
ORAL HISTORY AND ARCHIVES: THE CASE AGAINST 

by Jean Dryden 

Nous croyons qu'une imp l i ca t ion  t rop  i n c i s i v e  e t  importante de l a  p a r t  
des a r c h i v i s t e s  en t a n t  que c rga t eu r  de documents d ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  p o u r r a i t  
s 7 a v 6 r e r  ng fas t e  2 p l u s  ou moins brsve  6ch6ance e t  c o n s t i t u e r a i t  un accroc 
du r81e de conservateur  que son t  l e s  a r c h i v i s t e s *  Deux r a i s o n s  nous p o r t e n t  
2 de t e l s  propos. D'abord, nous pensons que l e s  u n i v e r s i t a i r e s ,  l e s  chercheurs  
en  ggngral  s o n t  p lus  en mesure de percevoi r  l e s  l i g n e s  de f o r c e  de l a  recherche 
que ne l e  s o n t  l e s  a r c h i v i s t e s .  En second l i e u  l e s  coe t s  p a r f o i s  f o r t  6levGs 
d'un p r o j e t  d ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e  t a n t  du p o i n t  de vue f i n a n c i e r  que du personnel  
r equ i s  ne peuvent S t r e  assumgs pa r  l e s  a r c h i v i s t e s  e t  l e s  i n s t i t u t i o n s  q u i  
l e s  emploient . 

Ceci d i t ,  nous pensons que l e  r 8 l e  des a r c h i v i s t e s ,  en p l u s  d ' z t r e  l e s  
conservateurs  des documents h i s t o r i q u e s ,  p o u r r a i t  a u s s i  en Gtre  un d'encouragement 
2 l ' h i s t o i r e  o r a l e .  En en f a i s a n t  l a  conserva t ion ,  en rendant l e s  en t revues  
a c c e s s i b l e s ,  en  s t anda rd i san t  l e  t r a i t e m e n t  e t  en j u b l i a n t  des  i n v e n t a i r e s  de 
documents oraux, l e  r81e des a r c h i v i s t e s  e s t  d6 j2  f o r t  important .  En face  
d'une t e l l e  tzche  nu1 besoin n ' e s t  pour eux de devenir  l e s  c r s a t e u r s  ou l e s  

I commenditaires des  documents oraux. 

I have been asked t o  argue t h e  case f o r  t h e  premise t h a t  a r ch ives  should 
NOT be involved i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  Although I have done a  c e r t a i n  amount of 
reading,  a s  we l l  a s  t a l k i n g  wi th  co l leagues  from va r ious  o t h e r  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  
most of my opinions and s ta tements  a r e  based on my experience and knowledge 
gained while  working a t  t h e  P r o v i n c i a l  Archives of Alber ta .  While t h i s  may 
seem a r a t h e r  narrow foundation f o r  some very s t rong  opin ions ,  very l i t t l e  
t h a t  I read o r  heard from o t h e r s  caused me t o  f e e l  t h a t  I was completely o f f -  
base i n  my views. 

Since I am arguing t h a t  a r ch ives  should no t  be involved i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  
I must f i r s t  def ine  j u s t  what I mean by t h e  term.. Throughout my remarks, I 
w i l l  be  using t h e  commonly accepted d e f i n i t i o n  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  mean t h e  
c o l l e c t i o n  of information by means of tape-recorded in te rv iews  wi th  ind iv idua l s .  
I must make i t  c l e a r  t h a t  I have no ob jec t ion  whatsoever t o  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  and 
p re se rva t ion  of recorded d a t a  of a l l  s o r t s  whether i n  t h e  form of i n t e rv i ews ,  
ceremonies, b roadcas ts  o r  music. What I % o b j e c t i n g  t o  i s  the  n o t i o n  t h a t  
a r ch ives  should be a c t i v e l y  engaged i n  running o r a l  h i s t o r y  programs, t h a t  i s ,  
arranging, researching and conducting in te rv iews  a s  w e l l  a s  preserv ing  them 
and making them a v a i l a b l e  f o r  researchers .  

Let me d ig re s s  a  moment t o  d i scuss  some of t h e  va lues ,  r e a l  and/or  per- 
ceived,  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  It i s  undeniable t h a t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  a r e  a  
means of e l i c i t i n g  information n o t  l i k e l y  t o  e x i s t  i n  w r i t t e n  form, and a  v a l i d  
t o o l  f o r  those p r a c t i t i o n e r s  of va r ious  forms of s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  who a r e  i n t e r -  
e s t e d  i n  examining events  from t h e  p o i n t  of view, no t  of t h e  l eade r s ,  bu t  of 



those l e d .  Oral h i s t o r y  is  indeed va luable  when in te rv iews  a r e  conducted by 
competent i n t e rv i ewers  who have researched t h e  t o p i c  a s  thoroughly as poss ib l e .  
I would no t  q u a r r e l  wi th  t h a t .  However, I have found t h a t  one must d e a l  wi th  
a s t r o n g l y  embedded popular  coniception of o r a l  h i s t o r y  which, i n  Alber ta  a t  
l e a s t ,  bea r s  very l i t t l e  resemt~lance t o  t h e  i d e a l  I have descr ibed  above. To 
Alber tans ,  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  "ge t t i ng  those  old- t imers  down on tape  before  t h e y ' r e  
gone". Oral  h i s t o r y  involves  simply f ind ing  someone who i s  s u i t a b l y  a n c i e n t ,  
s e t t i n g  up t h e  n e a r e s t  t ape  recorder ,  and l e t t i n g  him o r  h e r  ramble on and 
reminisce a t  w i l l .  I n  t h e  popular  view, t h a t ' s  i t .  Oral h i s t o r y  r equ i r e s  no 
more work than t h a t .  The i d e a  t h a t  i t  might be worthwhile in te rv iewing  someone 
young enough s t i l l  t o  be a c t i v e  i n ,  o r  r e c e n t l y  r e t i r e d  from, a ca ree r  o r  
occupation o t h e r  than  homesteading, and t h a t  it  might be va luable  t o  do a l i t t l e  
research  before  t h e  in te rv iew smd a l i t t l e  indexing af te rward  is  completely 
a l i e n  t o  t he  popular  concept of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  Indeed, I s t r o n g l y  suspec t  
from my experience wi th  a recenit province-wide survey of o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  a s  we l l  
a s  w i th  va r ious  o r a l  h i s t o r y  groups, t h a t  t h e  very f a c t  of being interviewed 
i s  an end i n  i t s e l f .  Once interviewed,  one ' s  s t a t u s  a s  an old-timer i s  es tab-  
l i shed ,<  and what happens t o  t h e  t a p e s  a f t e r  t h a t  i s  immaterial .  

Is t h i s  view of o r a l  h i s t o r y  p e c u l i a r  t o  Alber ta  because t h e  province i s  
young and some of t h e  o r i g i n a l  s e t t l e r s  a r e  s t i l l  around? I don ' t  t h i n k  so.  
I t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  not ion  t h a t  i t  i s  easy t o  do o r a l  h i s t o r y  is  widely he ld  be- 
yond Albe r t a ' s  borders .  A l o g i c a l  ex tens ion  of t h i s  popular  view of o r a l  
h i s t o r y  i s  t h a t  i t  can be done on a shoes t r ing  budget. And y e t ,  somewhat 
i l l o g i c a l l y ,  o r a l  h i s t o r y  r e t a i n s  a c e r t a i n  mystique. Judging from t h e  number 
of r eques t s  t h e  a r ch ives  g e t s  t o  do in te rv iews ,  many people b e l i e v e  t h a t  a 
s p e c i a l  e x p e r t i s e  i s  requi red  t o  do o r a l  h i s t o r y  -- e x p e r t i s e  t h a t  only the  
a r ch ives  has.  Combining these  ideas  r e s u l t s  i n  t h e  popular  no t ion  t h a t  an  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  program can e a s i l y  be f i t  i n t o  an a rch ives  a c t i v i t i e s  w i th  few, i f  
any, a d d i t i o n a l  f i n a n c i a l  o r  human resources. I f  popular  opinion i n s i s t s  t h a t  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  be p a r t  of an a rch ives  program, then  the  a rch ives  have a tough job 
t o  do t o  f i g h t  f o r  and ob ta in  adequate resources  t o  run i t  properly.  I n  t h e  
meantime, t he  products  of shoes t r ing  o r a l  h i s t o r y  programs a r e  n o t  going t o  
y i e l d  impressive r e s u l t s .  

Even i f  w e  could change popular  opinion,  and convince t h e  p o l i t i c i a n s  who 
c o n t r o l  ou r  budgets of t h e  need f o r  t h e  ex t ens ive  resources  requi red  t o  run a 
proper  o r a l  h i s t o r y  program, I have s t rong  doubts t h a t  i t  should be an a rch ives  
which should be running i t .  There a r e  s e v e r a l  important reasons why I f e e l  
t h a t  a r ch ives  should not  be involved i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  interviewing.  F i r s t  of 
a l l ,  a r c h i v i s t s  a r e  cus todians ,  no t  c r e a t o r s  of records.  It has been argued 
t h a t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  does n o t  c r e a t e  records ,  bu t  r a t h e r  records  responses a v a i l -  
a b l e  i n  no o t h e r  form. This argument i s  v a l i d  only i n  s p e c i a l  ca ses ,  f o r  
example, i f  an a rch ives  p e r i o d i c a l l y  a r ranges  t o  record a ceremony of p a r t i c u l a r  
s i g n i f i c a n c e .  However, i f  an a r c h i v i s t  is  t o  conduct in te rv iews  in o rde r  t o  
acqu i r e  f u r t h e r  information about a p a r t i c u l a r  t o p i c ,  he o r  she  cannot he lp  but  
i n t e r a c t  wi th  the  informant t o  shape and s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  in te rv iew.  The a r c h i v i s t  
is  c r e a t i n g  a record  and t h a t  i s  n o t  ou r  t a sk .  

I n  t h e  second p l ace ,  i t  i s  impossible t o  a sk  a r c h i v i s t s  (who tend t o  be 
g e n e r a l i s t s )  t o  at tempt  t o  m e e t  t h e  needs of p re sen t  and f u t u r e  r e sea rche r s  i n  
gene ra l  in te rv iews  such a s  have been conducted i n  t h e  p a s t .  To draw another  
example from t h e  Alber ta  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h e  experiences of t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  p ioneers  



have a l ready  been ex tens ive ly  documented by means of in te rv iews  now preserved  
i n  t h e  P rov inc i a l  Archives and Glenbow a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  The 
va lue  of many of t h e s e  in te rv iews  i s  ques t ionable .  Most of them were conducted 
without a p a r t i c u l a r  focus o t h e r  t han  t o  "get those old- t imers  down on tape" 
f o r  p o s t e r i t y .  I n  my exper ience ,  t h e  only people who eve r  come i n  t o  l i s t e n  
t o  t h e  t a p e s  (with very few except ions)  a r e  t h e  descendants of t h e  informant 
once he o r  she  has  died.  Those few re sea rche r s  who a r e n ' t  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  
informants have expressed disappointment i n  t he  t apes  they have l i s t e n e d  t o ,  
complaining t h a t  t h e  in te rv iews  d id  no t  ask  t h e  r i g h t  ques t ions .  How could 
they  have hoped t o  a n t i c i p a t e  t h e  needs of f u t u r e  r e sea rche r s?  While a r c h i v i s t s  
a r e  i n  a good p o s i t i o n  t o  be a b l e  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e  gaps i n  more t r a d i t i o n a l  
documentation, i t  j u s t  i s  n o t  economically f e a s i b l e  t o  al low a r c h i v i s t s  t o  devote 
t h e  v a s t  amount of research  time r equ i r ed  t o  i d e n t i f y ,  research  and in t e rv i ew 
people wi th  t h e  knowledge t o  f i l l  t he se  gaps. Furthermore, even i f  such 
resources were a v a i l a b l e ,  i t  i s  humanly impossible  t o  f i l l  a l l  t h e  gaps,  and 
t h e r e  would s t i l l  be complaints t h a t  t h e  in te rv iewer  d id  no t  a sk  t h e  r i g h t  
quest ions.  It makes much more sense t o  have someone wi th  a c e r t a i n  e x p e r t i s e  
i n  an a r e a  t o  conduct in te rv iewing  wi th  a p a r t i c u l a r  focus i n  mind. 

Thirdly,  i n  my opinion,  o t h e r ,  more t r a d i t i o n a l ,  a r c h i v a l  a c t i v i t i e s  a r e  
f a r  more important .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  reducing our  e x i s t i n g  backlogs and mounting 
an  a c t i v e  a c q u i s i t i o n  program is f a r  more important  than  c r e a t i n g  more records  
which may be of marginal  va lue .  Archiving sometimes seems l i k e  juggl ing ,  and 
most of u s  a r e  a l ready  t r y i n g  t o  keep too  many b a l l s  i n  t h e  a i r  a t  once. To 
add more when you ' re  a l r eady  i n  danger of dropping t h e  ones you've g o t ,  makes 
no sense a t  a l l .  

This  l e a d s  m e  t o  t h e  main reason why arch ives  should no t  be running o r a l  
h i s t o r y  programs. To run a proper  o r a l  h i s t o r y  program i s  extremely expensive. 
Few a rch ives  a r e  adequately funded now t o  ca r ry  out c e r t a i n  b a s i c  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  
ou t l i ned  by s t a t u e  o r  r u l e s  s e t  by t h e i r  c r e a t i n g  bodies .  To t r y  and squeeze 
i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  sheer  f o l l y .  

In  sum then,  I am arguing t h a t  a r ch ives  should not  be running o r a l  h i s t o r y  
programs because: 1 )  they a r e  cus todians ,  not  c r e a t o r s ,  of records ;  2)  they 
would have d i f f i c u l t y  meeting the  needs of r e sea rche r s  without  a v e r y ' s p e c i f i c  
focus and e x p e r t i s e ,  and most important 3) they simply cannot a f f o r d  t h e  
resources necessary t o  do o r a l  h i s t o r y  properly.  

It  might be argued t h a t  a r ch ives  should be d i r e c t l y  involved i n  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  so  i t  w i l l  be  done r i g h t .  I s e e  l i t t l e  evidence f o r  t h a t  assumption. 
With a l l  due r e spec t  t o  my a r c h i v a l  col leagues: ,  I would suggest  t h a t  a r c h i v i s t s  
a r e  no b e t t e r  i n t e rv i ewers  than  anyone e l s e .  Even i f  one i s  prepared t o  g r a n t  
a c e r t a i n  i n f a l l i b i l i t y  t o  a r c h i v i s t s  a s  in te rv iewers ,  we must s t i l l  cons ider  
t he  i s s u e  of f inances  which I r a i s e d  a moment ago. There simply is  n o t  enough 
money i n  a r ch ives  budgets t o  do i t  r i g h t .  

One could argue t h a t  a rch ives  should supeirvise o r a l  h i s t o r y  programs 
funded from o u t s i d e  t h e  a r ch ives  budget should such funding be a v a i l a b l e .  The 
P rov inc i a l  Archives of Alber ta  has had some experience wi th  t h i s  and i t  r e a l l y  
d id  not  work very w e l l .  I w i l l  n o t  d e t a i l  c e r t a i n  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in t h e  r e l a t i o n -  
sh ip  between t h e  PAA and t h e  funding agency which meant t h a t  we had inadequate  
i npu t  i n t o  h i r i n g ,  and i t  took f a r  too long f o r  our  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  wi th  



c e r t a i n  employees t o  r e g i s t e r .  Furthermore, no-one recognized j u s t  how much 
time is  r equ i r ed  j u s t  t o  p l a n  and supe rv i se  and monitor even a modest o r a l  
h i s t o r y  program. The supe rv i s ion  i s  almost a fu l l - t ime job i n  i t s e l f ,  and 
speaking from experience,  I would n o t  recommend t r y i n g  t o  run a program funded 
by an o u t s i d e  source without  some power over t h e  p u r s e s t r i n g s ,  and some recog- 
n i t i o n  t h a t  i t  t akes  a s u ~ r p r i s i n g  amount of t ime j u s t  t o  superv ise .  

I f  a r c h i v i s t s  shouldn ' tbe doing o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  who should? The people who 
should be doing o r a l  h i s t o r y  a r e  those  who have an e x p e r t i s e  i n  a c e r t a i n  a r e a  
and who a r e  conducting o r a l  h i s t o r y  f o r  a p r o j e c t  wi th  a s p e c i f i c  focus. Such 
people should be encouraged t o  depos i t  t h e i r  t apes  i n  a r ch ives  once they  have 
f i n i s h e d  t h e i r  p r o j e c t s .  A s  w e l l ,  t apes  w i l l  cont inue t o  be generated by 
s e n i o r  c i t i z e n s '  groups, those  working on l o c a l  h i s t o r i e s ,  o r  by i n d i v i d u a l s  
i n t e r e s t e d  i n  recording t h e  reminiscences of t h e  .older family members. They 
too should be encouraged t o  depos i t  t h e i r  t apes  i n  a rch ives .  In  both cases ,  
of course,  a rch ives  can be expected t o  apply t h e i r  s tandard  a p p r a i s a l  c r i t e r i a ,  
i . e .  dup l i ca t ion  of information., t e c h n i c a l  q u a l i t y ,  e t c .  be fo re  making a 
commitment t o  accept  t h e  t apes .  

Besides encouraging in t e rv i ewers  t o  depos i t  t h e i r  t apes  i n  a rch ives  so  
t h a t  they  may be preserved  and made a v a i l a b l e  t o  o t h e r s ,  what e l s e  should 
a rch ives  be doing a s  f a r  a s  orad h i s t o r y  i s  concerned? In  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  t o  
make recorded d a t a  a v a i l a b l e ,  a rch ives  should be working toward s t anda rd iz ing  
d e s c r i p t i o n  t o  b e s t  meet t he  needs of r e sea rche r s .  They a l s o  should b e  under- 
t ak ing  an educa t iona l  r o l e  i n  an ongoing e f f o r t  t o  teach  the  p u b l i c  and those  
who c o n t r o l  a r c h i v a l  budgets of t h e  resources  requi red  t o  do o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  
we l l .  More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  they  should b e  a v a i l a b l e  t o  provide guidance i n  t h e  
form of pamphlets o r  perhaps workshops on t h e  p r a c t i c a l i t i e s  of conducting 
good in te rv iews .  F ina l ly ,  i n  an e f f o r t  t o  prevent  dup l i ca t ion  and wasted 
e f f o r t ,  each p r o v i n c i a l  a r ch ives  could poss ib ly  se rve  as a c l e a r i n g  house of 
ongoing o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s .  Such e f f o r t s  w i l l  provide a s s i s t a n c e  t o  and 
encouragement of o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s .  But given t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  low 
p r o f i l e  of a r ch ives  and woefully inadequate  funding, I cannot fo re see  t h e  day 
when a r c h i v a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s  willt be a b l e  t o  a f f o r d  t h e  luxury of being f u l l y  
involved i n  ongoing o r a l  h i s t o r y  programs. 


