doors.
Oral history catches these sensory details not because they are picturesque but
because they anchor large changes in bodily experience. They help readers feel the
distance between one decade and the next.

This chapter could end with a flourish about legacy and relevance, but that would
betray the spirit of the book. Instead, it ends with a practical note: listening takes
time, and time is a luxury that institutions rarely grant. The best interviews happen
when neither party is counting minutes. The best histories happen when readers are
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willing to linger over discrepancies rather than resolve them too quickly. If this project
succeeds, it will be because it convinces more people to set aside the clock, turn
toward each other, and let the century speak in its own uneven cadence.

The chapters that follow will introduce ethical frameworks, refine question design, and
explore how translation and archives shape what we hear. They will also introduce you
to neighbors, workers, officials, and wanderers whose lives intersected with upheaval
and routine. Their testimonies do not simplify the past; they enrich it. May you find in
them not only what changed but how people endured, adapted, and imagined while
change was underway. The microphone is on. The century is waiting.
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