
THREE APPROACHES TO ORAL HISTORY: THE JOURNALISTIC, 
THE ACADEMIC, AND THE ARCHIVAL 

Ora l  h i s t o r y  a s  a new f i e l d  has p r imar i ly  been concerned wi th  ques t ions  
of leg i t imacy and technique. L i t t l e  has  been w r i t t e n  from an  a n a l y t i c a l  per- 
spec t ive  on t h e  f i e l d  i t s e l f .  But now i t s  leg i t imacy i s  accepted a s  witnessed 
by t h e  inc reas ing  number of o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s s o c i a t i o n s  and books us ing  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  t h a t  have come i n t o  ex i s t ence  i n  r ecen t  y e a r s . l  I n  t u rn ,  s e v e r a l  of 
t hese  a s s o c i a t i o n s  have produced manuals t h a t  have ou t l i ned  t h e  b a s i c  techniques 
needed f o r  a succes s fu l  o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t .  Thus t h e  time has come f o r  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  t o  be d iscussed  a n a l y t i c a l l y  on i t s  own m e r i t s .  This paper then  w i l l  
a t tempt  t o  exp la in  o r a l  h i s t o r y  by examining i t s  development i n  t h r e e  a r eas :  
t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c ,  t h e  academic, and t h e  a r c h i v a l .  Drawing on t h i s  format ,  i t  w i l l  
conclude by a s ses s ing  t h e  f u t u r e  r o l e  of a r c h i v i s t s  i n  t he  o r a l  h i s t o r y  f i e l d .  
For reasons of c l a r i t y ,  o r a l  h i s t o r y  w i l l  be  def ined he re  i n  accordance wi th  i t s  
most modern and popular meaning, t h a t  i s ,  "as a method f o r  t h e  ga ther ing  and pre- 
s e r v i n s  of h i s t o r i c a l  information i n  o r a l  form by means of a t ape  recorded i n t e r -  
viewtt. 

It w a s  Professor  Al lan  Nevins of Columbia Univers i ty  who f i r s t  recognized 
t h e  encompassing va lue  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  A s  a young j o u r n a l i s t  i n  New York C i ty  
he had been dismayed t o  l e a r n  t h a t  f o r  many famous personnages t h e  only ava i l -  
a b l e  summary of t h e i r  con t r ibu t ions  t o  s o c i e t y  was i n  t h e i r  o b i t u a r i e s .  The f a c t  
t h a t  none of t h e i r  own i n s i g h t s  and r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of t h e  p a s t  remained a f t e r  
dea th  seemed, t o  Nevins, a g r e a t  l o s s  t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record .  Therefore,  wi th  
t h e  advent of t h e  t ape  r eco rde r ,  Nevins s a w  a chance t o  r e c t i f y  t h i s  l o s s  and 
i n  1948 he founded the  f i r s t  Oral  History Research Off ice  a t  Columbia Univers i ty  
i n  New ~ o r k . ~  He then  encouraged h i s  co l leagues  i n  academe and journal ism t o  
j o i n  him i n  t h i s  new f i e l d .  

However, j o u r n a l i s t s  earned t h e i r  l i v i n g  by r epor t ing  t h e  p re sen t  and 
could n o t  perce ive  how t h e i r  reading pub l i c  would be i n t e r e s t e d  i n  a journal-  
i s t i c  ch ron ic l ing  of yesterdayk headl ines .  These a t t i t u d e s  towards th ings  
h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s i s t e d  u n t i l  1960 when f e l low j o u r n a l i s t  Theodore White s t a r t l e d  
h i s  col leagues by w r i t i n g  t h e  h ighly  succes s fu l  The Making of t he  P re s iden t  1960, 
a book which remained on t h e  b e s t  s e l l e r  l i s ts  f o r  an e n t i r e  year  a f t e r  i t s  pub-- 
l i c a t i o n .  

What White d id  was no t  t h a t  d i f f i c u l t .  Due t o  t h e  i n f l u e n t i a l  na tu re  of 
t h e i r  p rofess ion ,  j o u r n a l i s t s  a r e  o f t e n  given information from p o l i t i c i a n s  t h a t  
i s  beyond t h e  scope of both t h e  pub l i c  and t h e  h i s t o r i a n .  What White d id  was 
r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h i s  p r iv i l eged  information could be t r a n s l a t e d  i n t o  a popular 
n a r r a t i v e  account of r e c e n t  p o l i t i c a l  h i s t o r y .  "It was l i k e  walking through a 
f i e l d  playing a b r a s s  tuba t h e  day i t  ra ined  gold", s a i d  White. "Everything was 
s i t t i n g  around wai t ing  t o  be reported".4 White's discovery of t he  marke tab i l i t y  
of t he  j o u r n a l i s t ' s  own backyard in sp i r ed  o the r  e f f o r t s .  Pe t e r  C. Newman soon 
became h i s  Canadian counterpar t  wi th  t h e  books Renegade i n  Power - The Diefenbaker 
Years i n  1963 and The Distemper of Our Times i n  1968. 

But a l though White and Newman used o r a l  in te rv iews  t o  o b t a i n  information, 
t h e i r  books can n o t  be considered o r a l  h i s t o r y  s i n c e  they d id  n o t  provide tapes  
o r  t r a n s c r i p t s  of t hese  in te rv iews .  Newman summarized t h e  reason f o r  t h i s  po l i cy  
when he admitted t h a t  o f t e n  t h e  p r i c e  of information was anonymity and the re fo re  
he could n o t  r e v e a l  t h e  i d e n t i t y  of a l l  of h i s  sources.5 Although such an ad- 
mission did n o t  prevent  Newrnan's books from becoming b e s t  sellers, i t  did a t t r a c t  



cons iderable  comment from t h e  academic community. Many c r i t i c s  questioned 
the  v a l i d i t y  of s ta tements  whose accuracy was reduced t o  t he  a u t h o r ' s  word 
of honour - e s p e c i a l l y  when t h e  au thor  was a  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  one w r i t i n g  on a  
con t rove r s i a l  sub jec t .  Others a t tacked  h i s  method, s t a t i n g  t h a t  s i n c e  journal-  
ists were more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  sensa t iona l i sm than h i s t o r i c a l  accuracy, Newrnan's 
books merely r e f l e c t e d  t h e  inhe ren t  weaknesses of a  j o u r n a l i s t i c  approach. 

These comments served n o t  only t o  harden e x i s t i n g  p re jud ices  between 
academics and j o u r n a l i s t s ,  bu t  a l s o  t o  cause s e r i o u s  proponents of h i s t o r i c a l  
journal ism t o  re -eva lua te  t h e i r  method. It was t r u e  t h a t  much va luab le  i n fo r -  
mation used by White and Newman came from t h e i r  own r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of p r i v a t e  
conversat ions.  But i t  was a l s o  t r u e  t h a t  t h e  c r e d i b i l i t y  of t h i s  information - 
c o n f i d e n t i a l  and otherwise,  was severe ly  weakened by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  l i t t l e ,  i f  
any, ex i s t ed  on t ape  which could have been used t o  s u b s t a n t i a t e  i t s  accuracy. 6 

A s  a  r e s u l t ,  many present-day j o u r n a l i s t i c  au tho r s  i n s u r e  t h e i r  c r e d i b i l i t y  by 
recording t h e i r  in te rv iews  on tape ;  and some even fo l low t h i s  up by having 
t r a n s c r i p t s  made. One such convert  i s  U.S.  p o l i t i c a l  j o u r n a l i s t ,  Haynes Johnson. 
Johnson gained prominence by c r i s s c r o s s i n g  t h e  United S t a t e s  in te rv iewing  scores  
of people i n  an at tempt  t o  gauge t h e  mood of t h e  American e l e c t o r a t e  over a  
per iod of years .  He r e l i e d  on t h e  t ape  recorder  because, a s  he s t a t e s :  

!I t he  suspic ion  of t h e  p r in t ed  word today i s  so  immense. I f  you do 
a  lengthy  s e r i e s  on some c o n t r o v e r s i a l  t o p i c ,  you f i n d  an enormous 
outpouring from people who don ' t  ag ree  wi th  what you ' re  saying and 
simply don ' t  be l i eve  t h a t  you've been the re .  So we use  these  t ran-  
s c r i p t s  t o  g ive  a  reader  a  sense  of 'By God, whether o r  n o t  I l i k e  
i t ,  t h a t ' s  what t h e  man 

With t h e  r e l i a n c e  on t h e  t ape  recorder  j o u r n a l i s t i c  in te rv iews  now 
gained c r e d i b i l i t y  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  they could be used f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  re-  
search  purposes. The s i t u a t i o n  could be simply put  a s  fo l lows .  When a j o u r n a l i s t  
in te rv iews  someone on a n  h i s t o r i c a l  sub jec t  wi th  a  t ape  r eco rde r ,  he i s  com- 
mi t t i ng  an  a c t  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  

But i t  should be remembered t h a t  t h e  ove r r id ing  aim of a  j o u r n a l i s t  i s  
t o  s e e  h i s  copy i n  p r i n t .  Since few people converse i n  sentences and paragraphs, 
l i t e r a l  t r a n s c r i p t s  of in te rv iews  a r e  o f t e n  impossible  t o  read and need t o  be 
ed i t ed .  A t  t h i s  po in t ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  a  j o u r n a l i s t  t o  avoid i n j e c t i n g  h i s  
own s t y l e  i n t o  t h e  e d i t i n g  process ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i f  he hopes t o  produce a  book 
t h a t  i s  e n t e r t a i n i n g  t o  read .  It i s  a l s o  d i f f i c u l t  t o  know a t  what po in t  t h i s  
e d i t i n g  process  c ros ses  t h e  l i n e  of h i s t o r i c a l  c r e d i b i l i t y  i n t o  j o u r n a l i s t i c  
l i c e n s e .  Ul t imate ly  t h i s  ques t ion  must be decided by t h e  j o u r n a l i s t  himself and 
submitted t o  t h e  c r i t i c s  f o r  judgement. The c r i t i c s  must then  a s s e s s  whether t h e  
f i n a l  pol ished product has  succeeded i n  providing v a l i d  h i s t o r i c a l  i n s i g h t s  i n  
a  readable  fash ion .  But t h e  o r i g i n a l  tapes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  a r e  s t i l l  important 
s i n c e  they provide t h e  e s s e n t i a l  con t r ibu t ion  t h a t  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t  makes t o  f u t u r e  
h i s t o r i c a l  research .  

The d i s t i ngu i sh ing  f e a t u r e s  of t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  approach t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
can be s t a t e d  a s  an emphasis on people a s  source m a t e r i a l  and on t h e  free-flowing 
in te rv iew a s  t he  method f o r  e l i c i t i n g  t h i s  information.  These emphases stem from 
t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  p ro fe s s ion  i t s e l f  wi th  i t s  demands f o r  d i r e c t  
information and immediate reader  i n t e r e s t .  Thus t h e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  a  good o r a l  
h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t  from a j o u r n a l i s t i c  approach i s  similar t o  t h a t  f o r  good journal-  
i s m .  These c r i t e r i a  a r e  t he  c a l i b r e  of t h e  sources and t h e  s k i l l  of t h e  j o u r n a l i s t  



i n  spontaneously drawing out  t hese  sources.  Unfortunately,  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  
approach has been abused by many who have simply taken a  t ape  recorder  and 
gone ou t  without  any p r i o r  t r a i n i n g ,  interviewed t h e i r  g randfa ther  about t h e  
Depression, and hoped f o r  t h e  b e s t .  Their  r e s u l t s  have damaged t h e  r e p u t a t i o n  
of o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n  t h e  eyes of prospec t ive  u s e r s  and re inforced  i t s  doubt fu l  
va lue  i n  t h e  eyes of skep t i c s .  However, t h e  e n t r y  of s k i l l e d  j o u r n a l i s t s  such 
a s  Studs ~ e r k e l ~  and Barry  roadf foot^ i n t o  t h e  f i e l d  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  has demon- 
s t r a t e d  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  i n s i g h t  t h a t  can be r e a l i z e d  by t h i s  
approach. For i t  is  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  approach, when done we l l ,  which can go 
beyond a  s t ra ight forward  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of f a c t s  and convey t h e  t r u e  f e e l i n g s  
and atmosphere t h a t  surrounded a  p a r t i c u l a r  epoch i n  h i s t o r y .  Indeed, i t  i s  
t h i s  a b i l i t y  t h a t  some h i s t o r i a n s  view a s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  goa l  of h i s t o r y .  French 
psycho-his tor ian Lucien Febvre a p t l y  summed up t h e  n e c e s s i t y  of t h i s  approach 
when he s t a t e d :  

I 1  It i s  t r u e  t h a t  t o  presume t o  r e c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  emotive l i f e  of 
a  given epoch i s  a  t a s k  a t  once e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y  seduct ive  and 
d i f f i c u l t .  But what of i t ?  The h i s t o r i a n  does no t  have t h e  r i g h t  
t o  deser t" .  0 

A s  opposed t o  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t i c  approach, t h e  academic approach t o  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  i s  cha rac t e r i zed  by i t s  emphasis on prel iminary r e sea rch  i n  some l i b r a r y  
o r  a r ch ive  and on planned in te rv iews  which seek answers t o  ques t ions  developed 
from a  preconceived a n a l y t i c a l  base.  The information gleaned from t h e  in te rv iews  
serves  a s  suppor t ive  evidence f o r  t h e  theses  t h a t  t h e  academic has  chosen t o  
advance. 

The spread of o r a l  h i s t o r y  techniques i n  academic c i r c l e s  was i n i t i a t e d  
by t h e  s o c i a l  sc iences .  With t h e  r i s e  of behaviourial ism,  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  
employed research  methods t h a t  sought d a t a  t h a t  e x i s t e d  beyond t h e  wa l l s  of 
l i b r a r i e s  and a rch ives  i n  t h e  depths  of s o c i e t y  i t s e l f .  Armed wi th  c a r e f u l l y  
prepared ques t ionna i r e s  and using random sampling techniques t h e  b e h a v i o u r a l i s t s  
pursued knowledge by s tudying t h e  p o l i t i c a l ,  psychological  and socio-economic 
behaviour of p r a c t i c a l l y  everybody. The aim of t hese  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  was t o  
s tudy s o c i e t y  from a  s c i e n t i f i c  perspec t ive  and o b t a i n  knowledge t h a t  was purged 
of human va lues  and b i a s .  Any d i s c i p l i n e  which d id  no t  examine t h e  va lue  premises 
of i t s  methodological assumptions was l i m i t i n g  t h e  scope of i t s  explanatory power. 
The n e t  r e s u l t  of t h e  behav iou ra l i s t  cha l lenge  was t o  expand f r o n t i e r s  of knowledge 
and t o  br ing  about i n  o the r  d i s c i p l i n e s  a  c r i t i c a l  examination of t h e i r  approaches 
t o  knowledge. 

I n  t h e  d i s c i p l i n e  of h i s t o r y  t h i s  examination was c a r r i e d  out  by s o c i a l  
h i s t o r i a n s  who claimed t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  and p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
of h i s t o r y  had displayed a  b i a s  i n  favour of t h e  s tudy  of e l i t e s ,  - t h e i r  i deas ,  
t h e i r  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and t h e i r  c u l t u r e .  The s o c i a l  h i s t o r i a n s  s e t  about t o  a d j u s t  
t h i s  imbalance by concent ra t ing  t h e i r  s t u d i e s  on t h e  ideas ,  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and 
c u l t u r e  of non-e l i tes  i n  s o c i e t y .  However, s i n c e  they were embarking on r e l a t i v e l y  
untouched academic t e r r i t o r y ,  they found source m a t e r i a l  d i f f i c u l t  t o  l o c a t e  i n  
l i b r a r i e s  and arch ives .  This was l a r g e l y  because a c q u i s i t i o n s  p o l i c i e s  a t  these  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  needs of h i s t o r i a n s  and because non-e l i tes  
tended n o t  t o  w r i t e  memoirs o r  c o l l e c t  correspondence. Therefore,  s o c i a l  h i s t o r i a n s  
i n  search  of t h e  r ecen t  p a s t ,  turned t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  techniques a s  a  means of 
ga ther ing  evidence f o r  t h e i r  own p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of h i s t o r y .  

The r e a c t i o n  of t r a d i t i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n s  t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  techniques was a  



pred ic t ab ly  negat ive  one. Oral  h i s t o r y  was viewed by many a s  a l a z y  s t u d e n t ' s  
s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  long hours of i n v e s t i g a t i v e  r e sea rch  i n  l i b r a r i e s  and a rch ives .  
Those who were n o t  predisposed t o  s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  saw i t  a s  c r e a t i n g  'an a r t i -  
f i c i a l  s u r v i v a l  of t r i v i a  of appa l l i ng  propor t ions '  which belonged more t o  
journalism than t o  h i s t o r y .  Following t h i s  l i n e  of c r i t i c i s m ,  o t h e r s  questioned 
t h e  e t h i c s  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  s i n c e  i t  purported t o  add something t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
record t h a t  otherwise would no t  have been t h e r e .  S t i l l  o t h e r s ,  t ak ing  a page 
from t h e  s o c i o l o g i s t ' s  notebook, argued t h a t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w e r ' s  own preconceived 
ideas  might condi t ion  t h e  in te rv iewee ' s  responses and thus  f a l l  i n t o  t h e  t r a p  
of t he  s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  prophecy. l1 But t h e  key ques t ion  f ac ing  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
was simply one of v a l i d i t y  a s  h i s t o r i c a l  evidence. Could an  o r a l  in te rv iew 
supply acceptab le  h i s t o r i c a l  evidence about events  i n  t h e  p a s t ?  

Perhaps t h e  b e s t  answer t o  t h i s  ques t ion  was o f f e red  by Prof .  Victor  Hoar 
whose book, The MacKenzie-Papineau B a t t a l i o n ,  r e l i e d  ex tens ive ly  on o r a l  h i s t o r y  
in te rv iews  co l l ec t ed  by t h e  CBC Program Archives i n  1964-65. I n  h i s  preface ,  
Hoar s t a t e s :  

"This u s e  of t ape  recorded in te rv iews  made long a f t e r  t h e  event  
descr ibed r e q u i r e s  some explana t ion  ... Since t h e  respondents  a r e  
expected t o  r e l y  upon memory i n  t h e i r  account of t h i s  o r  t h a t  
episode, t h e  scholar  may w e l l  a s k  j u s t  how v a l i d  a r e  such i n t e r -  
views. The memory i s  no t  t h e  most r e l i a b l e  of instruments .  But i n  
t h e  case  of mass in te rv iews  conducted on a common s u b j e c t ,  a common 
experience emerges from i n d i v i d u a l  d e s c r i p t i o n s  which can be authen- 
t i c a t e d  by r e fe rence  t o  t h e  handful  of p e r t i n e n t  books and a r t i c l e s  
a v a i l a b l e  and which can be f u r t h e r  au then t i ca t ed  simply by t h e  f a c t  
t h a t  i s o l a t e d  men having l i t t l e  o r  no con tac t  w i th  one another  over 

r l  12 t h e  yea r s  come up wi th  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  same s t o r y  aga in  and aga in  . 
While t h e  ques t ion  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  as v a l i d  h i s t o r i c a l  evidence is  

paramount, some h i s t o r i a n s  saw t h e  advantages of o r a l  h i s t o r y  from o the r  per- 
spec t ives .  James W. Wilkie ,  a noted professor  of La t in  American h i s t o r y ,  c laims 
t h a t  " the o r a l  h i s t o r i a n  can move between groups t o  d i scuss  i s s u e s  where t h e  
p a r t i c i p a n t  i n  h i s t o r y ,  t up i n  t h e  passion of t h e  p a s t ,  i s  l imi t ed  a s  t o  
whom he can o r  w i l l  spea;?' He a l s o  adds t h a t  a n  important  byproduct of t h e  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  method i s  t h a t  "a sociology of knowledge emerges a s  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  
a sks  s i m i l a r  ques t ions  of people who r ep resen t  i deo log ie s  composing t h e  whole 
p o l i t i c a l  spectrum ... We must remember what men th ink  i s  o f t e n  a s  important a s  

11 14 what a c t u a l l y  happens . 
Nevertheless ,  i n  s p i t e  of t h e  above arguments, acceptance of o r a l  h i s t o r y  

by t h e  academic community i s  f a r  from being un ive r sa l .  Many h i s t o r i a n s  i n  s o c i a l  
h i s t o r y  f i e l d s  seem t o  regard o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a r e sea rch  method of t h e  l a s t  
r e s o r t  - t o  be used only when a l l  o the r  a r c h i v a l  sources a r e  exhausted. Even 
when o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  employed, i t  o f t e n  r e c e i v e s  secondary s t a t u s  i n  foo tno te s  
and acknowledgements. This  l a s t  p o i n t  is  demonstrated i n  two r e c e n t  books on 
Canadian labour  h i s t o r y :  Gad Horowitz 's Canadian Labour i n  P o l i t i c s  and I rv ing  
Abe l l a ' s  Nationalism, Communism, and Canadian Labour. Both au tho r s  conducted 
in te rv iews  wi th  major f i g u r e s  i n  Canadian labour  and quoted from t h e i r  i n t e r -  
views r e g u l a r l y  throughout t h e i r  books. But no mention was made i n  e i t h e r  
b ib l iography of t h e  l e n g t h  of t h e s e  in te rv iews ,  whether t h e  t r a n s c r i p t s  were 
a v a i l a b l e  f o r  r e sea rche r s ,  and where and i f  they were preserved.  

However, some of t h e  r e t i c e n c e  t o  f u l l y  acknowledge o r a l  h i s t o r y  sources 



may o r i g i n a t e  i n  confusion over s tandard academic p r a c t i c e s  f o r  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  
r a t h e r  than a low assessment of i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  v a l i d i t y .  Standard p r a c t i c e s  
as y e t  do n o t  e x i s t  and thus  an academic i s  l e f t  t o  h i s  own i n t u i t i o n  i n  
formulat ing an approach t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  One h i s t o r i a n  who s e t  down an es ta -  
b l i shed  format i s  P ro f .  Jack Granats te in  of York Univers i ty .  Granats te in  out- 
l i n e d  t h r e e  bas i c  requirements f o r  an o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t .  F i r s t ,  t h e  i n t e r -  
viewers should be extremely knowledgeable i n  t he  f i e l d  i n  ques t ion .  Second, 
in te rv iews  should be i n  teams r a t h e r  than by s i n g l e  persons. Third,  terms of 
c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y  should be s p e l l e d  ou t  be fo re  making t h e  t ape  i n  order  t o  guarantee 
a f u l l  and f r e e  d iscuss ion .  Granats te in  then  goes on t o  s t a t e  t h a t :  

I I s u r e l y  it has t o  be accepted t h a t  without  c r i t i c a l  ques t ion ing ,  
nothing of va lue  i s  l i k e l y  t o  su r f ace .  With i t ,  t r u t h  sometimes 
emerges ... There a l s o  has t o  be enough time t o  exhaust a s u b j e c t ,  
t o  g e t  every scrap of information t h a t  can be secured.  A t rave logue  
type  chronology i s  sometimes u s e f u l ,  bu t  no t  i n  a t ape  t h a t  i s  

I r  15  expected t o  be  an h i s t o r i c a l  record . 
But i t  may even be t h a t  P ro f .  Grana t s t e in ' s  format may be too demanding 

f o r  many of h i s  co l leagues  t o  fol low.  Most academics view o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a 
methodological means of ga ther ing  f u r t h e r  evidence t o  r e i n f o r c e  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  
p o s i t i o n  they a r e  advancing i n  a book o r  a r t i c l e .  Hence, t h e  primary aim i n  
t h e i r  o r a l  h i s t o r y  exe rc i se  is  no t  t o  add t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record ,  bu t  r a t h e r  
t o  add t o  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of t h a t  record .  I n  add i t i on ,  many academics 
consider  t h e i r  o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  t o  be t h e i r  own p r i v a t e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  
proper ty  - t o  which a l l  o t h e r s  a r e  t o  be denied access .  It i s  t h e s e  a t t i t u d e s  
t h a t  he lp  exp la in  why o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  by academics a r e  s i n g u l a r l y  
d i f f i c u l t  t o  f i n d  f o r  r e f e rence  purposes.  Therefore,  i t  can be s a i d  t h a t  wh i l e  
j o u r n a l i s t s  and academics d i f f e r  i n  t h e i r  approach t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  they have 
one v i t a l  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  t h a t  they both u s e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  s e rve  t h e i r  en l igh ten ing  
b u t  e s s e n t i a l l y  i nd iv idua l  ends. Thus, t h e  p ro fe s s ion  t o  which t h e  Grana t s t e in  
format i s  most app l i cab le  is  t h e  a r c h i v a l  profess ion  s i n c e  i t  i s  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  
of t he  a r c h i v i s t  t o  ensure t h a t  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record i s  a s  complete a s  poss ib l e  
f o r  o the r  persons t o  research .  By reasons of d e f i n i t i o n  t h e r e f o r e  one might ad- 
vance t h a t  a r c h i v i s t s  should be involved i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  But t h e  reasons f o r  
t h e i r  committment t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  can be seen even more convincingly by a b r i e f  
examination of t h e  changing n a t u r e  of h i s t o r i c a l  source m a t e r i a l .  

The h i s t o r i c a l  record has always been dependent on t h e  technology which 
produced i t .  Up u n t i l  t h e  20th Century t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record was l a r g e l y  hand- 
w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  form of correspondence,diaries,and memoirs. Since wr i t i ng  by 
q u i l l  pen was almost a s  slow a process  a s  t h e  mai l  s e rv i ce ,  t h e r e  was a de f inab le  
l i m i t  t o  t h e  amount of m a t e r i a l  a v a i l a b l e  i n  a r ch ives .  Research consequently 
was s t ra ight forward  and perhaps even r e l ax ing .  But wi th  the  advent of t he  20th 
centurycame t h e  invent ions  of t h e  typewri te r  and t h e  telephone and t h e  commun- 
i c a t i o n s  process  underwent revolu t ionary  change. The e f f e c t s  of t h i s  r evo lu t ion  
were devas t a t ing  f o r  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e sea rche r ,  f o r  a s  Arthur Schlesinger  Jr. 
expla ins :  "While t he  typewri te r  has increased t h e  volume of paper,  t he  t e l e -  
phone has reduced i t s  importance. Far more documents a r e  produced and the re  is  
f a r  l e s s  i n  them".16 Thus, t he  h i s t o r i c a l  record now seemed t o  be spread t h i n l y  
over an ever-expanding su r f ace  which t h e  researcher  was phys i ca l ly  incapable of 
covering i n  h i s  l i f e t i m e .  Research was now complicated and never ending. But 
wi th  t h e  invent ion  of t h e  t ape  recorder ,  technology reversed i t s  f i e l d  some- 
what and provided t h e  a r c h i v i s t  and researcher  with a t o o l  with which he could 
reclaim some of t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record eroded by the  widespread use  of t h e  t e l e -  
phone and typewri te r .  



Thus, i f  t h e  a r c h i v i s t  r e f u s e s  t o  t ake  up t h e  tape  r eco rde r ,  no t  only 
w i l l  t he  h i s t o r i c a l  record be l e s s  complete but  i t  might a l s o  be of i n f e r i o r  
c a l i b r e  a s  t h i s  func t ion  might then be l e f t  t o  l e s s  q u a l i f i e d  people.  For t he  
bes t  poss ib l e  assessment of gaps t o  be f i l l e d  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  record must 
s u r e l y  come from those  who a r e  most f a m i l i a r  wi th  t h e  s t r e n g t h s  and weaknesses 
of e x i s t i n g  a r c h i v a l  holdings.  Indeed, t he  importance of t he  a r c h i v i s t  i n  t h e  
f i e l d  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  has a l r eady  been noted and advocated by s e v e r a l  s cho la r s .  
Norman Hoyle, i n  h i s  e x c e l l e n t  a r t i c l e  i n  Library  Trends, even makes a  case  
f o r  a  s t r i c t l y  a r c h i v a l  d e f i n i t i o n  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  

I I The purpose of t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  in t e rv i ew is  t o  c r e a t e  new a r c h i v a l  
m a t e r i a l s  f o r  o t h e r  w r i t e r s  t o  use.  Interviewing a lone  does n o t  con- 
s t i t u t e  o r a l  h i s t o r y ;  i f  i t  d i d ,  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  wr i t i ng  on contemporary 
h i s t o r y ,  t o  say nothing of newspaper r epo r t ing  and much s o c i o l o g i c a l  
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  would come under i t s  a e g i s .  Because of i t s  emphasis on 
meeting t h e  information needs of t h e  scholar  of t he  f u t u r e ,  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
impl ies  f u r t h e r  t h e  a r c h i v a l  p re se rva t ion  of t h e  document r e s u l t i n g  
from t h e  in t e rv i ew and i t s  eventua l  i f  n o t  immediate a v a i l a b i l i t y  t o  
t h e  scho la r ly  community." 17 

But i f  t h e  a r c h i v i s t  i s  t o  be involved i n  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  process ,  t h e  
next  s t a g e  is  t o  determine t h e  ex t en t  of t h e  commitment. To most a r c h i v i s t s ,  
t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  b a s i c  op t ions  t h a t  a r e  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  h i s  cons idera t ion .  The 
f i r s t  op t ion  would simply have t h e  a r c h i v i s t  p reserv ing  t apes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  
of o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  t h a t  have been undertaken by i n t e r e s t e d  persons out- 
s i d e  of t h e  a r ch ives .  The second opt ion  would involve t h e  a r c h i v i s t  i n  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  a s  p a r t  of a  process  t o  f i l l  i n  gaps i n  e x i s t i n g  c o l l e c t i o n s .  The t h i r d  
opt ion  would have t h e  a r c h i v i s t  involved i n  wide-ranging p r o j e c t s  concerned wi th  
both the  p a s t  and t h e  p re sen t ,  and wi th  t h e  o v e r a l l  aim being t o  u se  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
n o t  j u s t  a s  a  t o o l  t o  rec la im p a s t  h i s t o r i c a l  ground, bu t  a l s o  t o  guarantee  a  
s o l i d  foo t ing  t o  t h e  p re sen t .  

Most a r ch ives  a t  p re sen t  a r e  involved i n  one of t h e  f i r s t  two opt ions .  
But i t  is t h e  t h i r d  op t ion  which, a l though most demanding, may be needed i n  
order  t o  main ta in  a  cont inuing va luab le  h i s t o r i c a l  record f o r  f u t u r e  a s  w e l l  
a s  p re sen t  r e sea rche r s .  Using the  model suppl ied  by Prof .  Granats te in ,  t h i s  
op t ion  could be implemented i n  t h e  fol lowing manner. F i r s t ,  an  a r e a  of s tudy 
would be defined by t h e  a r c h i v i s t ,  e . g .  Canadian bus iness  i n  t h e  1960's .  Second, 
i n  consu l t a t i on  wi th  t h e  leading  academics i n  t h e  a r e a ,  t h e  key i s s u e s  o r  deba tes  
would be i d e n t i f i e d .  Third,  i n  consu l t a t i on  wi th  t h e  l ead ing  bus iness  j o u r n a l i s t s  
of t h e  per iod ,  key f i g u r e s  would be s e l e c t e d  f o r  in te rv iewing .  Fourth,  w i th  t h e  
a r c h i v i s t  a c t i n g  a s  co-ordinator ,  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t  and t h e  academic would draw up 
a  format f o r  ques t ions  during t h e  in te rv iewing  se s s ion .  F i f t h ,  wi th  guarantees  
of c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y  prearranged wi th  t h e  interviewee,  t h e  in t e rv i ew would t ake  
p lace  wi th  the  academic concent ra t ing  on i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  ques t ions ,  t h e  j o u r n a l i s t  
on ques t ions  of immediate concern and t h e  a r c h i v i s t  on ques t ions  of h i s t o r i c a l  
development. S ix th  and l a s t ,  t h e  t apes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  of t h e  in t e rv i ew would be 
deposi ted i n  t h e  sponsoring a r c h i v a l  i n s t i t u t i o n .  Although t h i s  is  an ambit ious 
undertaking,  i t  would s e r v e  t o  u n i t e  a l l  t h r e e  p r a c t i t i o n e r s  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  
under one program and could t h e r e f o r e  u t i l i z e  t h e  advantages of a l l  t h r e e  approaches 
t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  A s  such, i t  might become t h e  f i n a l  p o i n t  i n  t h e  evolu t ion  of 
modern o r a l  h i s t o r y .  

Whether o r  n o t  such a  program i s  implemented depends on t h e  p r i o r i t y  given 
t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  by each a r c h i v a l  i n s t i t u t i o n .  Canada has lagged s e v e r a l  yea r s  



behind t h e  United S t a t e s  i n  t h e  development of o r a l  h i s t o r y  programs up t o  
now. Yet t he  va lue  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  i n  documenting t h e  Canadian h i s t o r i c a l  
experience has been proven i n  s e v e r a l  a r eas .  The time f o r  t h e  a r c h i v i s t  t o  
wai t  f o r  t h e  record t o  come t o  him has now ended. The time f o r  comprehensive 
involvement of Canadian Arch iv i s t s  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  a t  hand. 

Richard Lochead 

FOOTNOTES 

1. The leg i t imacy of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  t he  gene ra l  pub l i c  was perhaps o f f i c i a l l y  
confirmed when i t  became t h e  s u b j e c t  of a favourable  two-page a r t i c l e  i n  
Newsweek e n t i t l e d  "The Pen v s .  t h e  Tape Recorder". August 5 ,  1974. Pp. 74-75. 

2. La Clare,  LGo Oral  History Techniques f o r  t h e  Archivis t ,Canadian H i s t o r i c a l  
Associat ion Archives Sect ion - Papers  Prepared f o r  t h e  1974 Archives Course. 
Paper 27, Pg. 2. 

3. Hoyle, Norman "Oral History", L ibrary  Trends, J u l y  1972. Pg. 61. 

4. White, Theodore Quoted i n  The Boys on t h e  Bus by Timothy Crouse, New York, 
1974. Pg. 35. 

5. Newman, P e t e r  C.  Renegade i n  Power: The Diefenbaker Years, New York, 1963. 
Pg. 402. 

Newman, Pe t e r  C.  The Distemper of Our Times, Toronto, 1968. Pg. 479. 

The author  could have pre-arranged access  r e s t r i c t i o n s  on t h e  t ape  i t s e l f  a s  
a means of guaranteeing c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y .  

Johnson, Haynes Quoted i n  The Boys on t h e  Bus, Timothy Crouse, New York, 1974. 
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Studs Terkel  wrote Hard Times, an  o r a l  h i s t o r y  of t h e  Great Depression, which 
d e t a i l e d  t h e  American experience during t h e  1930's .  

Barry Broadfoot wrote Ten Lost Years 1929-1939, which used o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  de- 
s c r i b e  t h e  Canadian experience of t h i s  per iod .  

Febvre, Lucien Quoted i n  "The Use and Abuse of Psychology i n  History" by Frank 
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Hoar, Victor  The MacKenzie-Papineau Ba t t a l i on ,  Toronto, 1969. 

It i s  indeed i r o n i c  and sad t h a t  n o t  only does an American h i s t o r i a n  
have t o  discover  and w r i t e  some sec t ion  of Canadian h i s t o r y  f o r  u s  - 
using our  own resources ,  bu t  then has t o  remind us  of i t s  value.  But 
t h i s  phenomena has occurred before  i n  o the r  a r e a s  of Canadian l i f e  
and perhaps a s  such forms p a r t  of our Canadian i d e n t i t y .  
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American E l i t e s "  The Oral His tory  Review 1973. Pg. 81. 
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