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MIGRANTS, NOMADS, SCIENTISTS, FLANEURS: 
PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION IN HISTORICAL RESEARCH 

(Warsaw University, 15-16 March 2007)

A scientific conference devoted to Participant Observation in Historical Research 
w as held  a t the H istorical In s titu te  of W arsaw  University on M arch 15th an d  16th,
2007. Its aim  w as to deepen the u n d ers tan d in g  of links betw een history  and  
anthropology through  a com parison of the  m ethods u sed  in these two disciplines. 
The view th a t historical research  is a  specific k ind of partic ipan t observation with 
regard  to both  the object an d  the sub ject of research  w as accepted a s  the s ta rting  
point. The conference w as a ttended  by h is to rian s as well as by h is to rian s of 
h istoriography, m ethodologists of history, anthropolog ists of cu ltu re , sociologists 
and  experts on cultu re .

The au th o rs  of the  papers  were clearly divided into two d istinct groups: those 
who th o u g h t th a t the u se  of partic ipan t observation in historical research  w as 
a tenab le  m etaphor (m ainly researchers specialising in old epochs), and  those 
who did employ various types of partic ipan t observation in  the ir research  (histo
rian s specialising in contem porary  tim es and  anthropologists).

The form er a ttitu d e  w as rep resen ted  by Piotr B a d y n a (Wrocław) who tried 
to reply to the question: What Benefits Can a Historian Derive from  “Participant 
Observation”? In h is opinion th is  research  technique is not, and  canno t be, useful 
in research  on d is tan t periods, for only contem porary  tim es are  directly accessible 
to h is to rian s. N evertheless, the  technique provides som e methodological so lu tions 
w hich are  still im portan t in su ch  research  questions as, for instance, observation 
of non-verbal, spatial, p ara-lingu istic  an d  linguistic behaviour, as well a s  ethical 
questions, openness tow ards a researched  cu ltu re  and  em otional engagem ent. 
M arcin S t a b r o w s k i  (Wrocław) followed a sim ilar line in h is paper The Senses, 
Feelings and Reason in the Study o f the History o f Culture, in w hich he pointed 
ou t th a t a  researcher m u s t adopt the perspective of the sub ject of h is research  in 
order to discover the  in tellectual world im age of the  investigated individual or 
social group. S tabrow ski m ade u se  of a  profound analysis of fragm ents of the 17th 
cen tu ry  d iarist J a n  Chryzostom  P a s e k ,  confining h im self to an  axiological 
in terp re ta tion , in o rder to show  the  perspectives of su ch  an  analysis. In a  paper 
Field Work from  the Perspective o f 1,000 Years. The Visions which Archeologists 
and Historians Have o f the Meeting in Gniezno. Towards a Cultural Interpretation, 
Przem ysław  W iszews k i (Wrocław) d iscussed  to w hat extent the m etaphor of 
“observation” can  be applied in m edieval research  an d  the  validity of diverse 
opinions on an  h istorical fact, a re su lt of the  specific charac te r of the m ethod of 
“partic ip an t observation” (he chose as h is exam ple the  E m peror O tto Ill’s fam ous 
m eeting w ith King B oleslaus the Brave in 1000) In a paper The Taste o f the 
Archives and the Smell o f Blood. Two Levels o f an Historian’s Field Work Tom asz 
Wiś l ic z  (Warsaw) drew  a tten tion  to the typical place of field work for h is to rian s 
specialising  in old epochs, nam ely, the  archives w hich supply  h is to rian s with 
a  sen su a l contac t w ith the past, its value depending on the adopted  cognitive 
strategy. According to Wiślicz, it is a  h is to rian ’s general view of an  epoch, a  view 
form ed during  h is investigation of sources, th a t is the  second level of his 
participation: only th en  can  he conceptualise h is m onographic research . The
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paper by Wojciech P i a s e k  (Toruń) “Being there”, “Being here” in Historical 
Research. Historical Source as a Mirror, Trace, Pre-Text and Pretext show ed the  
parallelism  betw een partic ipan t observation in anthropology and  th e  changing 
u n d ers tan d in g  of h istorical sources in historiography. Both partic ip an t observa
tion and  source analysis have ceased to be an  in s tru m en t guaran tee ing  access to 
an  objective reality. However, they are still constitutive elem ents of th e ir discipli
nes, though  they have ra th e r eth ical th an  epistem ological im pact.

Many of the  papers on the p ractical problem s of h istorical p a rtic ipan t 
research  referred to various k inds of oral history. In her paper, My Jedwabne. The 
“Insider-Outsider” Perspective in Research on Oral History, M arta K u r k o 
w s k a - B u d z a n  (Cracow) d iscussed  the field work conducted  in her native 
town, Jedw abne, w hose Jew ish  population  w as m urdered  a t the beginning of the  
G erm an occupation, in 1941, a fact described in T. G r o s s ’s fam ous book The 
Neighbors. The publication  of the  book and  the  reaction to its a u th o r’s sta tem en ts  
altered  the  collective m em ory of the  in h ab itan ts  of Jedw abne, changed  Kurko- 
w ska-B udzan’s s ta tu s  in the investigated com m unity an d  m ade it im possible to 
carry  on reliable research  on the basis  of oral history. In the pap er From 
Autobiography to History: The Formation o f Individual and Collective Memory o f 
the Jew s Settled in Lower Silesia after  World War II, Kamila D ą b r o w s k a  
(Warsaw) p resen ted  the resu lts  of the research  she conducted  am ong Lower 
S ilesian Jew s an d  show ed the  process of the  creation  of th is g roup’s  history  a s  
a  function of its  experiences. The paper by Jo a n n a  W a w r z y n i a k  (Warsaw) 
The Practice and Effects o f Oral History. Remarks on the Research Proposed by 
Anna Grupińska “Memory o f the PRL (Polish People’s Republic). Stories about Joint 
and Individual Methods o f Living with the System: 1956-1989” d iscussed  th is  
research  program m e w hich w as conducted  w ith the u se  of oral history. In the  
paper Stories about the Fate o f the Inhabitants of Lower Silesia or the Ways of 
Listening to History, Izolda T o p p  (Wrocław) drew atten tion  to the fact th a t for 
a researcher into cultu re , biographical stories oscillate betw een historical expe
rience an d  endeavours to objectivise it, and  th a t the researcher, too, partic ipa tes 
in the ir form ation as a lis ten e r/p a rtic ip an t in the conversation during  the field 
work. M ichał K i e r z k o w s k i  (Poznań) outlined  the role w hich em otions, se n 
sual experiences and  objectivity play in a  h is to rian ’s work w ith an  oral source 
(“Oral History” —  A History o f the Examined Person and the Examiner).

The reflections of h is to rian s p ractising  oral h isto ry  were backed u p  by 
represen tatives of o ther disciplines w hich use  sim ilar m ethods. In a  paper B e
tween Exclusion and Participation — towards Empathie Sociology E lżbieta T a r 
k o w s k a  (Warsaw) cited various k inds of social exclusion to show  the  evolution 
w hich had  taken  place in contem porary  sociology in the  re searcher’s a ttitude  to 
the  exam ined person. The now prevailing dem and for d irect con tac ts and p a rti
cipation h a s  created  m any problem s, including ethical ones; they are  connected 
w ith the inequality  betw een the  researcher an d  the  person  he exam ines and w ith 
the sphere of em otions. The anthropologist R enata  E. H ry c iuk p resen ted  her 
reflections on Participant Observation in Anthropology: Dilemmas, Restrictions and  
Surprises Encountered in Field Work in Mexico City. On the  basis  of the  experiences 
she acquired  in h e r research  on the u n d ers tan d in g  of m atern ity  in Mexico, she  
depicted the complex relationsh ip  betw een the anthropologists an d  the investi
gated  com m unities, pointing ou t th a t an  analysis of the re sea rch e rs’ own em otio
n a l experiences w as very im portan t for a proper in terpre tation  of th e  resu lts  of 
research  and  for un d ers tan d in g  the ir context. The paper by Bartłomiej W a l c z a k  
(Warsaw) On a Researcher’s Mimetic Entanglement: the Case of Frank Hamilton 
Cushing concerned th e  u se  of partic ipan t observation in  anthropology. W alczak 
presen ted  the p ioneer of th is  type of research , pointing ou t th a t C ushing’s long 
stay  am ong the Z uni Ind ians h ad  led to a  change in h is  personality  and th a t he 
had  finally restric ted  h is  research  in order to fulfil w hat he though t w as h is du ty  
tow ards the  investigated com m unity. According to W alczak, th is w as not due  to
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th e  inadequacy  of the  fledgling m ethod b u t to the  m ethod’s inseparab le  links w ith 
m im etism .

Several pap e rs  dealt w ith  the role w hich accoun ts by partic ipan ts in events 
h a d  played in  form ing h istory . Wojciech W r z o s e k  (Poznań) d iscussed  The 
Reliability o f Eyew itnesses and Participant Observation. Epistemological Problems, 
looking for h isto rico-philosophical or epistem ological reasons th a t would justify  
a  re search er’s  confidence in accoun ts by eyew itnesses. Robert L i t w i ń s k i  
(Lublin) read  a  p ap e r entitled  Accounts by Participants in Events and Witnesses 
as an Historical Source. The Experiences Gathered in Research, in w hich he 
p resen ted  h is reflections on  th e  criticism  of th is k ind of sources in connection 
w ith h is  m onograph  on th e  S ta te  Police in the  Second Republic. The next two 
papers analysed  specific sources of testim onial character. In a paper entitled 
Historian and the Child. Emotions in an Analysis o f Sources and in the Formation 
o f an Historical Narration B arbara  K l i c h - K l u c z e w s k a  (Cracow) analysed 
th e  complex em otional ties betw een a researcher and  the sub ject of h is  research  
if the re sea rch e r exam ines the  sub jec t’s childhood using  sources of private 
provenance. In a  pap er “Cheap Chromolithographs’' and “Documents in Verse” — 
the Poetic Chronicles o f the Holocaust, K atarzyna S t a ń c z a k - W i ś l i c z  (War
saw) d iscu ssed  th e  s ta tu s  of lite ra tu re  created  by w riters of Jew ish  origin during  
th e  tim e of S hoah . The a u th o rs  w anted  the ir chronicles to be a  reliable testim ony, 
an d  they have been  recognised as su ch  by researchers  from the  C entral Jew ish  
H istorical C om m ission, for these  chronicles acq u a in t researchers w ith “tragic 
h u m a n  co n ten t” of H olocaust, w hich canno t be described in scientific language.

G reat a tten tio n  w as also paid  to the  role, opportun ities and  dangers facing 
h is to rian s because  of th e ir com m itm ent to a  cause. The paper by D obrochna 
K a ł w a  (Cracow) exam ined th e  role w hich gender h ad  played in Polish research  
on the  h is to ry  of wom en. S he analysed  the  stu d ies  by Polish female h is to rian s 
w ho h ad  referred to th e  category of gender an d  com pared them  w ith partic ipan t 
observations referring to th e  sociological aspec ts of scientific debates in h istory  
an d  in gender s tu d ies  in  Poland (Gender Consciousness in Polish Research on the 
History o f Women. Reflections). In a paper The Prospects of Metaxu-Methesis in 
the Communicative Situation o f a Cyber Historian Ewa S o l s k a  (Lublin) p resen 
ted  a p lan  for a n  “anthropological engagem ent” of h is to rian s in the  political history 
of contem porary  tim es, for th is  could lead to the form ation of a new political 
theory. H isto rians’ partic ipa tion  would be desirable for eth ical and  m ethodological 
reasons, b ecause  they  tra n sm it ideas and  experiences from one epoch to ano ther 
an d  betw een different cu ltu res . In a paper 20th C entury  M igrations — a  Challenge 
to H istory T eachers a s  P artic ipating  O bservers, B arbara  J a k u b o w s k a  (War
saw) proposed a  m ultifarious u se  of th is m ethod in the teaching of E uropean 
history  to help  it deal w ith its  g rea test challenge: the  m igratory ch arac te r of 
E uropean  societies: th is  w ould require suppo rt for m ulticu ltu ra lism  and , a t the 
sam e time, forefforts to crea te  a  jo in t E uropean  historical consciousness. The 
challenge could be m et by h is to rian s’ profound “anthropological” partic ipation  in 
the  didactic p rocess. In the  tex t “The History of the Author’s  Times” or Memory and 
Historical Imagination as Cognitive Instruments, M arek W o ź n i a k  (Lublin) 
p resen ted  h istoriography as  a reflection on the a u th o r’s own culture, in which 
descrip tions of th e  p a s t help  the  a u th o r to cope w ith h is own past, w hich m eans 
th a t they refer to the  a u th o r’s c u rren t com m itm ents. Piotr W i t e k  (Lublin) in his 
History on the Screen. The Methodological Problems o f Visual History pointed  ou t 
th a t the  h isto rical audiov isual language h ad  been formed as a k ind of contem po
rary  post-lite rary  an d  post-h is to riog raph ic  equivalent of the p re-literary  ways of 
tam ing h istorical cu ltu ra l experience. The question  of em otions in h istorical 
stud ies w as ra ised  by Jo la n ta  K o l b u s z e w s k a  (Łódź) who in her paper Reason
— Imagination — Intuition. Sources o f Cognition in the Reflections o f Polish 
Historians at the Beginning o f the 2 0 th C entury  analysed  the theoretical opinions 
on h istorical epistem ology expressed  by su ch  h is to rian s as S tanisław  Z a k r z e w 
s k i ,  J a n  Karol K o c h a n o w s k i  and  Kazimierz M. M o r a w s k i .
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A few papers analysed partic ip an t observations contained in the  w orks of 
p rom inent h is to rians. A nna B r z e z i ń s k a  (Łódź) d iscussed  Aron J . G u r i e 
Vic h ’s Istoria Istorika, w ondering w hether th is  w as an  au tobiography or an  
autohistory , for in h is  rem iniscences th e  a u th o r  h ad  u sed  the research  m ethods 
of history  and  h istorical anthropology. K arolina Pol asik (Poznań) analysed  
E m m anuel Le R o y  L a d u r i e ’s fam ous book Mantaillou, the Village of Heretics 
1294-1324, pointing ou t th a t th is  w as a deep, system atic ethnographic study  
created  w ith the  help of a specific k ind of field work m ethod w hich originated in 
cu ltu ra l anthropology b u t h ad  been accepted  by h is to rian s a s  a h istorical one 
(Field Work in the Practice o f an Ethnohistorian. The Case o f Le Roy Ladurie). 
Jacq u es  L e G o f f  w as the  hero of th e  p ap e r p resen ted  by Paweł R o d a k  
(Warsaw) who described the  role played by h is hero  in the foundation  of the 
nouvelle histoire cu rren t w hich in troduced  anthropological m ethods in history. 
The m ost far-reach ing  resu lt of th is  app roach  to h istory  w as Le G offs partic ipation  
in the  ego-histoire project, in w hich th e  h is to rian ’s life provided the  foundation  
for reflections on the  h istorical process (History according to Jacques Le Goff). In 
h is  paper A Question about Historical Anthropology (in Poland) Ja cek  K o w a l e 
w s k i  (Olsztyn) d iscussed  the  reception  of the model of cu ltu ra l h istorical 
research  in Polish h istoriography, poin ting  ou t th a t h istorical anthropology 
elaborated  in the  1960s and  1970s still held  the dom inant position. He drew 
a tten tion  to the role w hich Polish an th ropologists shou ld  play in reviving intellec
tu a l cooperation betw een the ir discipline an d  history.

The conference w as an  in tellectually  inspiring  event for scholars rep re
sen ting  various disciplines an d  different opinions on the  role w hich participation  
plays in historical research . The debates were accom panied by a  lively d iscussion, 
an d  during  the sum m ing  u p  the  p a rtic ip an ts  em phasised  th a t even though  the 
pap ers  reflected different methodological views, the partic ipan t observation refer
red to in the title w as a prom ising s ta rtin g  po in t for fu ture research  projects.

Tomasz Wiślicz
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