
AN ORAL HISTORY OF PSYCHOLOGY I N  CANADA 

During t h e  p a s t  f i v e  yea r s ,  a s  Arch iv i s t  of t h e  Canadian Psychological  
Associat ion,  I have been involved i n  t h e  t a s k  of c o l l e c t i n g  tape-recordings 
f o r  an Oral His tory  of Psychology i n  Canada. This  p r o j e c t  was i n i t i a t e d  i n  
1970 when I appl ied  f o r ,  and rece ived ,  a  g ran t  from t h e  Canada Council which 
enabled me t o  o b t a i n  the  necessary record ing  equipment and t o  t r a v e l  ac ros s  
Canada from S t .  John's ,  Newfoundland t o  V i c t o r i a ,  B r i t i s h  Columbia, f o r  t h e  
purpose of tape-recording t h e  reminiscences of ve t e ran  psychologis t s .  Canada 
Council g r a n t s  have a l s o  provided funds f o r  t h e  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  of t h e s e  re -  
cordings.  The c o l l e c t i o n  now c o n s i s t s  of over 200 hours of recorded in te rv iews  
wi th  nea r ly  100 psychologis t s .  During t h e  next  year ,  I hope t o  add another  40 
cases ,  and another  100 hours of taped reminiscences,  t o  t h e  p re sen t  c o l l e c t i o n .  

A year ago, I a t tended  the  f i r s t  n a t i o n a l  Conference of t h e  Canadian 
Oral His tory  Associat ion a t  Simon Fraser  Univers i ty  i n  Burnaby, B.C.  During 
t h a t  Conference, I a t tended  a  mini-workshop on interviewing methods and was 
s t a r t l e d  t o  discover  t h a t ,  from my experience,  I disagreed wi th  nea r ly  every- 
th ing  t h a t  was s a i d  about t h e  " r igh t"  way t o  go about  c o l l e c t i n g  o r a l  h i s t o r y  
ma te r i a l s .  For ins tance ,  t h e  f i r s t  p a r t i c i p a n t  s a i d  very  emphat ical ly  t h a t  t h e  
interviewer should f o r g e t  a l t o g e t h e r  about t h e  in te rv iewee ,  who doesn ' t  r e a l l y  
ma t t e r ,  bu t  should keep h i s  eye on t h e  prospec t ive  audience. I n  my experience,  
t h e  interviewer must concent ra te ,  wholly and s o l e l y ,  on t h e  in te rv iewee  and 
f o r g e t  a l l  about t h e  prospec t ive  audience. Then, t h e  young lady  who cha i red  
the  workshop suggested t h a t ,  on t h e  f i r s t  occasion,  t h e  in t e rv i ew should 
never l a s t  longer  than  20 minutes.  The in te rv iewer  should then  go away, l i s t e n  
t o  t h e  tape ,  prepare her  ques t ions ,  and cont inue l a t e r .  My in te rv iews  have 
l a s t e d  from two t o  f i v e  hours.  On t h e  r a r e  occasions when t h e  in t e rv i ew had 
t o  be in t e r rup ted  and continued l a t e r ,  I had found t h a t  i t  was very  d i f f i c u l t  
t o  r e - e s t ab l i sh  t h e  reminiscent  au tobiographica l  mood so e s s e n t i a l  f o r  my 
purpose. A s  t h e  workshop proceeded, wi th  everyone l ay ing  down t h e  law about 
t h e  " r igh t"  way t o  in te rv iew,  I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no one " r igh t "  way t o  
c o l l e c t  o r a l  h i s t o r y  m a t e r i a l s .  It a l l  depends on your purpose. And s i n c e  t h e  
people i n  t h e  workshop had many d i f f e r e n t  purposes,  t h e i r  methods were a l s o  
very  d i f f e r e n t .  For example, t h e  gentleman who had spoken f i r s t  was a  j o u r n a l i s t  
i n t e n t  on wr i t i ng  a r t i c l e s  t h a t  would be publ ished,  o r  books t h a t  would become 
"bes t - se l le rs" .  No wonder he had t o  keep h i s  eye on t h e  prospec t ive  audience. 
Since I had no such ambition, my methods would be d i f f e r e n t .  The young lady  
i n  t h e  Chair worked f o r  CBC r ad io  and t e l e v i s i o n  preparing s h o r t  i tems f o r  
broadcast .  These had t o  be no t  only s h o r t  bu t  sharp and t o  t h e  p o i n t .  Di f fuse ,  
rambling reminiscences would be of l i t t l e  u se  t o  he r  - so she had learned t o  
chop up t h e  in te rv iew and d i r e c t  i t  i n  s h o r t  b u r s t s .  

Accordingly, I do no t  be l i eve  t h e r e  i s  only one " r igh t "  way t o  i n t e rv i ew 
f o r  o r a l  h i s t o r y  m a t e r i a l s .  It i s  important t o  have a  c l e a r l y  defined o b j e c t i v e ,  
That w i l l  determine t h e  most app ropr i a t e  methodology. The only methodology 
about which I can t a l k  wi th  confidence i s  a  methodology t h a t  seems appropr t a t e  
f o r  my p a r t i c u l a r  ob jec t ive .  (Pa ren the t i ca l ly ,  I should remark t h a t  i t  seems 
t o  me t h a t  t h e r e  i s  now an  awful l o t  of tap ing  going on t h a t  has  no defined 
o b j e c t i v e  a t  a l l .  This  I deplore,  s i n c e  i t  r e s u l t s  i n  so much wasted time and 
e f f o r t . )  My o b j e c t i v e  i s  t o  c o l l e c t ,  before  i t  i s  too l a t e ,  t h e  l i v e ,  off-hand, 
spontaneous reminiscences of ve t e ran  members of my profess ion  f o r  t h e  use  of 



s e r i o u s  scho la r s  of t h e  h i s t o r y  of t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  d i s c i p l i n e .  I do n o t  
plan t o  w r i t e  a  book t h a t  w i l l  s e l l ,  o r  produce a  r a d i o  program t h a t  w i l l  
be i n t e r e s t i n g .  Furthermore, my purpose i s  not  so  much t o  c o l l e c t  " f ac t s "  
about t h e  h i s t o r y  of psychology ( s ince  these  can be determined more re -  
l i a b l y  from documents) a s  i t  i s  t o  c o l l e c t  t h e  impressions of those  who 
played important r o l e s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  development of t h e  sc i ence  and profess ion  
i n  Canada. Perhaps i t  should n o t  be c a l l e d  "Oral Historyt ' ,  bu t  r a t h e r  "Oral 
Reminiscences". 

Some of t h e  comments of t h e  in te rv iewees  a f t e r  t h e  in t e rv i ew a r e  of 
i n t e r e s t  i n  t h i s  connection. Mary Northway has  been taped n ine  times by 
d i f f e r e n t  in te rv iewers  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  purposes.  She w r i t e s :  

11 When one r e c a l l s  experiences of many yea r s ,  t h e  product i s  
a  c r e a t i v e  r econs t ruc t ion  r e s u l t i n g  from t h e  way i n  which 
one has  modified experience of events  and re-created t h e s e  
wi th  t h e  passage of time and in te rvening  in f luences .  This  
i s  a  l e g i t i m a t e  approach t o  h i s t o r y  provided one accep t s  
t h a t  ....( one) i s  n o t  seeking o b j e c t i v e  f a c t u a l  d a t a .  
(These can of course be obtained from o the r  sources . )"  

She a l s o  r a t e d  her  va r ious  in te rv iews ,  and r e p o r t s  t h a t  t h e  l e s s  t h e  i n t e r -  
viewer knew of t h e  t imes o r  t h e  person being ta lked  about ,  t h e  more she  
enjoyed t h e  in t e rv i ew - t h e  more she was a b l e  t o  " l e t  h e r s e l f  go" and t e l l  
a  good s t o r y  without  f e a r  of con t r ad ic t ion .  The ques t ion  of whether t h e  
in t e rv i ewer ' s  knowledge of t h e  s u b j e c t  under review i s  an advantage o r  a  d i s -  
advantage i s  debatable .  I n  most of t h e  work I do, i t  seems t o  be an  advantage 
t o  have been a  psychologist .  To have known many of t h e  people t a lked  about 
he lps  t o  keep t h e  conversat ion going smoothly. For example, D r .  John MacEachren, 
i n  Edmonton a t  age 94, a f t e r  reminiscing about h i s  experiences i n  Wundt's 
l abo ra to ry  i n  Leipzip i n  t h e  18901s, and l a t e r  a t  t h e  Univers i ty  of Alber ta ,  
s a i d  t o  h i s  housekeeper a f te rwards :  

I t  That young man ( s i c )  knew so many of t he  people I have 
known, i t  was a  p l easu re  t a l k i n g  t o  him." 

Endel Tulving, now Chairman of t h e  Department of Psychology a t  t h e  Univers i ty  
of Toronto, (whose s p e c i a l  f i e l d  of r e sea rch  i s  memory) w r i t i n g  from Yale 
a  year  and a  ha l f  a f t e r  t h e  in te rv iew,  s a i d  about h i s  t r a n s c r i p t :  

"What a  blabbermouth I am: ... It i s  my impression t h a t  
when I t a l k  about bygone days I s t i l l  th ink  about events  
occurr ing  then i n  t h e  way I thought then,  t o o . . . .  Thus, 
reading  c e r t a i n  p a r t s  of t h e  in te rv iew,  I knew t h a t  t h i s  
i s  what I had s a i d ,  bu t  I kept  wondering why I had s a i d  
i t  t h a t  way, r a t h e r  than t h e  way I r e a l l y  t h ink  about 
them now. Are you s u r e  I d id  no t  g ive  t h a t  in te rv iew under 
hypnosis? .... Perhaps I should look i n t o  t h i s  ma t t e r  of 
t h e  apparent  permanence of e a r l i e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of ex- 
perienced events  i n  t he  f a c e  of subsequent changes i n  t h e  
appercept ive  mass. " 

From the  remarks made by many of my s u b j e c t s  a f t e r  t he  in te rv iew,  I have no 
doubt whatever t h a t  t h e  experience and s k i l l  of t h e  in te rv iewer  a r e  f a c t o r s  



of major importance. For example, Bob MacLeod, wr i t i ng  from Cornel l  a 
month a f t e r  our in te rv iew t h e r e ,  sa id :  

"I have had a good many recorded in te rv iews ,  b u t  never 
an in te rv iew conducted w i t h  so l i t t l e  tens ion .  I was 
aware of t he  s k i l l s  you used b u t  never bothered by 
them. " 

Two years  l a t e r  ( a f t e r  reading t h e  t r a n s c r i p t ) :  

I I I a m  impressed a l l  over aga in  by your s k i l l  a s  an 
in te rv iewer .  You made i t  a p l easan t  and r e l ax ing  
experience, y e t  you always kept  t h e  conversat ion 
b e a u t i f u l l y  under cont ro l . "  

For my purpose, i t  was important t h a t  t h e  in te rv iew should t ake  p l ace  
i n  t he  in te rv iewee ' s  own o f f i c e  o r  home i n  o rde r  t o  provide f a m i l i a r  and 
comfortable surroundings. This  no t  only f a c i l i t a t e d  a re laxed  conversat ion 
but  a l s o  probably served a s  an a i d  t o  memory. The wi l l i ngness  of people t o  
p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  a p r o j e c t  of t h i s  kind i s  impressive. I f  my in te rv iewees  had 
been asked t o  w r i t e  t h e i r  own autobiography, most of them would have found 
t h a t  they were simply too  busy t o  do so. Wri t ing an  autobiography can be hard 
work and take  a g r e a t  d e a l  of time. On t h e  o the r  hand, when asked simply t o  
cha t  f o r  a whi le  about themselves and t h e i r  c a r e e r s  with a co l league ,  they 
seemed genuinely g lad  t o  do so. 

Each in te rv iew s t a r t e d  wi th  an  explanat ion of t he  purpose: t o  c o l l e c t  
t ape  record ings  f o r  t h e  Oral  His tory  of Psychology i n  Canada. Then i t  was 
explained t h a t  t h e  in t e rv i ew would be t r ansc r ibed ;  t h a t  they would be s e n t  
two copies  of t he  t r a n s c r i p t  so t h a t  they could review what they had s a i d ;  
t h a t  they could keep one copy f o r  t h e i r  own f i l e s ;  t h a t  they would be asked 
t o  r e t u r n  the  o the r  wi th  any co r rec t ions  o r  add i t i ons  they wished t o  make; 
and t h a t  they would be asked t o  s i g n  an  au tho r i za t ion  form, wi th  o r  without  
r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  allowing both  t ape  and t r a n s c r i p t  t o  be  placed i n  t h e  Archives 
and made a v a i l a b l e  t o  s cho la r s  engaged i n  h i s t o r i c a l  research .  One of t h e  
f i rs t  th ings  t h i s  Arch iv i s t  learned t o  do was always t o  t e s t  t h e  tape-recorder 
a t  t he  beginning of each in te rv iew.  He d i d  t h i s  by record ing  t h e  name of t he  
person being interviewed and t h e  l o c a t i o n  and d a t e  of t h e  in te rv iew.  Af te r  
rewind, t h i s  po r t ion  was then played back t o  make s u r e  t h a t  t h e  machine was 
working properly.  This  was learned  t h e  hard way. I n  one of my ve ry  f i r s t  
in te rv iews ,  I found t h a t  I had l o s t  t h e  f i r s t  hour of t h e  in t e rv i ew because 
t h e  microphone had inadve r t en t ly  been turned t o  "Off". This mis take  was never 
allowed t o  happen aga in .  However, on two subsequent occasions,  t h i s  opening 
t e s t  of t h e  equipment has  revealed a f a i l u r e  t o  record proper ly  which, with- 
ou t  co r r ec t ion ,  would have r e s u l t e d  i n  t h e  l o s s  of t h e  in te rv iew.  

This  in te rv iewer  does n o t  u se  a s t ruc tu red  in t e rv i ew o r  a s tandard s e t  
of ques t ions .  He does n o t  probe o r  cross-quest ion.  H i s  purpose i s  t o  c r e a t e  
a warm, f r i e n d l y ,  accept ing  atmosphere. He does,  however, s e t  himself t o  e s t a -  
b l i s h  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  a s t rong  au tobiographica l  mood by asking f i r s t  about  p l ace  
of b i r t h  (not  year!) ;  pa ren t s ;  s i b l i n g s ;  e a r l i e s t  memories of fami ly  l i f e ;  and 
the  educa t iona l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and r e l i g i o u s  atmosphere of t he  home. Beyond t h i s ,  
he merely encourages a chronological  account and t r i e s  t o  be a s  spontaneous 
and re laxed  a s  he  wanted the  in te rv iewee  t o  be. Most s u b j e c t s  s t a r t  such an 



i n t e rv i ew by disclaiming anything much i n  t h e  way of memories. Many s t a r t  
by saying: "This won't t ake  long because I don ' t  remember very  much." 
But they end up wi th  what amounts t o  almost "Total r e c a l l " .  Af t e r  two o r  
t h r e e  o r  sometimes a s  much a s  f i v e  hours of reminiscing,  they have t o  be 
stopped by t h e  in te rv iewer  running ou t  of t ape  o r  having t o  l eave  f o r  
another  appointment. 

Severa l  t h ings  have been learned  from these  in te rv iews .  One i s  t h a t  
t h e  in te rv iewer  needs t o  g e t  a s  much a s  he can on t h e  f i r s t  occasion be- 
cause an  i n t e r r u p t i o n  o f t e n  r e s u l t s  i n  subsequent r e s i s t a n c e .  Another i s  
t h a t  t h e  equipment used f o r  recording provide a sound s i g n a l  when i t  reaches  
t h e  end of t h e  tape.  Both t h e  in te rv iewer  and t h e  in te rv iewee  become so  ab- 
sorbed i n  what they a r e  t a l k i n g  about t h a t  they quickly f o r g e t  a l l  about t h e  
tape  recorder  and, un le s s  reminded by sound s i g n a l ,  much of t h e  in t e rv i ew can 
be l o s t .  A f u r t h e r  f i nd ing  i s  t h a t ,  f o r  both t h e  in te rv iewer  and t h e  i n t e r -  
viewee, t h i s  experience i s  n e a r l y  always ve ry  enjoyable.  It i s  no t  o f t e n  t h a t  
someone sits down and, wi th  genuine warmth and i n t e r e s t ,  l i s t e n s  t o  u s  reminisce 
about  our l i f e  h i s t o r y  and c a r e e r  experiences.  Unlike t h e  c l i n i c a l  in te rv iew,  
t h e r e  i s  no problem t o  be solved - no u l t e r i o r  motive. This i s  simply " for  t h e  
record". There is  no compulsion t o  t a l k  about anything you don ' t  want t o  t a l k  
about. So you f e e l  f r e e  t o  t a l k  about anything, b i g  o r  smal l ,  t h a t  has  happened 
t o  you. And t h i s  can be fun  both t o  do and t o  l i s t e n  to .  On t h e  o the r  hand, 
t h e  experience can be s u r p r i s i n g l y  t i r i n g .  Many s u b j e c t s ,  a f t e r  s e v e r a l  hours 
spent  i n  r e c a l l i n g  t h e i r  l i f e  h i s t o r y ,  r e p o r t  t h a t  they f e e l  both e x h i l a r a t i o n  
and f a t i g u e .  A s  f o r  t h e  in te rv iewer ,  he too can g e t  t i r e d .  When he s t a r t e d ,  
t h i s  in te rv iewer  t r i e d  t o  schedule f o u r  in te rv iews  per  day. He quick ly  found 
t h a t  t h i s  was too much, p a r t l y  because most s u b j e c t s  needed a t  l e a s t  two hours ,  
and p a r t l y  because h i s  own a l e r t n e s s  and e f f e c t i v e n e s s  a s  in te rv iewer  decreased 
pe rcep t ib ly  a s  t h e  day wore on. For t h i s  in te rv iewer ,  two in te rv iews  per  day 
proved t o  be opt imal .  Although tape  c a s s e t t e s  a r e  more convenient t o  u se  than 
spool  t ape  f o r  t h i s  type of work, t h e  t ape  used i n  c a s s e t t e s  is  n e c e s s a r i l y  
very t h i n .  Thus, t h e r e  i s  t h e  danger t h a t  a t ape  c a s s e t t e ,  i f  allowed t o  s t a y  
unplayed f o r  a cons iderable  per iod  of t ime, may " p r i n t  through" i n  such a way 
a s  t o  produce a garbled and u n i n t e l l i g i b l e  recoxding. I n  order  t o  ensure 
p re se rva t ion  of t he  recording over  a long period of t ime i t  i s  necessary t o  
have i t  re-recorded on high q u a l i t y  spool  tape .  

It was never t h e  i n t e n t i o n  of t h e  Arch iv i s t  t o  c o l l e c t  t h i s  Ora l  His tory  
m a t e r i a l  exc lus ive ly  f o r  h i s  own use.  And y e t  t h e  t a s k  of making t h e  tapes  
r e a d i l y  a c c e s s i b l e  t o  anyone wi th  a s e r i o u s  i n t e r e s t  i n  them seemed t o  p re sen t  
very  s e r i o u s  f i n a n c i a l  and d i s t r i b u t i o n  d i f f i c u l t i e s .  A s  i t  turned ou t ,  t he  
problems of both p re se rva t ion  and a c c e s s i b i l i t y  were very e a s i l y  and quick ly  
solved thanks t o  t h e  e x c e l l e n t  s t a f f ,  f a c i l i t i e s  and s e r v i c e s  of t he  Publ ic  
Archives of Canada (PAC) i n  Ottawa. PAC has re-recorded a l l  of t h e  c a s s e t t e  
m a t e r i a l  onto a high-qual i ty  spool  master  tape .  This has  been indexed i n  such 
a way t h a t  any given in te rv iew can be r e a d i l y  l oca t ed .  Anyone who wishes a 
t ape  recording of a p a r t i c u l a r  in te rv iew,  i f  authorized by t h e  CPA Archiv is t ,  
may o b t a i n  i t  f r e e  of charge simply by sending s u f f i c i e n t  blank tape  c a s s e t t e s  
t o  PAC. PAC has a l s o  copied and f i l e d  a l l  of t h e  r e l ea sed  t r a n s c r i p t s  and t h e s e  
a l s o ,  wi th in  reasonable l i m i t s ,  may be obtained a t  p reva i l i ng  Xerox r a t e s  from 
PAC i f  au thor ized  t o  do so by t h e  CPA Arch iv i s t .  

C.R.  Myers 


