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“[A]n oral history project or a set of life interviews can become a catalyst. It can provide an avenue to 

correct long-held misconceptions about an event or time period, help collect information that balances 

the existing record, and become an impetus for developing community pride through the telling of 

people’s stories in their own words.”
1
  

This epigraph underlines the major reasons—enriching the historical record, infusing 

historical events with life, and engaging diverse segments of the community—for the widespread 

popularity of the activity known as oral history. Though the movement began in academia, oral 

history has since proliferated in elementary and secondary schools, senior citizen centers, local 

historical societies, and many other types of organizations. The definitions of oral history are 

nearly as numerous as the places and ways in which it is practiced. Even the simplest of 

descriptions—“oral history ought to be oral, and it ought to be history”—was deemed incorrect 

by at least one scholar.
2
 For the purposes of this paper, the following definition will suffice: A 

“primary source material created in an interview setting with a witness to or participant in an 

event or way of life for the purpose of preserving the information and making it available to 

others.”
3
 This definition captures the three most widely noted characteristics of oral history: 

participants, preservation, and access. Although scholars seem to agree that these characteristics 

differentiate oral history from other types of interviewing, the nature of these aspects are by no 

means agreed upon.  

Despite, or perhaps because of, its widespread popularity, oral history has been a much 

debated topic since its foundations in the 1950s. Archivists have been some of the key players in 

the debate over the practical and theoretical viability of oral histories for approximately 50 years. 

Throughout these decades, the realities of oral history creation and curation have challenged and 
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complicated many of the foundational principles of the archival profession, including archivist 

neutrality, archival value, preservation for future scholarship, and access traditions. This 

literature review will outline the development of archivists‟ current perception of oral history, 

highlighting the challenges and professional soul-searching that have responded to and shaped 

the intersection between these two fields in the last six decades. 

The Early Years: 1950s 

 While all history was oral before the advent of writing, and numerous groups, such the 

Federal Writer‟s Project of the New Deal era, collected something akin to oral history, oral 

history proper was founded by Allan Nevins in the mid-1990s. The idea of an interviewing 

project to provide material for future scholars first occurred to Nevins, a Columbia University 

faculty member, when he was working on a biography of Grover Cleveland in 1931.
4
 Nevins felt 

that modern developments in communication and transportation were driving the diaries and 

letters which historians relied on into extinction; he saw in-depth interviews as the only way to 

capture such information for future scholarship. Nevins finally founded the Columbia University 

Oral History Research Office more than a decade later, conducting his first interview on May 18, 

1948, which was manually recorded by his dutiful assistant.
5
  

Although Nevins sought to produce primary source material of archival value for the use 

of future historians, neither archivists nor historians were initially interested. Even his own 

university limited the scope of his projects to New York City residents and his funds to $3,000 a 

year.
6
 The history departments of other colleges and universities were mostly unconvinced of the 
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utility of oral history, although a few other oral history programs were founded in other higher 

education institutions by the end of the decade. While oral historians of this era attempted to 

convince archivists and librarians of the value of their collections with “some success,” most 

information managers criticized oral history for its reliance on imperfect memory.
7
    

 Although critics were plentiful, no one seemed to question Nevins‟ underlying 

motivations or his conception of participants and access; in Nevins‟ program, these aspects were 

markedly different from today‟s understanding of oral history.  Nevins probably would not have 

recognized the epigraph to this paper as a description of oral history. As a traditional biographer, 

Nevins focused solely on the “men once prominent in politics, in business, in the professions” as 

his participants.
8
 He did not seek to „balance the existing record‟ or „develop community pride‟ 

through his projects, but rather to augment those collections that already constituted the majority 

in archival repositories.  

Furthermore, although his goal was to make the transcripts available for research use, he 

envisioned the work as a resource primarily for future generations. This narrowly defined focus 

lead Nevins to allow narrators to place almost unlimited restrictions on their transcripts, leaving 

them completely inaccessible to contemporary researchers.
9
 The ways in which oral historians 

conceived of their participants and their purposes changed markedly in the 1960s and 1970s as 

oral history became a movement and practitioners divorced themselves from Nevins‟ limited 

theories. 
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Democratization and Standardization: 1960s and 1970s 

 By all accounts, oral history became a veritable movement in the 1960s. As Louis Starr, 

Allan Nevins‟ successor at Columbia, noted, the development of the portable tape recorder in the 

1960s was certainly a factor in popularizing oral history.
10

 However, oral historian Rebecca 

Sharpless explains that the oral history movement was primarily stimulated by the social history 

movement: “the civil rights movement, protests against the Vietnam War, and the feminist 

movement all raised questions about American history based on the deeds of elite white men.”
11

 

As researchers became interested in marginalized groups, they realized a dearth of applicable 

archival records to inform their research. Oral history became the chosen method to recover the 

history of ordinary people, with some historians hoping that they could provoke social change by 

giving voice to the voiceless.
12

 This era was therefore critical in shaping the modern 

understanding of oral history as an „avenue to correct long-held misconceptions‟ about history.  

 The Columbia oral history office had anticipated massive growth, hypothesizing in 1961 

that oral history offices would soon arise in most colleges and universities in the U.S.
13

 However, 

they had not anticipated that professional historians would be joined by historical societies, labor 

unions, libraries, museums, and church groups to form a wide array of oral history practitioners. 

Given the diversity and number of practitioners, Nevins called a conference for all oral history 

practitioners with the ultimate goal of forming an association in order to facilitate standardization 

and resource sharing.
14

 The nationwide meeting occurred in September of 1966 at Lake 
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Arrowhead, California and was attended by 77 individuals who attempted to come to a 

consensus on the “definitions of oral history, the uses of oral history, directions for future work, 

techniques for interviewing, and professional objectives and standards.”
15

 By the next year, the 

Oral History Association (OHA) was founded, and by 1968 the OHA adopted its first set of 

standards, titled “Goals and Guidelines.”
16

 

 From its inception, archivists were active in the OHA, arguing especially that oral 

histories documents should be available for anyone‟s use. Archivist Ellen Swain suggests that 

several archivists, such as James Mink and James Fogerty, attempted to bridge the gap between 

the Society of American Archivists (SAA) and the OHA: In 1969 the SAA established an oral 

history committee with the aim of clarifying “points of common interest in archives work and 

oral history” and in 1975 SAA President Gerald Ham encouraged archivists to be more active in 

the creation of the historical record.
17

  

 Interestingly, Swain‟s discussion of this period includes no mention of the perspectives of 

individual archivists. She cites individual librarians of this period who published articles 

encouraging librarians to collaborate with oral historians to provide better access to and 

description of oral histories. However, librarians and archivists are, of course, different, though 

allied, groups of professionals. It seems suspect to make the claim, as Swain does, that 

“archivists responded positively to the growing popularity of oral history” in this period based 

solely on the stated positions of the SAA. The debates in the archival literature of the 1980s 

imply that many archivists may have actually strongly disagreed with the SAA‟s endorsement of 

oral history involvement.  
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Creators or Keepers?: 1980s 

 The debate over archivists‟ role in oral history took center stage in the archival literature 

of the decade. One side argued that active involvement in oral history challenged the supposedly 

neutral position of the archivist as keeper of records. Traditional archival theory dictated that 

archivists were to passively accept records and maintain their original order so as to not impinge 

upon the authenticity of the historical record. Swain characterizes the idea that archivists as 

“neutral, impartial curators of collections, can or should not „create‟ records” to be one of the 

“strongest deterrents to oral history‟s acceptance among archivists.”
18

 Jean Dryden considered 

participation in oral history a “dangerous departure from the traditional role of archivist” and 

suggested that archivists should focus on more appropriate archival activities such as reducing 

their backlog.
 19

 Dryden conceded that since archivists knew their collections better than anyone 

else, they could identify its gaps, but argued that it was inappropriate for archivists to attempt to 

fill these gaps themselves.  

 Writing in the International Journal of Oral History, oral historian Dale Treleven 

explained four of the other concerns that the archival community had in regards to oral history. 

Treleven wrote that the legal issues surrounding oral histories created considerable anxiety 

among archivists. Although the 1985 publication of John Neuenshwander‟s Oral History and the 

Law resolved some quandaries, Treleven suggested that archivists require the signed legal 

agreement forms to accompany every interview tape offered to their repository. Treleven then 

discussed what he called “procedural matters,” meaning primarily issues of sound quality. He 

urged oral historians to commit themselves to finding and utilizing high-quality sound 
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equipment, stating that anything less is a “menace to the historical record, a pain to archivists, 

disservice to researchers, and…an insult to respondents.”
20

 Treleven identified the cost of 

collecting, processing, and preserving oral histories as another deterrent to active archival 

collecting of these materials. However, he aptly suggested that archivists should consider the 

relative uniqueness of oral histories when comparing the costs of oral history curation with those 

incurred by the processing of traditional manuscript collections.  

Treleven‟s final point—professional and organizational traditionalism when faced with 

new technology—was not so much a concern issuing from the archival community, but a 

criticism of it. Treleven related the alarming fact that the first comprehensive attempt to suggest 

an archival method for oral history tapes and other sound recordings was published forty years 

after the development of electromagnetic tape recordings.  Treleven‟s contention that if “more 

archivists had acquainted themselves with the literature [on sound recordings], the issue of 

coping with oral history would by now have led to an accommodation and mastery of the real or 

imagined challenges posed by these documents” is especially thought-provoking since the 

archivists of today have not yet reached a consensus about how to manage the explosion of 

electronic records.  Treleven‟s conclusion stated that all of the above concerns deserved 

increased discussion, adding, however, that “neither the vision nor mission [of the oral history 

movement] will be darkened or deterred by those who fail to share in that commitment to collect, 

preserve, and encourage the use of fuller, richer documents about life, living, and struggle in the 

twentieth century.”
21
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Twentieth-Century Life,” International Journal of Oral History 10, no. 1 (1989): 53.  
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 In “Filling the Gap: Oral History in the Archives,” James Fogerty represented the other 

side of the debate, urging skeptical archivists to realize the necessity of oral history in archives. 

He understood the viewpoint of historian Barbara Tuchman and others who saw oral history as 

contributing to the “multiplication of rubbish.”
22

 Comments such as this reflected and shaped a 

discussion over whether oral histories were of archival, enduring value. Fogerty suggested that 

doubts about the quality of oral history, and therefore about its archival value, should not lead to 

outright rejection of the methodology, but rather to increased involvement in quality-control and 

standardization efforts. Fogerty also responded to criticisms of oral history‟s reliance on the 

faulty, subjective memories of narrators, stating that the diaries and letters collected voraciously 

by archivists are only slightly more credible.  

Fogerty discussed three major reasons why archivists should accept oral history. 

According to Fogerty, the record-keeping practices of the late 20
th

 century created a double-

edged sword wherein archivists were faced simultaneously with mounds of documents offering 

little research value and the challenge of assessing and retrieving intangible electronic 

information. The gaps in the documentation provided by individual collections constituted 

Fogerty‟s second justification of oral history‟s place in the archives. He argued that oral histories 

could help fill in the childhood stories or motivations for major choices that were often missing 

in archival collections, thereby helping researchers to gain a fuller picture of the subject‟s life. 

Lastly, Fogerty noted that oral histories could help to balance the elitist bias of the archival 

record.  

                                                 
22. Quoted in James Fogerty, “Filling the Gap: Oral History in the Archives,” American Archivist 46, no. 2 (1983): 

149.  



Baker 10 

 

Interestingly, Fogerty did not explicitly address the concern over archivist neutrality. 

However, Fogerty concluded by suggesting that the responsibility for implementing a „gap-

filling‟ oral history program would probably fall on archivists‟ shoulders,  stating rather blandly 

that “with their knowledge of the collections and probable ability to view these without a 

researcher‟s narrow, personal requirements, archivists could be…successful with such 

projects.”
23

 Any concern he may have harbored about the appropriateness of archival creation 

apparently did not outweigh the necessity of a complete and balanced archival record.  

Access to Oral Histories: 1990s 

 The literature of the 1990s suggests a complete of acceptance of oral history in archives. 

None of the archival literature, however, suggests a reason for this sudden consensus. Helen 

Willa Samuels‟ 1986 proposal of the concept of documentation strategies may have been 

influential in changing the archivists‟ perceptions toward oral histories.
24

 Samuels suggested that 

the contemporary realities of archival repositories and American society required archivists and 

other information professionals to collaborate in defining the trends, people, and events of the 

time which most deserved documentation and in seeking out and, as necessary, creating such 

records. Perhaps Samuels‟ documentation strategy allowed archivists to see record creation, 

including that of oral histories, as a movement within the archival profession, rather than as an 

external force pressuring the community. Regardless of the underlying reasons, the debates 

regarding archivists‟ role in oral history in 1980s gave way to discussions improving access to 

                                                 
23. Fogerty, “Filling the Gap,” 157.  

24. Helen Willa Samuels, “Who Controls the Past,” in American Archival Studies, edited by Randall C. Jimerson 

(Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 2000). 
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oral histories held in archival repositories in the 1990s, an issue that was addressed among oral 

historians as early as 1970.
25

 

 Bruce Bruemmer‟s 1991 article “Access to Oral History: A National Agenda” reflected 

adherence to the public archives tradition, which was based on the assumption that records which 

belong to the people should be as accessible as possible. Breummer placed blame on both oral 

historians and archivists for the lack of sufficient access to oral histories. Bruemmer began by 

outlining why archivists should be concerned with increasing access to oral histories: he 

appealed to archivists‟ professional ethics in suggesting that the acquisition of a format 

necessitated a plan to develop access to it, while his statement that oral history is a “good hook 

for neophyte researchers” appealed to archivists‟ need to provide their parent organization with 

favorable usage statistics.
26

  

Bruemmer‟s five-point national agenda for increasing access to oral history collections 

centered on the use of technology. He encouraged the establishment of a USMARC AMC record 

for each oral history as a bare minimum, along with the development of guidelines to support 

consistent creation of such records. This call was answered in part by 1995 publication of the 

Oral History Cataloging Manual, although great variety in the cataloging of oral histories 

remains.
27

 Bruemmer‟s third recommendation—the establishment of an oral history interlibrary 

loan (ILL) program—has never come to fruition. The failure of oral history ILL to develop was 

due, at least in part, by the rapid development of the internet as a means of access. This 

                                                 
25. Starr, “Oral History,” 14.  
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27. Marion Matters, Oral History Cataloging Manual (Chicago: Society of American Archivists, 1995).  
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possibility was foreshadowed by Bruemmer‟s fourth suggestion—“investigation of new 

technology to enhance availability of information within oral histories.”
28

  

In comparison to the 1980s, few articles focusing solely on oral histories in archives were 

published in the 1990s. Swain suggests that this lack of publication stems from the fact that oral 

history practices and procedures were well-established, and generally accepted, by this time. An 

avalanche of publications in the 2000s indicates, however, that archivists involved with oral 

history realized that acceptance does not necessarily mean the end of discussion.  

Implications of the Internet Age: 2000s 

 A near obsession with the possibilities and problems presented by the internet prevails in 

the archival literature of the 2000s. In the past few years, archivists have written with increasing 

specificity about the ways in which the internet and digitization technology impact upon the 

traditional archival concerns of preservation and access. The specificity of these publications is 

representative of a general increased attention to detail in all areas of oral history curation, a fact 

that signals widespread acceptance of and involvement in oral history.
29

 

 Ann Armstrong‟s extremely technical piece about digitization methods for oral histories 

as a preservation strategy is representative of the publications about oral history and archives in 

the 2000s.
30

 She made the conclusion, echoed by other authors, that oral histories recorded on 

magnetic tape absolutely must be digitized as soon as possible since they are largely nearing the 

end of their usable lifespan and it is becoming increasingly difficult to find playback equipment. 
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29. See for example Nancy MacKay, Curating Oral Histories: From Interview to Archive (Walnut Creek, CA: Left 

Coast Press, 2007). 

30. Ann Armstrong, “The Master‟s Voice: Digitizing and Preserving Oral Histories of Architects,” Art 

Documentation 27, no.2 (2008).  
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Armstrong, writing in 2008, noted that there were still no definitive standards for the digital 

preservation of oral histories. This fact recalls Treleven‟s criticism, from 20 years prior, that 

archivists are painfully slow to respond to the possibilities of new technology. Armstrong 

addressed the lack of standards for digitization of oral histories by offering best practices for the 

conversion process, bit depth and sample rate, metadata creation, and preservation of digital 

audio files. The technical language used by Armstrong necessitates an audience which is already 

fairly well-read with regards to current technology.  

 Recent publications about oral history and archives which are not specifically about the 

use of modern technology nearly always contain significant discussions of this topic. For 

example, James Fogerty‟s “Oral History and Archives: Documenting Context” focused primarily 

on the degree to which oral historians and archivists should document their motivations and 

methods in the processes of creation and curation.
31

 At the conclusion of this article, Fogerty 

offered a lengthy section on oral history and the internet, even though this topic is somewhat 

removed from his central focus. Perhaps recalling his 1982 admonition that the “enthusiasm of 

some of its [oral history‟s] practitioners had resulted in the creation of oral history resources of 

questionable value,” Fogerty chose to focus on the copyright and privacy problems, rather than 

the possibilities, associated with oral history on the internet.
32

 He noted that most oral history 

transcripts had not been made available on the web, for reasons of control and copyright, but 

predicted that the future would bring the ability to make transcripts available on the web without 

the risks of unauthorized use.  Fogerty also addressed what he referred to as the „twin‟ of 

copyright—privacy. Many narrators reveal extremely personal information about themselves and 

                                                 
31. James Fogerty, “Oral History and Archives: Documenting Context,” in Handbook of Oral History, edited by 

Thomas L. Charlton, Lois E. Meyers, and Rebecca Sharpless (New York: AltaMira Press, 2006). 

32. Fogerty, “Filling the Gap,” 149.  
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others in their interviewers, causing curators great concern over the publication of the interviews 

on the internet. Discussion over whether or not to place oral histories on the internet is 

complicated by deceased narrators who cannot be contacted to request their input or permission. 

Fogerty concluded the risks associated with oral histories on the internet must be controlled, 

before the full potential in this area can be realized.  

Conclusions 

 The management and creation of oral histories in archival repositories has had a long and 

tenuous history. Within the last two decades, archivists seem to have embraced the realization 

that oral history offers opportunities to balance the archival record, bring in new users, and offer 

a more complete record of the past. In the internet age, archivists have made great strides in 

reversing the access issues created by the early mistrust of oral histories. The history of oral 

history and archives ought to encourage archivists to be more open and accepting of new media, 

rather than clinging to outdated principles. Archivists should also realize that new technology 

offers opportunities for oral history beyond one‟s own institution; the collaborative, interactive 

possibilities of managing oral histories in the internet age have yet to be sufficiently explored by 

the archival community.  
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