
Oral History Association

Oral History and the Writing of Ethnic History: A Reconnaissance into Method and Theory
Author(s): Gary Y. Okihiro
Source: The Oral History Review, Vol. 9 (1981), pp. 27-46
Published by: Oxford University Press on behalf of the Oral History Association
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3675323 .
Accessed: 01/03/2011 20:51

Your use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at .
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of a journal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at .
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=oup. .

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of
content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Oxford University Press and Oral History Association are collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve and
extend access to The Oral History Review.

http://www.jstor.org

http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=oup
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=oha
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3675323?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=oup


ORAL HISTORY REVIEW 9 (1981), pp. 27-46 

Oral History and the Writing of 
Ethnic History: A Reconnaissance 
into Method and Theory 

GARY Y. OKIHIIKO 

While ethnic historians have utilized oral history for a number 
of years, in varying degrees of sophistication, few have ad- 
dressed themselves to the methodological 
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history and oral history as method and theory and is a reminder 
of oral history's significance to ethnic history. 

The Writing of History 

History is the knowledge of human beings in time. Marc 
Bloch argued that even if history were indifferent to political 
man/woman and were unable to promote social change, it 
would be justified by its necessity for the full development of 
human beings.1 Still, history would be incomplete if it did not 
eventually help us to lead better lives. Historical explanation 
derives, in the first instance, from our need for explanation but 
thereafter enables us to act reasonably. Accordingly, this 
humanistic history advocated by Bloch springs from a desire to 
satisfy human intellectual needs/curiosity through an explana- 
tion of human lives-the human condition-for the guidance of 
human action. 

Both of these aims in history-the needs for explanation and 
human guidance-require that historians reconstruct and 
explicate historical reality freed from the oppression of myths 
and lies. That objective reality, however, is independent of the 
historian's consciousness and may not even be approached. In 
his well-known 1932 presidential address to the American 
Historical Association, Carl Becker expressed an extreme 
position on that subject. According to Becker, history which is 
past reality complete and unchanging is distinct from our 
knowledge of history which is merely our conception of that 
historical reality incomplete and subject to change. Thus, he 
concluded, every man was his own historian.2 

Two decades later, C. Vann Woodward objected to Becker's 
relativism. While conceding that myths may influence human 
activity and constitute a part of intellectual history, Woodward 
nonetheless maintained that they must be separated from 

'Marc Bloch, The Historian's Craft (New York: Vintage Books, 1953), pp. 9-10. See 
also, Karl R. Popper, The Poverty of Historicism (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
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diaries, letters, et cetera-while the refutation came from the 
people themselves, the oral traditions of black folk. Further, 
the distinction between individual or group reality and histor- 
ical reality is a necessary and liberating one. 

Historians generally agree that historical explanations are 
really only propositions placed within a general interpretive 
framework postulated by the historian. "The history of 
societies," observed E. J. Hobsbaum, "requires us to apply, if 
not a formalized and elaborate model of such structures, then 
at least an approximate order of research priorities and a 
working assumption about what constitutes the central nexus 
or complex of connections of our subject, though of course 
these things imply a model. Every social historian does in fact 
make such assumptions and holds such priorities."9 At the 
very first, therefore, historical research presumes that there is 
direction and purpose and that it is not value free. 

The apparent paradox is that historians argue for the 
reconstruction of historical reality while, at the same time, 
they also admit that historical research begins with assump- 
tions; and, in fact, they advocate the construction of models 
and theories to explain reality. If, however, one agrees that 
historical reality behaves in a systematic fashion, then theory 
which most closely resembles that reality best explains it; this 
is because theory provides boundaries for the system; identifies 
its elements, structure, and function; proposes explanations; 
poses questions; and provides a test of logical consistency for 
explanations. Even if the theory is divorced from reality, it at 
least provides expectations, things for the historian to look for; 
and if these are not found, the model can be modified 
accordingly.10 The historian must, therefore, be sensitive and 
receptive to whatever the historical evidence may reveal. 

A diagram of the process by which history is written is 
displayed in figure 1. 

9E. J. Hobsbaum, "From Social History to the History of Society," Daedalus 100 
(Winter 1971):31. 

l?John Habakkuk, "Economic History and Economic Theory," in Historical 
Studies, eds. Gilbert and Graubard, pp. 42-43; and Robert P. Baker, "Labor History, 
Social Science, and the Concept of Working Class," Labor History 14 (Winter 
1973):98-105. 
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Fig. 1. The writing of history. From Robert F. Berkhofer, 
Jr., A Behavioral Approach to Historical Analysis 





OKIHIRO/Oral History and the Writing of Ethnic History 

The end product of that process, history as written, may in 
an extreme case not even resemble the documents from which 
it was drawn; but the historian may claim that the interpreta- 
tion is a closer approximation of historical reality because the 
theory more closely conforms to that reality. Some may see 
that claim as intellectual arrogance while others may view it as 
a breakthrough in interpretation; it depends on their world 
view om
(view )Tj
5the 
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Of course, this interaction between historian and historical 
actor can both illuminate and obscure historical reality. While 
a greater degree of precision may be obtained by direct 
observation and communication, greater uncertainty may also 
arise from the historian's role in altering behavior or in 
predetermining the responses by the nature of the questions or 
from the historian's diminished capacity to be objective 
because of any friendship so cultivated.14 

There are several varieties of oral documents. Personal 
reminiscence or oral history is the most elemental of these. 
Oral history is the recollections of a single individual who 
participated in or was an observer of the events to which s/he 
testifies. The document, therefore, derives from the historical 
actor him/herself or from an eyewitness. When oral history is 
passed on to another person, usually of a succeeding generation 
in that family or lineage, it becomes oral tradition.15 Thus, oral 
tradition is derived from a transmission of testimony vertically. 
If that tradition spreads horizontally to a wider, definable 
group of people, it is referred to as folklore or elitelore, 
depending on the social class of the group.16 

As indicated at the outset, this paper is limited to a discus- 
sion of oral history, and the distinction between that type of 
oral evidence and the other varieties such as oral tradition, 
folklore/elitelore, legend, epic, fable, and myth should be kept 
in mind.'7 

Oral History 

Despite the claim that oral history is history, no more, no 
less, the distinctions remain between individual perceptions of 

'4Berkhofer, Behavioral Approach, pp. 10-11, 14-17; Daniel Aaron, "The Treachery 
of Recollection: The Inner and Outer History," in Essays on History and Literature, 
ed. Robert H. Bremner (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1966), pp. 7-10, 16- 
17. 

"For definitions of oral tradition, see Jan Vansina, Oral Tradition: A Study in 
Historical Methodology, trans. H. M. Wright (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1965). 

'6Wilkie and Monzon de Wilkie, "Dimensions of Elitelore," pp. 82-83; Richard M. 
Dorson, "Oral Tradition and Written History," in American Folklore and the 
Historian, ed. Richard M. Dorson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1971), pp. 
129-44. 

7"See Vansina, Oral Tradition, pp. 157-60, for definitions of legend, epic, fable, and 
myth. 
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historical reality and historical reality and between the process 
by which archival history is written and by which history 
derived from oral documents is written. The latter process is 
more complex than archival history, as is evident by contrasting 
figure 2 with figure 1. 

conceiving the program/ 
choosing the linguistic commi 

interviewing 

transcribing/editing 

final editing 

using the document 

end product-derivation 

program director 
inity (world view A) 

linguistic community interviewer-historian 
-(world view B) (world view A or C) 

/,, 

transcriber/editor/translator document (1) 
(world view A, C or D) l (conversational narrative) 

linguistic community document (2) ? 

1 -,, 
? 

document (3) - historian 
(world view A, C, D, or E) 

history as written 

Fig. 2. Steps in oral history 

The program director is the person who conceptualizes the 
oral history program, its purposes and direction. The director's 
world view or idea of history helps determine the linguistic 
community selected. ("Linguistic community" herein refers to 
those who share linguistic symbols and patterns of articulation, 
and a common world view and experiences.) Thus, for example, 
Joe Grant Masaoka, the director of the oral history collection 
of the Japanese American Research Project housed at the 
University of California, Los Angeles, generally chose to inter- 
view those who reflected his point of view about such con- 
troversial issues as the causes and conduct of the World War II 
evacuation and incarceration of West Coast Japanese Ameri- 
cans.l8 In that way, the collection to a large extent mirrored 
Masaoka's perceptions. 

'8Gary R
('8G,u1view )Tj
6 87.6 0 1 7red help1.64 1 0 0(JapaneH )Tj
1 0 0 1 303.84152.Jaea2288j
1 0 0 1 63. 0 1 9777.761 214ces3S3lec. 0 (th)Tj2
1 0 0 1 145.8 12 Tm
(of )Tj
1 0.48.1Tm
(J1 0 0 11 318.12 138.72 Tm
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The selected individuals, however, need not be comprehen- 
sive nor statistically representative of the wider linguistic 
community from which they originate. Oral historians realize 
that the interview is a limited document. At the same time, 
they maintain that a given individual has as much right to be 
heard as anyone else and that 
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the language and customs, and identify oneself with their frus- 
trations and aspirations.21 That method stands in marked 
contrast to those studies done by Nathan Glazer and Daniel P. 
Moynihan, who relied on census data rather than engaging in 
ethnographic field research among the people themselves.22 
Then, too, there is the case of Victor and Brett Nee whose 1972 
publication Longtime Californ' represents the most notable 
Asian American book to Longtimaor 
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cant and valid historical documents and to reconstruct his- 
torical reality. 

As noted by Ronald Grele, the primary theoretical concern 
in writings on oral history has been the possibility for distortion 
in the interview while little discussion has focused on the exact 
nature of the oral document which is the end product of that 
interview. The document, observed Grele, is not simply a tran- 
script or tape; nor is it an autobiography, biography, or 
memory; rather, it is a conversational narrative-conversa- 
tional because it is a dialogue between interviewer and inter- 
viewee and narrative because it is a form of exposition. There 
are three sets of relationships in this conversational narrative: 
(1) internal to the interview, consisting of its linguistic and 
literary structure; (2) external to the text, the relationship 
created by interaction of interviewer and interviewee; and (3) 
external to the text, the relationship between the interviewee 
and the wider community which is both his/her audience and 
molder of his/her historical consciousness.26 

All three relationships are enormously complex, but by 
untangling them invaluable insights can be gained. A linguistic 
analysis of the text, for example, may contribute toward a 
cultural definition of class; for, as demonstrated by William 
Labov, among ethnic groups and social classes there is a 
tendency of speakers to conform to certain unique patterns of 
speech.27 In that way, those groups maintain their ethnic and 
class identity. 

The relationship between interviewer and interviewee in- 
volves a reflexive process by which the interviewee's view of 
history is developed in relation to the historian's view, while 
the historian's questions, in turn, are developed in response to 
the interviewee's answers. Thus, The Autobiography of Malcolm 

26Grele, "Movement Without 
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X is not an autobiography; rather, it is the mutual creation of 
two men, Malcolm X and Alex Haley.28 The task of the oral 
historian is to analyze carefully that relationship between 
interviewer and interviewee to understand what kind of com- 
munication is taking place, what meaning is being conveyed, 
and what mutual influences are at work in the shaping of the 
conversation. 

The relationship between the interviewee and the wider 
community involves the ideological or theoretical context 
within which words or phrases are placed, the presence or 
absence of concepts, and the individual's vision of history. To 
extricate the interviewee from both the interviewer and his/her 
wider community, then, is an exceedingly complex and de- 
manding task. But by being able to direct questions at the 
interviewee's conceptions of history and historical change, the 
oral historian, unlike the archival historian, is able to arrive at a 
deeper understanding of the people and their history.29 

The end product of the interaction between interviewer- 
historian and linguistic community-interviewee is oral docu- 
ment (1) (see figure 2) defined as a conversational narrative 
and normally in the form of a tape recording. Next comes the 
transcription, editing, and sometimes translating of that 
recording onto paper. 

When Allan Nevins, considered to be the founder of oral 
history in the United States, set up the Oral History Research 
Office at Columbia University in 1948, he at first conceived his 
task to be a simple one. He interviewed well-known individuals 
about significant events, had the tapes transcribed onto paper, 
and saw the transcription as the raw stuff of which history 
would be written. The tapes were then erased, keeping only a 
small segment to give the flavor of the interview. During the 
transcription phase, there was free editing of the text which 
included the striking out of words and phrases.30 

Later, on reflection, Nevins's procedure was seen to have 
posed serious methodological problems. The historian's inter- 

28Malcolm X, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, with the assistance of Alex Haley 
(New York: Grove Press, 1965). 

29Grele, "Movement Without Aim," pp. 135-42. 
30Kessler-Harris, "Introduction," pp. 1-2. 
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vention in transcribing and editing effectively altered the text 
so that 
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and the final outcome of that interaction is history as written.32 
There is little doubt, from the process outlined above, that oral 
documents are qualitatively different from written ones; there 
exist more possibilities for distortions to arise, and they are 
more complex and hazardous to use. At the same time, 
however, oral history provides a unique opportunity for the 
writing of Bloch's humanistic vision of history, a people's 
history. 

Oral History and the Writing of Ethnic History 

This work is an impression and the search for a silenced voice, a 
crucial part in the chorus of American voices. 

Black qTj
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can be written. Oral history proposes that we rewrite our 
history to capture the human spirit of the people, to see how 
ethnic minorities solved or failed to solve particular problems, 
how they advanced or resisted change, and how they made or 
failed to make better lives for themselves and their children. In 
short, oral history proposes nothing less than the writing of a 
people's history, liberated from myths and imbued with 
humanity. 
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