
ORAL HISTORY: ONE HISTORIAN'S VIEW 

When W.A.B. Douglas of t he  Ontar io H i s t o r i c a l  Soc ie ty  asked me t o  
speak on t h e  s u b j e c t  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  t o  a Local His tory  Workshop t h e  Socie ty  
was holding i n  Ottawa, May 2-3, 1975, I greeted h i s  i n v i t a t i o n  wi th  mixed 
f e e l i n g s .  Of course I was f l a t t e r e d  t o  be asked and I knew too t h a t  my own 
experience i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  would a t  l e a s t  provide a convenient s u b j e c t  f o r  my 
remarks. Because my s p e c i a l i z a t i o n  i s  modern Ontar io h i s t o r y ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h e  
period from about t he  t u r n  of t h i s  century,  I have f r equen t ly  had occasion t o  
tape-record t h e  reminiscences of h i s t o r i c a l  a c t o r s  f o r  my own re sea rch  purposes.  
I was a l s o  involved wi th  two of my col leagues i n  t h e  York Un ive r s i t y  Department 
of His tory  with a p r o j e c t ,  which began almost a decade ago, t o  tape-record t h e  
experiences of lead ing  f e d e r a l  p o l i t i c a l  f i g u r e s  from the  Diefenbaker per iod .  
This work, I be l ieve ,  was the  f i r s t  time t h e  Humanities and Soc ia l  Science 
s e c t i o n  of t he  Canada Council o f f e red  funding f o r  an o r a l  h i s t o r y  program. Most 
r ecen t ly ,  a s  Associate  Ed i to r  of t h e  Ontar io H i s t o r i c a l  S tudies  S e r i e s ,  a body 
e s t ab l i shed  by t h e  Province of Ontar io i n  1971 t o  encourage work and develop 
pub l i ca t ions  i n  t h e  f i e l d  of Ontar io h i s t o r y ,  I have been r e spons ib l e  f o r  super- 
v i s i n g  a f a i r l y  l a r g e  number of in te rv iews  i n  an on-going o r a l  h i s t o r y  program. 

I f  t h i s  was the  background on which I knew I could draw, I a l s o  had 
r e s e r v a t i o n s  about t a l k i n g  a t  such a workshop about o r a l  h i s t o r y .  I have always 
be l ieved  t h a t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  l a r g e l y  a ma t t e r  of common sense  and I have never 
been very  impressed by lengthy d i s q u i s i t i o n s  about what purpor t s  t o  be  t h e  theory 
and technique of t he  sub jec t .  Of course  t h e r e  a r e  t echn ica l  m a t t e r s  r e l a t i n g  t o  
t h e  s e l e c t i o n ,  u se  and s to rage  of equipment t h a t  must be mastered bu t  t h e r e  a r e  
a l s o  some r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e  pub l i ca t ions  t h a t  d e a l  wi th  t h i s  a spec t  of o r a l  
h i s t o r y  u s e f u l l y  and b r i e f l y .  There a r e  a l s o  o t h e r  sources of such information 
r e a d i l y  a v a i l a b l e ,  I am su re ,  i n  almost every community. So I c e r t a i n l y  wasn't  
going t o  t a l k  about t h a t  s i d e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y .  

Secondly, my observa t ion  has been t h a t  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  va lue  i n  the  
d i scuss ion  of in te rv iewing  techniques.  Again, in te rv iewing  i s  l a r g e l y  a ' m a t t e r  
of common sense.  Almost any b ib l iography dea l ing  wi th  o r a l  h i s t o r y  w i l l  l i s t  
pub l i ca t ions  which o f f e r  f r i e n d l y  household h i n t s  t o  t he  neophyte. Although 
these  a r e  u se fu l ,  my own f e e l i n g  i s  t h a t  they a r e  no s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  a l i t t l e  
experience.  Some of t h e  advice they o f f e r  runs counter  t o  my own experience.  
Wil la  K. Baum, i n  her  va luab le  pamphlet Oral  His tory  f o r  t h e  Local H i s t o r i c a l  
Soc ie ty  (second e d i t i o n ,  1974) sugges ts ,  f o r  example, t h a t  an hour and a ha l f  
i s  probably t h e  maximum leng th  f o r  a good in te rv iew and s t a t e s  t h a t  even i f  t h e  
interviewee wants t o  cont inue,  t h e  in te rv iewer  should beg of f  by pleading 
" f a t igue ,  another  appointment, o r  no more tape". A s  i n  so  much o r a l  h i s t o r y  work, 
t h i s  advice  must be tempered by circumstances.  We have had exce l l en t  in te rv iews  
which have l a s t e d  up t o  twelve hours and anyone who knows of t h e  p r a c t i c a l  
problems involved i n  g e t t i n g  busy in t e rv i ewers ,  o f t e n  scho la r s  wi th  a mult i -  
p l i c i t y  of o the r  demands on t h e i r  t ime, toge ther  wi th  even bus i e r  interviewees,  
o f t e n  a t  out-of-town l o c a t i o n s ,  w i l l  no t  be inc l ined  t o  break off  t he  in te rv iew 
a f t e r  a maximum of an  hour and a h a l f .  

S imi l a r ly ,  most of t h e  how-to-do-it manuals suggest t h a t  a one-to-one 
r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  in te rv iewer  t o  interviewee,  i s  probably b e s t  and t h a t  under no 
circumstances should the  in te rv iewer  'cross-examine' o r  'badger '  t he  sub jec t .  
I ' m  s u r e  t h i s  i s  good advice,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  when the  person being interviewed 



is  someone reminiscing about events  i n  t he  l o c a l  community. Many of our 
s u b j e c t s ,  however, a r e  experienced p o l i t i c i a n s  accustomed t o  being i n t e r -  
viewed. Such persons i n  t h e  course of long c a r e e r s  i n  pub l i c  l i f e  w i l l  have 
developed a p r o t e c t i v e  s h e l l  by which they ward of f  troublesome ques t ions  and 
while  seeming t o  say something worthwhile i n  f a c t  g ive  away a s  l i t t l e  a s  
poss ib l e .  Of course t h e  in te rv iewer  w i l l  have emphasized t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  
purpose between h i s  in te rv iew and t h a t  done f o r  immediate pub l i ca t ion  by the  
j o u r n a l i s t  or  t e l e v i s i o n  commentator. Often t h i s  w i l l  be  t o  no a v a i l  f o r  a f t e r  
decades of par ry ing  o f f  troublesome ques t ions ,  t h e  s u b j e c t ,  even i f  t ry ing  t o  
be f rank  and open, almost without  th inking  may r ep ly  wi th  the  cl ichgd responses 
which served so  w e l l  on o the r  occasions.  It is  t h i s  defens ive  v e i l  t h a t  t h e  
in te rv iewer  must pene t r a t e ,  and without  a l lowing himself t o  g e t  i n t o  an adver- 
sa ry  pos ture  which would des t roy  a l l  r appor t  which may have been e s t ab l i shed ,  
he should no t  h e s i t a t e  t o  cha l lenge  t h e  answers he r ece ives  and t o  probe t o  a 
deeper l e v e l  of response.  "Come on now, Senator ,  s u r e l y  t h e r e  was more t o  i t  
than tha t" ,  t he  in te rv iewer  might say,"Mr. so-and-so claims t h a t  ..." Most 
p o l i t i c i a n s  a r e  p r e t t y  worldly and hard-skinned types;  few w i l l  r e s e n t  being 
pushed t o  re-examine t h e i r  i n i t i a l  responses i f  i t  i s  done wi th  some t a c t  and 
s k i l l ,  and o f t e n  i t  i s  only by doing so t h a t  t h e  in te rv iewer  w i l l  uncover t r u l y  
s i g n i f i c a n t  m a t e r i a l .  Otherwise those  who make use  of t h e  o r a l  document may d i s -  
cover t h a t  t he  in te rv iew y ie lded  no information which could not  have been un- 
covered by a b i t  of cursory r e sea rch  i n  old newspapers. This  technique can be 
pursued more e f f e c t i v e l y  by two and even, i n  some circumstances,  by t h r e e  r a t h e r  
than by a s i n g l e  in te rv iewer .  

There a r e  o the r  p l aces  i n  which our experience tends t o  c o n t r a d i c t  t h e  
advice  of t h e  manuals. The p o i n t  I am making i s  n o t  t h a t  t h e  manuals a r e  wrong 
and we a r e  r i g h t  bu t  simply t h a t  in te rv iewing  techniques vary  enormously ac- 
cording t o  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of t h e  in t e rv i ewer ,  t h e  experience of t h e  interviewee,  
and t h e  time per iod  between t h e  d a t e  of t h e  in t e rv i ew and t h e  time of t h e  events  
being discussed.  Doubtless,  many o the r  v a r i a b l e s  a l s o  e x i s t .  Once aga in  my ex- 
per ience  l e a d s  me t o  p l ace  l i t t l e  f a i t h  i n  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  on t h i s  s u b j e c t  and 
t o  doubt t h a t  t h e r e  i s  much p o i n t  i n  at tempting t o  l a y  down s t ruc tu red  guide- 
l i n e s .  There i s  no such th ing  a s  an accepted orthodoxy i n  t h i s  a r ea .  Only common 
sense and experience a r e  of much va lue .  I could s e e  l i t t l e  p o i n t ,  t he re fo re ,  i n  
t a l k i n g  about in te rv iewing  techniques.  

Nor d id  I want t o  base my remarks on anecdotes about t h e  in te rv iews  we 
have done t o  t h i s  po in t .  The two jou rna l s  devoted t o  o r a l  h i s t o r y  wi th  which 
I have some f a m i l i a r i t y ,  t h e  Oral  His tory  Review, publ ished by the  Oral  His tory  
Associat ion of t h e  United S t a t e s ,  and Sound Her i tage ,  an o r a l  h i s t o r y  q u a r t e r l y  
published a t  t h e  P r o v i n c i a l  Archives of B r i t i s h  Columbia, sometimes pub l i sh  
t r a n s c r i p t s  o r  simply accounts of a c t u a l  in te rv iews .  Frankly I f a i l  t o  s e e  t h e  
po in t  of t h i s .  I n  some cases ,  perhaps, t h e  methodology of a p a r t i c u l a r  i n t e r -  
view may be  of s p e c i a l  va lue  b u t ,  a p a r t  from t h i s ,  t h e  content  s u r e l y  i s  of . 
i n t e r e s t  p r i n c i p a l l y  t o  those  who a r e  s p e c i a l i s t s  i n  t h e  s u b j e c t  a r e a  of t he  
in te rv iew.  

F i n a l l y  I decided I might touch b r i e f l y  on a l l  t he se  p o i n t s  b u t  t h a t  t h e  
t h r u s t  of my remarks would be d i r e c t e d  towards what we a r e  t ry ing  t o  accomplish 
i n  t h e  Ontar io H i s t o r i c a l  S tud ie s  S e r i e s  o r a l  h i s t o r y  program and what we may 
have learned  i n  t he  course  of t h a t  work. The OHSS t o  d a t e  has commissioned about 
a sco re  of volumes i n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l ,  economic and s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  of Ontar io.  
These inc lude  f u l l - s c a l e  b iographies  of n ine  of t h e  major Premiers of Ontar io,  



a  three-volume economic h i s t o r y  of t h e  province,  a  two-volume study of 
educa t iona l  h i s t o r y ,  volumes on federa l -provinc ia l  r e l a t i o n s ,  p o l i t i c a l  
c u l t u r e  up t o  1867, t h e  development of t h e  bureaucracy, a  s tudy  of t he  
Franco-Ontarians, and a  one-volume genera l  h i s t o r y  of t he  province. A number 
of o the r  works a r e  a t  t h e  planning s t age .  

From t h e  beginning t h e  Board of Trus tees  of t h e  OHSS decided,  wise ly  
I th ink ,  t h a t  t h e  work of t h e  S e r i e s  should inc lude  an o r a l  h i s t o r y  program 
which would be a s  ex tens ive  a s  funds would al low.  The persons t o  be i n t e r -  
viewed would be chosen wi th  a  view t o  a s s i s t i n g  the  prepara t ion  of t h e  volumes 
comiss ioned  by t h e  S e r i e s .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  i n s t ance ,  t h e  tapes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  
prepared by the  o r a l  h i s t o r y  program a r e  f o r  t h e  use  of au thors  i n  t he  S e r i e s .  
The interviewees a r e  asked t o  s i g n  a  document making the  m a t e r i a l  a v a i l a b l e  to  
au thors  commissioned by t h e  S e r i e s  and t o  o the r  s cho la r s  a t  t h e  d i s c r e t i o n  of 
t h e  S e r i e s .  The tapes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  a r e  housed i n  t h e  Pub l i c  Archives of 
Ontar io.  Ult imately,  they w i l l  be  a v a i l a b l e  t o  a l l  s cho la r ly  r e sea rche r s  bu t  a t  
p resent  t h e  po l i cy  of making them a v a i l a b l e  only t o  au thors  i n  t he  S e r i e s  i s  
gene ra l ly  adhered t o ,  a l though a l l  r eques t s  by o t h e r s  f o r  access  w i l l  be  con- 
s ide red ,  s u b j e c t  of course t o  any closed period s e t  by t h e  in te rv iewee .  The 
interviewees have t h e  opt ion  of c lo s ing  any o r  a l l  of t h e  m a t e r i a l  t o  a l l  u se r s ,  
inc luding  au thors  i n  t h e  S e r i e s ,  a t  t h e i r  d i s c r e t i o n .  To da t e  few of those  
interviewed have placed t h i s  kind of l i m i t a t i o n  on use.  

We began our work i n  1972 wi th  in te rv iews  of f i g u r e s  prominent i n  t h e  
pub l i c  l i f e  of Ontar io and have t a lked  t o  th i r ty-seven  persons i n  t h a t  cate-  
gory, inc luding  two former Premiers,  s e v e r a l  oppos i t ion  l e a d e r s  and a  number 
of former cab ine t  m i n i s t e r s  and p r i v a t e  members of a l l  p a r t i e s .  I n  t h e  next  
year  o r  so ,  we hope t o  cont inue i n  t h i s  a r e a  and a l s o  t o  inc lude  c i v i l  s e r v i c e  
f i g u r e s .  I n  our  f i r s t  year  we h i r ed  an in te rv iewer  f o r  t he  summer period bu t  we 
quickly learned  t h a t  t he  n a t u r e  of t h e  work, i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h e  problem of 
s e t t i n g  up in te rv iews  a t  t h a t  t ime of yea r ,  rendered t h a t  an u n s a t i s f a c t o r y  
method of procedure. Since then we have been using part- t ime in t e rv i ewers  pa id  
on a  per  diem b a s i s .  To c u t  down on the  need f o r  ex tens ive  prepara tory  r e sea rch ,  
we have sought out  persons wi th  a  s o l i d  background i n  r e c e n t  Ontar io p o l i t i c a l  
h i s t o r y  and a s  a  r e s u l t  have had t o  do only a  day o r  so of research  p r i o r  t o  
each in te rv iew.  We recognize t h a t  i n  some cases  f u l l e r  p repa ra t ion  would have 
been p r e f e r a b l e  bu t  budgetary c o n s t r a i n t s  have requi red  us  t o  proceed i n  t h i s  
way. The tapes  and t r a n s c r i p t s ,  of course,  vary  enormously i n  q u a l i t y  but  I 
am convinced t h a t  they make a  s i g n i f i c a n t  con t r ibu t ion  t o  t he  h i s t o r i c a l  record.  
Our p r i n c i p a l  d i f f i c u l t y  has been wi th  in te rv iewing  personnel .  Because we use  
h ighly  q u a l i f i e d  part- t ime in te rv iewers  whose p r i n c i p a l  employment i s  e l se-  
where, i t  has sometimes been d i f f i c u l t  f o r  our i n t e rv i ewers  t o  f i n d  the  time 
and energy t o  devote t o  t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  program. A s  a  r e s u l t ,  we have no t  
proceeded a s  quickly o r  done a s  much a s  we would l i k e  t o  have. 

I suspec t  t h a t  t h i s  must be a  problem f o r  any o r a l  h i s t o r y  program wi th  
l a r g e  ambitions and l imi t ed  funds. There a r e ,  of course,  a l t e r n a t i v e  approaches. 
The o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t  on t h e  Diefenbaker years  wi th  which I was assoc ia ted  
was an  e n t i r e l y  voluntary  e f f o r t .  The t h r e e  in te rv iewers  knew t h a t  most of t he  
t r a n s c r i p t s  would be closed f o r  a  number of years  and they had no immediate 
expec ta t ion  of making use  of any of t h e  m a t e r i a l  themselves. The in te rv iewers ,  
a l l  academics, were no t  paid.  This  was a l l  very  well  but  t he re  were limits t o  
our d i s i n t e r e s t e d  commitment and o the r  demands on our p ro fe s s iona l  time f i n a l l y  
determined t h a t  we should tend t o  our own more immediate research  and wr i t ing  



i n t e r e s t s .  

I d e a l l y ,  of course,  in te rv iews  should no t  be done by some t h i r d  p a r t y  
h i red  f o r  t he  purpose but a s  p a r t  of a l a r g e r  program of research  and wr i t i ng  
by the  au thors  themselves. Only someone immersed i n  t h e  f i e l d ,  someone who 
has developed an in t ima te  knowledge of a p a r t i c u l a r  per iod o r  s u b j e c t  both i n  
d e t a i l  and i n  a l l  i t s  nuances, i s  r e a l l y  equipped t o  ca r ry  out  an in te rv iew 
i n  an e n t i r e l y  s a t i s f a c t o r y  way. I was de l igh ted ,  t he re fo re ,  when one of our 
au thors  working on t h e  1950's and 1960's t o l d  us  t h a t  he intended t o  ca r ry  
out  an ex tens ive  s e r i e s  of in te rv iews  and t h a t  tapes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  would 
u l t ima te ly  be deposi ted wi th  t h e  r e s t  of our m a t e r i a l  and be a v a i l a b l e  on the  
same terms. There i s  something a r t i f i c i a l  and cont r ived  about h i r i n g  people 
t o  c a r r y  ou t  in te rv iews  of t h i s  type and I only wish t h a t  more of our i n t e r -  
views could be done by t h e  au thors  themselves. Although I have not  y e t  seen 
and assessed t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  body of m a t e r i a l ,  I suspec t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  a t  i t s  b e s t .  On t h e  o the r  hand, I recognize t h a t  very o f t e n  i f  i n t e r -  
views a r e  l e f t  t o  be  done i n  t h i s  f a sh ion ,  they w i l l  no t  be done a t  a l l  and a 
body of m a t e r i a l  of p o t e n t i a l l y  g r e a t  h i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  w i l l  be  l o s t  
fo reve r .  

I might i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  by r e fe rence  t o  t he  second group of in te rv iews  
t h e  OHSS i s  preparing.  A s  I s t a t e d  above, t h e  S e r i e s  has  commissioned a three-  
volume economic h i s t o r y  of Ontar io and t h r e e  of t h e  province ' s  lead ing  economic 
h i s t o r i a n s  a r e  now a t  work on t h i s  p r o j e c t .  Their  t a s k  i s  a massive one and i f  
much of t h e i r  m a t e r i a l  w i l l  be found i n  manuscript form i n  a r c h i v a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  
they w i l l  a l s o  be drawing on an enormous body of p r i v a t e  and pub l i c  r e p o r t s ,  
t h e  work of commissions and s t a t i s t i c a l  m a t e r i a l .  Thus even though t h e  i n t e r -  
viewing process  might uncover m a t e r i a l  of cons iderable  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  i t  seemed 
un l ike ly  t h a t  our au thors  would have time and oppor tuni ty  t o  do much along t h i s  
l i n e .  There was another  cons idera t ion .  The OHSS of course hopes t o  produce 
volumes based on sound scho la r sh ip  bu t  expects  a s  we l l  t o  reach  a wider audience 
and f o r  t h i s  reason I f e l t  t h a t  t h e  m a t e r i a l  o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  might pro- 
v ide  i n  t h i s  f i e l d  could counter  t h e  tendency of some economic h i s t o r y  t o  be 
a r i d l y  s t a t i s t i c a l  o r  incomprehensibly t h e o r e t i c a l .  The two of our au thors  
whose sub jec t  f a l l s  w i t h i n  t h e  period l i k e l y  t o  be a f f e c t e d  by o r a l  h i s t o r y  
seemed t o  concur and gree ted  t h e  prospec t  of t h e  development of an o r a l  record 
of a spec t s  of t h e  province ' s  economic h i s t o r y  wi th  cons iderable  enthusiasm. 
Because t h e  range of s u b j e c t  m a t e r i a l  i s  so  v a s t ,  we agreed t o  begin wi th  a 
t r i a l  p r o j e c t  on t h e  mining indus t ry .  Severa l  in te rv iews  have been conducted i n  
t h i s  f i e l d  and more a r e  being arranged.  The in te rv iewer ,  who g ives  u s  whatever 
time he can from a busy schedule,  i s  D r .  Douglas Baldwin, a h i s t o r y  Ph.D. who 
has done s u b s t a n t i a l  r e sea rch  i n  t h e  f i e l d  of economic h i s t o r y .  

Our t h i r d  group of in te rv iews  i s  on t h e  development of t h e  t h e a t r e  i n  
Ontar io.  We were f o r t u n a t e  t h a t  Professor  Don Rubin of York Un ive r s i t y ' s  Facul ty  
of Fine A r t s ,  who i s  t h e  e d i t o r  of t h e  Canadian Theatre  Review, agreed t o  super- 
v i s e  t h i s  group. With t h e  he lp  of an a s s o c i a t e ,  Professor  Rubin looks  a f t e r  t h e  - 

pre l iminary  research ,  conducts t h e  in te rv iew,  has  t h e  t ape  t r ansc r ibed  and e d i t s  
t h e  t r a n s c r i p t .  Severa l  in te rv iews  have a l r eady  been c a r r i e d  ou t  and I am con- 
f i d e n t  t h a t  w i th in  a year a very  cons iderable  body of m a t e r i a l  w i l l  be developed. 
I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  and economic s e r i e s ,  t h e  OHSS has  n o t  y e t  corn-- 
missioned any volumes i n  t h i s  f i e l d .  



A s  time passes ,  our emphasis no doubt w i l l  s h i f t  and we may be a b l e  
t o  devote our l imi t ed  resources  t o  s u b j e c t s  n o t  y e t  touched upon, Perhaps 
t h e  most i n t e r e s t i n g  f e a t u r e  of our program i s  t h a t  t he  tapes  and t r a n s c r i p t s  
a r e  being prepared f o r  a  p a r t i c u l a r  purpose and w i l l  be used i n  t he  f i r s t  
i n s t ance  p r imar i ly  by au thors  preparing volumes f o r  t he  OHSS. A t  t h e  same 
time, we a r e  very conscious of t h e  wider s ign i f i cance  of t he  m a t e r i a l  which 
i s  being gathered and expect  t h a t  eventua l ly  i t  w i l l  be of va lue  t o  t h e  
scho la r ly  community i n  genera l .  

A s  t r a n s c r i p t s  a r e  prepared,  I n a t u r a l l y  have been a t tempt ing  t o  a s s e s s  
t h e i r  va lue  f o r  h i s t o r i a n s  and o the r  s cho la r s .  There i s  no doubt t h a t  t he  
q u a l i t y  of t h e  in te rv iews  v a r i e s  g r e a t l y  and it i s  equa l ly  t r u e  t h a t  much of 
what we have co l l ec t ed  i s  t r i t e  and t r i v i a l .  Nonetheless I am conf ident  t h a t  
some of t h e  m a t e r i a l  i s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  con t r ibu t ion  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  knowledge. 
I am one of those who f e e l s  t h a t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  can y i e l d  i n s i g h t s  and f a c t u a l  
knowledge of r e a l  s ign i f i cance  and t h a t  t he re  must be a  conscious e f f o r t  t o  
s e e  t h a t  in te rv iews  go we l l  beyond t h e  mere provis ion  of amusing anecdotes  and 
i n s i g h t s  i n t o  cha rac t e r ,  however important t hese  may be. 

A t  t h e  same time, however, t h e  m a t e r i a l  which I have seen causes me t o  
be s k e p t i c a l  about t h e  argument which i s  heard from time t o  time t h a t  t h e  
o r a l  record i s  no d i f f e r e n t  i n  cha rac t e r  from any o t h e r  h i s t o r i c a l  record ,  and 
t h a t  a l l  k inds  of evidence must be  viewed equa l ly  c r i t i c a l l y .  It i s  t r u e ,  of 
course,  t h a t  t h e  h i s t o r i a n  can never f o r g e t  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  sub jec t  a l l  
h i s  evidence t o  c a r e f u l  s c r u t i n y  and c e r t a i n l y  he can be e a s i l y  l e d  a s t r a y  by 
more t r a d i t i o n a l  kinds of documentation. Nonetheless I would argue t h a t  
because t h e  o r a l  record i s  a conscious and i n  some ways a r t i f i c i a l  cons t ruc t  
prepared some time a f t e r  the  event  i n  ques t ion ,  t h a t  i t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  d i f f e r e n t  
i n  kind from o the r  types of evidence t h e  h i s t o r i a n  uses .  It seems t o  me t h a t  
those who prepare and use  the  o r a l  record have no t  y e t  given s u f f i c i e n t  weight 
t o  t he  t r i c k s  t h a t  memory can p lay ,  t o  e f f o r t s  a t  r a t i o n a l i z a t i o n  and s e l f -  
j u s t i f i c a t i o n  t h a t  a l l  of u s  make, even i f  only subconsciously, o r  t o  the  
t e r r i b l e  te lescoping  of time which an in t e rv i ew o f t e n  encourages and which runs  
counter  t o  t h e  very  essence of h i s t o r y .  

I am no t  however very  concerned about t h e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  h i s t o r i a n ' s  use 
of such m a t e r i a l s .  The h i s t o r i a n ' s  t r a i n i n g  ensures ,  o r  should ensure,  t h a t  t he  
o r a l  record w i l l  only be a  p a r t ,  u sua l ly  a  small  p a r t ,  of a  much l a r g e r  research  
e f f o r t  and t h a t  i t  w i l l  be used wi th  d i sc r imina t ion  and be subjected t o  thorough 
c r i t i c a l  a n a l y s i s .  What is  unfor tuna te ,  however, i s  t h a t  volumes such a s  Barry 
Broadfoot 's  in te rv iews  wi th  people who l i v e d  through t h e  Great Depression and 
World War Two should be presented u n c r i t i c a l l y  a s  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d i e s .  Broad- 
f o o t ' s  works a r e  f a s c i n a t i n g  and amusing bu t  h i s t o r y  they a r e  n o t .  Broadfoot 
himself seems t o  accept  t h e  t i t i l l a t i n g  s t o r i e s  h i s  sub jec t s  have t o l d  him a s  
u n c r i t i c a l l y  a s  many of h i s  r eade r s  probably do and these  accounts have had a  
g r e a t  and no t  e n t i r e l y  meri ted popular success .  

I suppose, however, t h a t  p r i v a t e  e f f o r t s  such a s    road foot's, while  they 
may c r e a t e  misleading impressions i n  t h e  minds of some, do l i t t l e  permanent 
harm and they do se rve  t o  c o l l e c t  anecdotes and colour  which might otherwise 
be l o s t .  There i s  another  development i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  which I,  a t  l e a s t ,  f i n d  
r a t h e r  more bewildering. Perhaps I can b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e  t h i s  by r e fe rence  
t o  a  paper read by Charles W .  Crawford, p re s iden t ,  1973-1974, of the  Oral 



History Assoc ia t ion  of t h e  United S t a t e s  and publ ished i n  t h e  Oral  His tory  
Review 1974. Mr. Crawford's s u b j e c t  was " O r a l  History--The S t a t e  of t h e  
Profession" and i n  h i s  f i r s t  two paragraphs he r e f e r r e d  t o  " the o r a l  h i s -  
t o r y  movement", t h e  formation of "a p ro fe s s iona l  a s soc i a t ion"  through which 
suppor te rs  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  "could mutual ly advance t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s "  and 
descr ibed o r a l  h i s t o r y  a s  a "burgeoning new d i sc ip l ine" .  

I f i n d  a l l  t h i s  somewhat pompous, somewhat i n f l a t e d ,  and more than  a 
l i t t l e  wrong-headed. For decades, indeed f o r  c e n t u r i e s ,  s cho la r s  have been 
making use  of t h e  o r a l  record i n  t h e i r  s cho la r sh ip  and I s e e  l i t t l e  t h a t  is  
very new i n  any of t h i s .  I f a i l  t o  understand why o r a l  h i s t o r y  should be re-  
f e r r e d  t o  a s  e i t h e r  a new d i s c i p l i n e  o r  a s  a profess ion .  It seems t o  me t h a t  
those  scho la r s  and o t h e r s  who a r e  b e s t  equipped t o  u s e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  regard 
i t  a s  merely another  t o o l  and I am c e r t a i n  t h a t  every scholar  would p r e f e r  t o  
have h i s  work based a s  l i t t l e  a s  p o s s i b l e  on o r a l  h i s t o r y  and a s  much as 
poss ib l e  on o the r ,  d a r e  I say  i t ,  more r e l i a b l e  k inds  of evidence. And s u r e l y  
o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  no t  a d i s c i p l i n e ,  new o r  otherwise;  i t  i s  simply a u s e f u l  
technique, used throughout t h e  ages ,  and now, because of t h e  invent ion  of t h e  
tape-recorder,  capable of more soph i s t i ca t ed  ref inement .  It may be t h a t  some 
of t h e  proponents of o r a l  h i s t o r y ,  i n  search  of p ro fe s s iona l  eminence, f e e l  
t h a t  by descr ib ing  what they do as a new d i s c i p l i n e ,  they themselves w i l l  
a t t a i n  a more e leva ted  s t a t u s .  Soc ia l  sc ience  f o r  decades has  been plagued 
by those  who emphasize t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  s i d e  of t h e i r  work by r e s o r t  t o  ob- 
s c u r i t i e s  and jargon.  Perhaps those  who organize  n a t i o n a l  conferences of 
"o ra l  h i s t o r i a n s "  where technique and methodology can be s tud ied  by p r a c t i -  
t i o n e r s  of " the burgeoning new profess ion"  a r e  moved by s i m i l a r  concerns.  I n  
a small  way, perhaps, we s e e  t h i s  r e f l e c t e d  i n  t h e  i n s i s t e n c e  by some of those  
a c t i v e  i n  "the movement", on t h e  use  of t h a t  p e c u l i a r l y  redundant term, o r a l /  
a u r a l  h i s t o r y .  Most of a l l ,  I am puzzled and bemused by t h e  phrase,  o r a l  
h i s t o r i a n .  Surely t h e r e  i s  no such b e a s t  a s  an o r a l  h i s t o r i a n .  An h i s t o r i a n  
publ i shes  books and essays  which draw on a v a r i e t y  of sources and make a 
con t r ibu t ion  t o  scholarsh ip .  Often he w i l l  make use  of t h e  o r a l  record  i n  
h i s  work; sometimes he w i l l  have done a good d e a l  of in te rv iewing  himself 
bu t  I f i n d  i t  hard t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  he would ever  desc r ibe  himself a s  a n  o r a l  
h i s t o r i a n .  

I f a i l ,  then,  t o  s e e  t h e  va lue  of n a t i o n a l  conferences and g lossy  
and e s s e n t i a l l y  vapid o r a l  h i s t o r y  jou rna l s  such a s  Sound Her i tage .  To 
r e t u r n  t o  my e a r l i e r  comments, in te rv iewing  technique is l a r g e l y  a mat te r  
of common sense  mixed wi th  experience and t h e  t echn ica l  s i d e  of o r a l  h i s t o r y  
can be picked up i n  one ' s  home more convenient ly than  a t  a n a t i o n a l  conference. 
I can see ,  t o  be s u r e ,  t h a t  a l o c a l  h i s t o r y  workshop can be u s e f u l  f o r  those  
j u s t  beginning o r  hoping t o  begin some kind of a n , o r a l  h i s t o r y  program, and 
I am s u r e  those who p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  Ontar io H i s t o r i c a l  Soc ie ty ' s  May, 1975 
workshop would agree.  But s u r e l y  t h e  very  r e a l  need f o r  occas iona l  exchanges 
of information and f o r  some kind of an  inventory of o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s  
underway i n  Canada w i l l  be  met inexpensively and expedi t ious ly  by t h e  new 
pub l i ca t ions  of t h e  Canadian Ora l  His tory  Assoc ia t ion  and by r e l a t e d  e f f o r t s .  
We a r e  now en te r ing  a per iod of sha rp ly  diminished resources  and we must work 
t o  ensure t h a t  t h e  funds a v a i l a b l e  f o r  s cho la r sh ip  a r e  n o t  squandered o r  m i s -  
spent .  I hope t h a t  those  who a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  w i l l  spend t h e i r  
t ime and t h e i r  money t a l k i n g  about i t  l e s s  and doing i t  more. 

Despi te  t h e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  and cavea ts  noted above, my own convic t ion  i s  
t h a t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  i s  l i k e l y  t o  become an  ever  more s i g n i f i c a n t  t o o l  of 



scholarsh ip .  Ce r t a in ly  those  f a m i l i a r  s tock  arguments i n  favour of o r a l  
his tory-- the impact of j e t  t r a v e l  and t h e  conference te lephone,  t h e  end of 
t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of c h a t t y  l e t t e r - w r i t i n g  and d i a r y  keeping and so on-- happen 
t o  be  t r u e .  To these  I would add an a d d i t i o n a l  no te .  Most of u s  a r e  f a m i l i a r  
wi th  t h e  impact of q u a n t i f i c a t i o n  on h i s t o r y  and t h e  s o c i a l  s c i ences .  Much of 
t he  b e s t  and most innovat ive  work i n  t h e s e  f i e l d s  today has a  q u a n t i t a t i v e  
bent .  Much of t h e  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  t h i s  s h i f t  has been the  u n a v a i l a b i l i t y  of 
t r a d i t i o n a l  sources,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  f o r  s cho la r s  who d e a l  with l a r g e  s o c i a l  
groups, t h e  masses i n s t ead  of t h e  c l a s s e s .  Perhaps the  major weakness of 
t h e  new s o c i a l  h i s t o r y ,  however, i s  t h a t  t h e r e  seems t o  be very  l i t t l e  p l ace  
i n  i t  f o r  r e a l  people; f l e s h  and blood ind iv idua l s  have l o s t  ou t  t o  medians, 
means, and mul t ip l e  r eg re s s ion  a n a l y s i s .  To a  very  cons iderable  e x t e n t ,  t h i s  
has always been t h e  case ,  even wi th  t r a d i t i o n a l  h i s t o r y ,  and Donald Creighton 
r i g h t l y  laments t h a t  " the ch ief  d e f e c t  of many h i s t o r y  books i s  t h a t  t h e i r  
cha rac t e r s  a r e  no t  r e a l  people a t  a l l .  They a r e  l a y  f i g u r e s ,  papier-m2ich6 
f i g u r e s ,  roughly moulded from t h e  pulp of d i spa tches ,  pamphlets and par- 
l iamentary papers". For those  who b e l i e v e  t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  short-coming of 
t h e  new s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  no t  about r e a l  people and t h a t  i n  t h e  
f i n a l  a n a l y s i s  good h i s t o r y  should be about people,  t he  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  can make has never seemed more urgent  and more necessary.  I f  s c h o l a r l y  
h i s t o r y  is  t o  reamin a  humane d i s c i p l i n e ,  t o  p lay  a  r o l e  i n  gene ra l  educat ion 
and t o  be widely read i n  t h e  community, t h e  work of o r a l  h i s t o r y  must go ahead 
wi th  imagination and v igour .  

Pe t e r  Ol iver  


