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disciplinary Anthology, edited by Willa K. Baum and David K. 

Dunaway; the most recent and comprehensive anthology, An Oral 
History Reader, edited by Robert Perks and Alistair Thompson, 
the recent oral history manual, Don Ritchie's Doing Oral History; 
and, the fourth and latest volume in a more than two-decade his- 
tory of special "Women's Oral History" issues of Frontiers: A 
Journal of Women's Studies. This is not to suggest that my own 
trajectory is necessarily typical, but I think that it does parallel the 

path that many feminist oral historians, at least, have trod. 

The Way We Were/The 
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in our membership and in the papers delivered at our confer- 
ences-offering everyone something to which they can relate, yet 
at the same time providing an arena for dialogue among the gen- 
erations of practitioners. And while "live and let live" has come to 
characterize some of the relationships between the generations- 
as can be seen in the predictable differences in the composition of 
the audience at different sessions at OHA conferences-there is 
also remarkable agreement on some issues of long-standing con- 
cern. For instance, despite the greater fascina 493.32 Tm
(the )0s 
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were others who were urging more highly nuanced approaches 
for evaluating interviews.6 Nevertheless, even as some members 
of the second generation called for more theorizing, most of us in 
the 1970s, and even into the early 1980s-at least among most 
feminist pratitioners-were still caught up in a more uncritical 
celebratory mode.7 It was not until well into the 1980s, and largely 
as a result of the writings of U.S. women of color and of the post- 
colonial theorists that we began to problematize the feminist man- 
tle of "sisterhood" that earlier had promoted false universalisms. 

Groundbreaking works that should have prompted more U.S. 
oral history practitioners of all stripes to pay closer attention to 
questions about memory and representation were largely ignored 
until more fertile ground enabled them to take root in the 1980s 
and 1990s. The growing interdisciplinarity of oral history, as well 
as the increased exposure to European writings contributed to 
considerably more theorizing.8 Unfortunately, some of this theo- 
rizing resulted in the oral history becoming viewed and treated as 
merely a disembodied text. On the other hand, even if we resisted 
embracing this tendency whole-heartedly, it did help us to intro- 
duce much more complexity into our work and into the practical 
advice we gave others. As a result, the recent manual, Don 
Ritchie's Doing Oral History, stands in sharp contrast to the ear- 

6 See Alice Hoffman, "Reliability and Validity in Oral History," in Oral History: An Inter- 
disciplinary Anthology, 87-93 (originally published in Today's Speech 22 [1974]). By con- 
trast, see Ronald J. Grele, "Movement Without Aim: Methodological and Theoretical 
Problems in Oral History," in Oral History Reader, 38-49 (originally published in Enve- 
lopes of Sound: The Art of Oral History [Chicago: Precedent, 1975]); Michael Frisch, 
"Oral History and Hard Times," in Oral History Reader, 29-37 (originally published in 
Red Buffalo 1 [1972]); and Popular Memory Group's (Centre for Contemporary Cultural 
Studies, University of Birmingham, England), "Popular Memory: Theory, Politics, 
Method," in R. Johnson et al., eds., Making Histories: Studies in History-Writing and Pol- 
itics (London: Hutchinson, 1982 [extracted in Oral History Reader, 75-86]). 
7 See the articles in the Women's Oral History issues, Frontiers: A Journal of Women's 
Studies 2, no. 2 (1977), 19, no. 2 (1983). 
8 For instance, although Alessandro Portelli's ideas, as elaborated in "What Makes Oral 

History Different" (reprinted in Oral History Reader), was first published in English in 

History Workshop, no. 12 (1982), it was not until it appeared in his book, The Death of 
Luigi Trastulli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (New York: SUNY 
Press, 1991) that his ideas gained wider acceptance. The International Journal of Oral 

History helped to introduce the work of the Europeans like Portelli and Luisa Passerini, 
but it did not have a very wide readership in the U.S. On the other hand, by the early 
1990s, interdisciplinarity 
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lier highly prescriptive ones. His responses to a series of very 
down-to-earth questions lay out the range of thinking and options 
about the issues, reflecting much more interaction between the 
generations and a great deal of flexibility and change. 

Where Are We Headed? 

Before conjecturing on where we seem to be heading in the 
new millennium, and perhaps as an introduction to that topic- 
we have to acknowledge the major turnaround in the 
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studies, being introduced to literature, and of gaining communi- 
cation skills. Other teachers in the district are being encouraged 
to follow suit through a collaborative project between the univer- 
sity and the school district. 

While these developments seem far removed from the intel- 
lectual debates among oral historians in academia, their implica- 
tions for the new millennium may very well be more significant 
when it comes to thinking about future audiences and uses, 
including the application of new technologies. This generation of 
nascent oral historians, as well as those who Dunaway referred to 
as the fourth generation, are much more media oriented. As any 
of us who teach them can attest, they seem to respond, absorb, 
and be challenged more by visual images and sound than by the 
written word. As a result, the aurality of oral history will become 
increasingly important returning the "voice" of the interviewees, 
narrators, and oral biographers to center stage. Ironically, and as 
yet one more indication of just how flexible the boundary 
between generations of oral historians is, as early as 1977 Louis 
Starr rather presciently predicted just this aural orientation.9 

Not only will oral/aural histories and accompanying visual 
imagery in CD-ROM programs like those produced by the Amer- 
ican Social History project become more widely used, but the 
new 
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histories more widely accessible, they represent a quantum leap 
from the New York Times 1976 microfilming project. 

Significantly, these technological breakthroughs point to re- 
centering of the narrator's voice, perhaps providing a corrective 
to some of the more disembodied theoretical and literary treat- 
ments of oral history narratives. At the same time, they offer an 
opportunity for more complex exploration of how people con- 
struct their narratives. "Hearing" the silences and listening to 
intonation, pitch, and style of delivery adds an entirely new 
dimension to the sense we make of people's stories-a possibility 
until now explored mainly by those who, following Dennis Ted- 
lock, have attempted to transform the spoken word into a free 
verse "score."99 Furthermore, in hearing the interviewer as well as 
the narrator, their dynamics can also be grasped, including how 
each of their agendas and subjectivities interface, and their shift- 
ing power relations. 

Lacking a crystal ball, I cannot predict what new turns theory 
will take, how our thinking about memory and language and nar- 
rative might change; but the fourth generation and the one to fol- 
low-like those Cambodian-American third graders-undoubt- 
edly will think about and use oral history quite differently than 
their predecessors. Already, we are seeing to 
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thirty some years since the founding of the OHA, the dialectical 
relationship between theorists and empiricists, between practi- 
tioners in the academy and in the community (not necessarily dif- 
ferent people), between "techno-buffs" and "Luddites," between 
long time oral historians and newer generations will continue to 
push the practice of oral history in exciting new directions. And 
although I might not have admitted this twenty-seven years ago 
when I first began my work in women's oral history-a time 
when many of us of the second generation were busy distancing 
ourselves from the first-if we go back and re-read some of the 
early classics, we might very well find hints that the first genera- 
tion of oral historians in the U.S. would have welcomed these 
new directions. 

www.oralhistory.infinity 

by Donald A. Ritchie 

"Are you ready?" people ask repeatedly in a recent series of 
television commercials. This apocalyptic-sounding refrain turns 
out to advertise the leading manufacturer of network routers for 
the Internet. Ready or not, the ad implies, the future lies in digital 
electronic communications. If that is true, are oral historians ready? 

It's a fair question considering the steady procession of tech- 
nology that made oral history possible. During this past century, 
sound recordings evolved from wax cylinders, aluminum disks, 
vinyl records, wire recorders, belt recorders, reel-to-reel tape 
recorders, and cassette recorders to digital audio tape recorders 
and camcorders. Each wave of technology produced less expen- 
sive, more portable means of recording, which in turn launched 
more projects and enabled more interviews to be conducted with 
a wider cross-section of people. Personal computers similarly 
facilitated the transcription and preservation of interviews. Now 
the Internet offers innovative opportunities for the mass distribu- 
tion of oral history output. 

To this succession of technological breakthroughs, oral histo- 
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rians have reacted with a mixture of eagerness 
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The assertion that the future of oral history is digital will 
undoubtedly cheer some practitioners and distress others. Beyond 
its enormous potentials, the digital revolution will threaten finan- 
cial and intellectual investments in technologies that are moving 
toward obsolescence. Just as some oral history archives possess 
recordings made on wire and belt recordings they can no longer 
play, magnetic tape recorders someday will no longer be manu- 
factured, regardless of archival concerns about the potential shelf 
life of digital tape and CD-ROM recordings. The preservation of 
electronic data will be further complicated by fast-changing tech- 
nology that will confront archives with periodic choices of con- 
verting older electronic records into new formats or preserving 
the relics on which they were originally recorded. 

Most oral historians first approached personal computers as 
glorified typewriters. The benefits became obvious as transcribers 
discovered that they could work faster on computer, edit more 
easily, and no longer had to retype a second "clean" copy of the 
transcript after the editing. They could preserve transcripts on 
disk and reproduced them on demand. But a few visionaries 
grasped that the computer offered ways to bridge the gulf 
between the tape and the transcript. They could preserve spoken 
words, pictures, maps, and other illustrations on the same disk 
along with the printed transcript. In Alaska, "Project Jukebox" 
recorded oral histories with native Americans and other Alaskans 
on CD-ROM, combining interviews in native languages with 
English translations and appropriate illustrations. Books began to 
appear in electronic format, such as Who Built America? which 
blended the voices of interviewees together with music, pictures 
and text on CD-ROM.13 

Then the addition of a modem made the personal computer a 
link to the world. An "information superhighway" carried vast 
amounts of digitized information across fiber-optic telecommuni- 
cation circuits at rapid speed. The Cold War spawned the original 
computer network in 1969 when ARPANET first linked the Pen- 
tagon with contractors and universities working on defense pro- 
jects. By the 1990s, the Internet had gone civilian and commer- 
cial, linking government, corporations, and universities, together 

13 Roy Rosenzweig, Steve Brier, and Josh Brown, Who Built America? From the Centen- 
nial Celebration of 1876 to the Great War of 1914 [CD-ROM] (Santa Monica: Voyager 
Company, 1993). 
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with millions of individuals in their own 
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for information from other students whose grandmothers might 
have worked in a factory during the Second World War. Re- 
sponses from the Internet gave them a national selection of candi- 
dates for telephone interviews. 

That students tend to be more adventurous with new technol- 
ogy should come as no surprise. Many of them grew up in house- 
holds where the computer was as much a part of dailhem 
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interviewees before placing their interviews on the Internet 
(although it seems excessive to track down the next of kin, whose 
intentions may conflict with those of the interviewee). At the 
same time there is a danger of falling into the mode of thinking 
that Sinclair Lewis satirized in Main Street, when his idealistic 
heroine suggested to the town librarian that "the chief task of a 
librarian is to get people to read," only to rebuffed with the argu- 
ment that "the first duty of the conscientious librarian is to pre- 
serve the books." Having talked earnestly about returning inter- 
views to the community, we need to ask: what constitutes the 
boundaries of that community? How broadly or narrowly do we 
want to define our audience? Did interviewees expect their life 
stories to remain relatively unused except by the occasional 
scholar, or did they hope to leave something of themselves for 
posterity, where their memories might be published, exhibited, 
and otherwise not forgotten? Given the democratic impulses of the 
oral history movement, it seems contradictory for oral historians 
not to avail themselves of the most universal and cost-effective 
means of mass communication and dissemination of information 
ever devised. 

Some oral historians have equated downloading an oral his- 
tory with publishing it, and have decried the lack of explanatory 
context for the interview. But the Internet is a distributor rather 
than a publisher (Congress specifically defined it that way to pro- 
tect it from libel suits), and oral history transcripts are raw data 
rather than books. In practice, the Internet has not proved condu- 
cive for reading book-length manuscripts, although publishers 
have begun advertising new books by posting first chapters on 
their Web sites. The Internet does best with screen-sized chunks 
of information. Exclusively online magazines like Slate and 
Salon feature short essays with eye-catching graphics. The ideal 
text for easy reading on a computer screen runs about the length 
of a newspaper column. Longer texts are available online-one 
can find the full version of the Starr Report and of entire books, 
from the Bible to Moby Dick. They are easy to scan by word and 
key phrase for ready reference, but awkward to read at length. 
The probability is that most interviews will attract researchers 
seeking to locate specific information instead of casual readers 
who will peruse the entire document. 

Researchers who consult interview transcripts online will 
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want the product to resemble as much as possible the original 
document. Some of the early attempts at downloading oral histo- 
ries did not include the original pagination. Although researchers 
can scan the text by word on the screen, they will need page num- 
bers for their citations as well as to make use of the prepared 
indexes if they print out a copy of the interview. Oral historians 
themselves will use the Internet when doing the research needed 
to prepare for their interviews. The Internet can provide genealog- 
ical data, newspaper clippings, alumni news, and background 
material on the organizations and communities with which inter- 
viewees were associated, and even maps and driving directions to 
their homes. 

Newer projects should build the Internet into the operating 
plans, fully informing participants of the project's intentions and 
of the interviewees' options, drafting deeds of gift that specifically 
permit digital electronic reproduction of the interviews, and pre- 
paring transcripts in formats convenient for downloading. For 
long-established oral history archives the task of digitizing a large 
collection might appear so daunting as to paralyze. A reasonable 
strategy would be to start by making finding aids available on the 
Internet. That will alert researchers as to what exists where. Since 
many interview transcripts are already available on microfilm or 
through interli
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and more prevalent use of video phones may well prompt experi- 
ments in long-distance interviewing. 

Keep in mind that digital electronic communication is ephem- 
eral. Web sites keep permutating. Material that a researcher previ- 
ously consulted may be reported "Not Found" on the next visit. 
So far, the Internet has shown little interest in archiving its vast 
store of material. During an encounter with an Internet producer 
for a television network doing some imaginative educational 
work connected with its news programs, the producer admitted 
that he had no idea whether his network was saving any of the 
material he was creating weekly, nor did he seem to care. Much 
will vanish through neglect. Some of the Web addresses listed 
here may have changed before this article appears in print. Only 
change is constant on the Internet. The World Wide Web will not 
replace oral history archives, which will continue to house the 
original records and preservation copies of tapes and transcripts. 
Instead it can extend archives' user services from their immediate 
locations to the furthest reaches of the globe, and perhaps beyond. 
It can make the next generation of researchers far more aware of 
the panoramic scope of 
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And the promise of oral history goes further, seeking to transform 
the relationship between historian and audience, looking for ways 
to make study of history more accessible, more engaging, and 
ultimately more participatory. For inherent to oral history are the 
democratic notions that everyone can be a historian; that memory 
is in itself a meaningful form of historical interpretation; and that, 
through oral history projects, students and others can make a 
meaningful contribution to our understanding of the past. 

As the twentieth century ends, new technology is emerging 
that may significantly enhance our ability to realize these aspects 
of oral history's promise. Our growing ability to digitize-and 
thereby control and transmit-information will affect many 
aspects of oral history in the century to come. Already, surveying 
the World Wide Web, we can see indicators of significant change 
that will greatly improve the accessibility, usability, and transpar- 
ency of oral history collections; transform the use of oral history 
in teaching and learning processes; and spur our return to orality, 
to the fundamental core of oral history as process that involves 
speaking and listening. New technology is no panacea for oral 
historians (or anyone else). Many challenges will remain and new 
ones will emerge, some directly related to technology itself. But 
digital media is providing us with new tools that will affect the 
ways we do-and think about-our work. 

Let A Thousand Flowers Bloom 

The first signs of the changes taking place in oral history are 
already visible on the World Wide Web. An examination of web 
sites related to oral history reveals some interesting ways we are 
utilizing new digital technology. There is no consensus on the 
best way for oral historians to use the Web. As a field, we are still 
figuring this out. But important trends are already visible. 

Most oral history-related web sites are created by established 
archives and provide lists of the memoirs archived by the institu- 
tion. There are literally thousands of such sites, ranging from 
Hogan Jazz Archive of Tulane University to the U.S. Naval Insti- 
tute Oral History Project. One elaborate site, the Chicago Archi- 
tects Oral History Project site, constructed by the Art Institute 
of Chicago, offers for each respondent a photograph, a biograph- 
ical summary, lists of interview highlights and related interviews, 
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American female students. For each interview, the Center has 

published yearbook photographs, family snapshots, period news- 

paper articles, and papers and letters written by the women at the 
time. A timeline places the narratives in a chronological frame- 
work. Similarly, the Hoover Dam Visitor Center site contextual- 
izes its transcript excerpts from interviews with workers who 
built the dam by providing photographs of the workers and the 
dam, background on the construction process, and a virtual tour 
of the dam today. Given the particular nature of oral memoirs, the 

ability to link transcripts to contextual information can be vital in 

helping users situate and analyze the interviews. 
Both the American Memory Collection and the Black Women 

at Virginia Tech site help us see how technology can do more than 

provide increased access to oral memoirs. Using the search 

engine provided by American Memory-or even the "Find" func- 
tion provided by Netscape or Internet Explorer-not only helps 
researchers to find what they are looking for; it also allows 
researchers to examine patterns of word usage and language for- 
mation within and across interviews. Enabling scholars to more 

easily consider who uses certain words and in what situations and 
in what ways, the supple search tools provided by digital technol- 

ogy can clarify the extent to which oral memoirs are not merely 
data (or evidence) but also databases. And while technology can 
be used in this way to get inside an oral memoir-what could be 
called a "micro" usage-it can also be used to draw "macro" con- 
nections to broader issues and other relevant sources. The prom- 
ise of the electronic environment, in this case, is that it can facili- 
tate both the "micro" and the "macro," without threatening the 

integrity of the oral history archive itself. 

You Must Be Made to Wear Earphones 

As we move from web-published finding aids to transcripts, 
search engines, and contextual information, the amount of labor 
and the degree of technical difficulty required goes up; and, not 

surprisingly, the number of Web sites goes down. The next cate- 

gory-offering interviews in audio form over the Web-is 

significantly more demanding and more rare. 
One Web site for audio presentation of oral memoirs is His- 

tory Matters, constructed by my organization, the American 
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That said, when the software works right, the results can be 
transformative. One oral memoir on History Matters is the narra- 
tive of William Brown, who 
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can help us get closer to the real human interaction at the heart of 
oral history. 

The Web and CD-ROM not only make longer audio record- 
ings more widely available. These media also make it easier to 
connect audio with text, including transcripts, scholarly commen- 
tary, and related primary documents. Comparing the written and 
audio versions of an oral memoir is a rich exercise in understand- 
ing the process of transcription, the kinds of choices made by 
transcribers and editors, and the complex relationship between 
written and spoken language. Juxtaposing the print and audio for- 
mats encourages deeper understanding of the memoir than utiliz- 
ing either format by itself. Examining such juxtapositions has 
been largely limited to special sessions at scholarly events. The 
Journal of MultiMedia History suggests the possibility of making 
that experience integral to scholarly presentation. And sites such 
as History Matters open the experience to students and the public, 
offering the possibility of making it a common step in developing 
a clearer understanding of the nature of oral memoirs. 

Everyone A Historian 

Over the past three decades, oral history has lent itself to 
thousands of thou0s4of 
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Many Rivers to Cross 

These Web-based projects suggest ways that our use of digi- 
tal technology may change our field. Utilizing the Web to publish 
transcripts could feed growing interest in oral memoirs and attract 
new users. Drawing on the multimedia capacities of the new tech- 
nology to provide audio access to digitized interviews can help 
bring oral history back to its roots in spoken language. The con- 
structive aspect of the Web should facilitate the visibility and 
value of student oral history projects, allowing oral history to bet- 
ter realize its democratic promise. At the same time, however, 
oral historians will face many challenges in the coming century, 
including some generated by new technology. 

One limitation of oral history has been its labor-intensive 
quality. Generating and recording quality interviews is, in some 
ways, the easiest step in an oral history project. Transcribing, 
checking, and indexing are incredibly time-consuming and/or 
expensive. Many oral history projects have foundered on this 
rock. And the process of publishing interviews on the Web or on 
CD-ROM can multiply the amount of time and energy involved. 
Moreover, the new technology itself can be expensive. Impressive 
school-based projects such as the "1968" site usually require the 
involvement of an outside university or cultural institution, pro- 
viding funds and expertise. Voice-recognition and audio-indexing 
software now becoming available  Tm
(i6251.93j
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information, always valuable to a democratic society. But it also 
highlights questions about accuracy. Scholars have traditionally 
relied on archivists and publishers to serve as gatekeepers; now 
the gates they control are less vital. While most oral history sites 
are still posted by archives, the possibility for flawed or even 
counterfeit sites is undeniable. Those who use oral memoirs from 
the Web must carefully evaluate who created the site and their 
point of view. Developing critical thinking skills is important for 
any use of the Web. Happily, oral historians are no stranger to the 
issues of subjectivity, critical thinking, and the evaluation of 
sources. In this sense, the challenges long confronted by oral his- 
torians may be particularly relevant for the 
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AIC: Chicago Architects Oral History: Edward C. Bassett 
http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/deptarchitecture/ 
bassett.html 

A Marple Family Web site to Encourage Oral History Interviews 
and Written 

http://www.marple.com 
American Communities: An Oral History 

http://www.duke.edu/web/hstl95.15/ 
Behind the Veil-Home Page 

http://www-cds.aas.duke.edu/btv/ 

Billy Graham Center Archives Home Page 
http://www.wheaton.edu/bgc/archives/archhp 1 .html 

Black Women's Oral History Project home page 
http://scholar2.lib.vt.edu/spec/bwhp/bwhproj.htm 

Center for Oral History, University of Connecticut 
http://w ww.oralhistory.uconn.edu 

Center for Oral History, University of Hawai'i 
http://www2.soc.hawaii.edu/css/oral_hist/index.html 

Historic Ferry Yankee 
http://historicferryyankee.com/Defaulta.htm 

History Matters: Browse Many Pasts 
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/browsemp.html 

Hogan Jazz Archive 
http://www.tulane.edu/~lmiller/OralHistory.html 

Hoover Dam Visitor Center 
http://www.hooverdam.com/service/index.html 

James Cook University Archives Oral History 
http://www.jcu.edu.au/gen/Archivist/oral.html 

Japanese American National Museum: Life History Program 
http://www.lausd.kl2.ca.us/janm/lifehist/index.html 

Journal for MultiMedia History-Volume 1 Number 1 Contents Page 
http://www.albany.edu/jmmh/ 

Junior Historians Doing Oral Histories 
http://www.ncbe.gwu.edu/tesol/tesoljournal/juniorhi.html 

Mamie Ella-An Oral History 
http://www.dmgi.com/mamiella.html 
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Miami Valley Cultural Heritage Project 
http://www.muohio.edu/-oralhxcwis/index.htmlx 

Oral History Index 
http://www.vcmha.org/oralhist.html 

Oral History Internet Resources 
http://scnc.leslie.kl2.mi.us/-charle2/ohlinks.html 

RRLC: Guidelines for Oral History Interviews 
http://www.rric.org/hrac/oralhis.html 

Sacramento ALC Office of History WWW Home Page 
http://www.mcclellan.af. milHO/ho-hmpg.html 

Searchlight Battalion-Memories 
http://www.strandlab.com/225thsb/memories.html 

The Whole World Was Watching 
http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/1968/ 

UF Oral History 
http://web.history.ufl.edu/oraV 

University of New Mexico Archives Oral History Collection 
http://www.unm.edu/~unmarchv/oralhist.html 

Vietnam Veterans Oral History and Folklore Project 
http://www.vietvet.org/vethist.htm 

Voices from the Thirties: Life Histories from the Federal Writers' 
Project 

http://lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/wpaintro/exhome.html 
Voices.html 

http://hs 1 .hst.msu.edu/-history/faculty/hnetgrants/ 
voices.html 
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