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Discussion Document

 

Oral history comes in various guises and attempts to engage with a wide array of historical contexts; 

from the retrieval of those that were active in Italians fascism or those ‘living the fishing’ who 

followed the shoals of fish around the east coasts of Scotland and England. All, save the retrieval of 

ancestral stories handed down through generations in non-literate societies, rely on the recall of 

individual memory. 

I remember it like it was yesterday. It’s a warm and sunny English afternoon and I am playing outside 

in the garden. Suddenly a shiny silver aircraft appears in the clear blue sky. My mother picks me up 

and points to it; neighbours come out of their houses to watch. The aeroplane is Concorde, climbing 

out of Heathrow airport on one of its earliest flights. 

I can play this memory over and over in my head as easily as watching a YouTube clip, and yet I know 

it almost certainly cannot be real. Even though Concorde could have passed over on test flights, I 

only lived there until 1971, when I was barely out of nappies. And Concorde was white, not silver. 

Where does the mismatch between my memory and reality come from? ‘We’ve known since the 

1960s that memory isn’t like a video recording – it’s reconstructive,’ says psychologist David Gallo of 

the University of Chicago. The collection of snapshots known as ‘autobiographical memory’ is not a 

true and accurate record of your past – it is more like a jumble of diary entries, photographs and 

newspaper clippings. ‘Your memory is often based on what you’ve seen in a photograph or stories 

from parents or siblings rather than what you can actually recall,’ says Kimberley Wade, a memory 

researcher at the University of Warwick in the UK. 

In other words, one of the most important components of your self-identity – your autobiographical 

memory – is little more than an illusion. . . . 

Within days of 9/11, psychologists at the University of Illinois at Chicago asked nearly 700 people 

where they were, what they were doing, how they heard the news and who they were with at the 

time. A year later they asked them again. More than half of the participants had changed their story 

on at least one count – while still expressing supreme confidence that their memories were 

accurate. 

Flashbulb memory is also highly suggestive. In 2002, psychologists from the University of Portsmouth 

in the UK went to a local shopping centre and asked people about their memories of the death of 
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Diana, including whether they had seen ‘the footage’ of the actual crash. Nearly half said they had, 

despite the fact than no footage exists. 

‘Head Full of Half-Truths’, New Scientist, 14 May 2011. 


