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Towards a Theoretical and Methodological Framework for the Study of Cultural Uses of Testimony 

(Sara Jones, University of Birmingham and Roger Woods, University of Nottingham) 

This paper explores the theoretical and methodological challenges of studying and using testimony 
mediated through culture. In the first part, Sara Jones, explores the varied forms of testimony that can be 
brought under the heading of ‘culture’. She examines the key terms of the network in this context and 
argues that, broadly understood, all testimony is mediated through different cultural forms. This focus on 
culture draws our attention away from the witness him- or herself and towards the nature of testimony 
as a dialogue between the witnessing text and audience. In this way, authenticity is seen to be a 
relationship between the text and audience, rather than a property of the text itself. Building on these 
arguments, Jones examines two other key terms in the discussions of the network so far: perpetrator 
testimony and secondary witnessing. In both cases, she demonstrates the importance of “trust” and the 
granting of social recognition that comes with accepting the testimony of another as (a partial) “truth”. 
She proposes that an approached focused on the mediation of testimony through culture can show if and 
how the ethical challenges of presenting the voices of perpetrators or secondary witnesses have been 
successfully addressed and where mediation can lead, in contrast, to silencing, appropriation, or 
distortion of the historical record. 

In the second half of the paper, Roger Woods takes up the argument that our methods be guided by an 
ethical framework related to purpose. He asks if there is a toolkit for working with testimony. Broadly 
speaking, Woods argues, we can see the following methodologies in current research and practice: the 
methodologies of cultural studies in which the focus is on the contexts in which culture manifests itself, 
issues of agency, cultural consumption, emphasis on how people read, receive, rework and interpret texts, 
participate in the appropriation, production and circulation of meanings. The methodology of narrative 
enquiry is led by the view that “social reality is primarily a narrative reality” and we are the “co-authors” 
of the stories we tell. The methodology of thick description takes a “life story” approach that draws on 
psychology and narrative analysis. This perspective means choosing depth over breadth. Methods that 
rely on informed and empathetic listening/ reading/ witnessing/ affective hermeneutics involve reading 
testimony against the grain. The subjective experience approach locates individual testimony in the realm 
of the individual’s psychology where its referential value is not the issue, and the research focus is on 
drawing out the emotional impact of trauma on the survivor and the effect of the account on the 
audience. A further approach presents testimonies in dialogue or conflict with each other. And what of 
the ethical use of testimony? A methodological framework for the ethical use of testimony requires those 
who use it for artistic, political and educational purposes to be self-reflective and to recognise their own 
agenda. 


