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Oral History Review 22/1 (Summer, 1995): 51-66 

Ethics and Interpersonal Relationships 
in Oral History Research 

Valerie Yow 

As oral historians, we enter a home or workplace and ask peo- 
ple questions that can make them see their lives differently. We 
come in a special role-as collectors and preservers of accounts 
of human experience for generations to come-that can inspire peo- 
ple to speak honestly and fully about their experiences. They may 
entrust us with information they would not normally tell a stranger 
because they see us as having a special relationship to them, as 
someone who will 
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subjects. Indeed, the stance has become pro-active, admonishing 
researchers to protect subjects.3 

At the same time, social scientists are commanded by the guide- 
lines of their professions not to distort or suppress research find- 
ings. As historians, we are aware that evasiveness and omissions 
of documented evidence destroy the credibility of the history we 
write, rendering it useless as a contribution to understanding the 
historical phenomenon under scrutiny. 

Because of the nature of oral history research, specifically the 
one-on-one contact with living persons, dilemmas often arise over 
which takes priority-the narrator's well-being or the respect for 
evidence. What happens when consideration for the narrator's well- 
being conflicts with the presentation of important evidence? When 
telling the truth about the past (as we see it from the evidence) 
might damage the reputation of someone who has moved on in a 
life 
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current writing and practice emphasizing awareness of the com- 

plexity 
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the history of a hospital, I encountered a situation involving a nega- 
tive presentation of personalities that I thought I could solve in 
a way at once ethical and compassionate. The institution had a dual 
headship: medical director and administrative director. There were 

personality clashes 
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of the history by presenting him in what might be an unnecessari- 

ly negative light. And I did not want to risk involving the institu- 
tion in a law suit over something I had written. All of these 
considerations probably informed my decisions. I chose to write 
about his research without discussing in detail his participation in 
an event where his behavior had negative consequences for the in- 
stitution. I continued to have nagging thoughts that I was wrong 
not to tell the whole truth, yet I felt that I acted compassionately 
and responsibly concerning a narrator and the institution. In 
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will advocacy,"' undoubtedly affected my interviews. Many in- 
dividuals who had worked at 

at worked 
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Professional Relationship vs. Friendship 
Consider another aspect of the interpersonal relationship. At- 

traction to individuals is perhaps inevitable in research where one 
comes to know well the course of narrators' lives, their fears and 
their dreams, their moments of happiness and of pain. Narrators 
are inclined to feel close to someone who has listened understand- 

ingly, and they begin to think of the interviewer as a friend. The 
interviewer thinks of herself or himself as a researcher and yet soon 
becomes aware that a real liking is developing. How can this rela- 

tionship between interviewer and narrator be defined and managed 
so that no one feels used? How can boundaries be maintained and 

expectations clarified so that no one is taken advantage of, no one's 

feelings are hurt? 

Sociologist Arlene Daniels found herself fascinated by two nar- 
rators, one a psychiatrist in the military, and another, in a later 

project, a woman who was a leader in volunteer work in her com- 

munity. "It was difficult to see how the glitter of interesting per- 
sonality that surrounded these figures was a product of how much 
I needed 
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the relationship, and therefore this is not a disinterested friend- 

ship. I believe that we are obligated to indicate that this is a profes- 
sional relationship which will end when the project is completed. 
Often, for example, in interviewing professionals, I find myself 
saying something like, "When we end our work together as this 

project nears completion, I will send you a copy of the tape. And 
I want you to know that I appreciate your contribution and value 
the time you are giving me, even though we may not always keep 
in touch." And I often sense by the narrator's behavior that such 
a clear distinction between friend and co-researcher is clearly un- 
derstood, expected, and appreciated. 

Both prior experience and social class impinge here, however: 

many people we interview do not have a concept of "professional 
relationship." While some middle-class people may distinguish be- 
tween friendship and professional relationship, many others, in- 

cluding many middle-class individuals, live and work in cultures 
where business relationships are also friendships.'4 I think this was 
the case with Ina Gilpin and with Daniels' narrators even though 
they came from different social backgrounds. 

As the quote from Arlene Daniels reminds us, the other side 
of the coin to this attraction between interviewer and narrator is 
interviewer's need. For Daniels and Montell, the narrator answered 
a need not directly involved in giving information in their own 
interviews-whether providing access to a culture or to other nar- 
rators. I encountered a somewhat different situation in a project 
on mill workers, during which I interviewed the women while my 
male co-researchers Brent Glass and Hugh Brinton interviewed 
mostly men. I justified this by saying that women will talk more 
readily to another woman about personal issues, but really I en- 
joyed sitting in their kitchens, talking to them. The experience 
reminded me of being in my mother's kitchen as a child, of the 
security in feeling "we are women in this together." This influenced 
my interviewing style as well, possibly leading me to shy away 
from distressing questions.'5 

This certainly made it difficult to define this simply as a profes- 
sional relationship because my own need impinged. Although I 
always stressed the professional nature of the interviewer/narrator 

'4Linda Shopes, communication to author, January 31, 1994. 
" Yow, Recording Oral History, 178. 
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relationship, I have gone back to visit the narrators whose compa- 
ny I enjoyed especially, and told them I had missed them. This 
expression of feeling when the research was finished put the rela- 
tionship in a different category-friendship. I hope. Again, the only 
way I know to correct for this is to be aware of some perhaps in- 
herent and unavoidable tensions, and to maintain a constantly reflex- 
ive stance about their influence on the research. 

Trust in the Interviewer/Narrator Relationship 
Another ethical issue is closely related to those discussed so 

far: the use of this liking and trust to get the narrator to reveal things 
that might be harmful to her or his own interests. Most narrators 
protect themselves, but not everyone.'6 Judith Stacey in her essay, 
"Can There Be a Feminist Ethnography?" warned against leading 
the narrator 
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the recording 
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that in these cases there were other indications of narrator perso- 
nality remaining in the text. The other crucial question was, "Is 
the deleted material necessary to the historical record?" Since the 
indiscreet remarks directed against individuals seemed personal 
asides and not important historical information, Hughes conclud- 
ed that she could delete them from the publicly available 

transcript-while advising the reader of her editing-without damag- 
ing the historical record.22 

The Potentially Painful Question 
In trying to get the "whole truth," we often realize we need 

to ask question1 0T
Qs-76
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ing his answer with extreme care. Hughes then followed with more 
specific, probing questions which he answered cautiously. Later, 
the recording finished, he remarked that her questions indicated 
hostility 
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of information. Furthermore, as historians, we present the conse- 
quences of our narrator's actions as we see them, regardless of how 
the narrator sees them. 

Misrepresentation of the Research to the Narrator 
Blee listened, accepted the situation in which her narrators 

assumed that she felt as they did about race, and on the basis of 
this rapport obtained useful information. This is a grey area: she 
did not exactly misrepresent the research but she opened herself 
to the charge of lying by omission about her own views. I am cer- 
tain that if a narrator asks directly, "Do you believe as I do?" we 
have to tell the truth. And even an omission that creates a false 
impression seems to me a violation of trust. 

This leads to the question of when a researcher is justified 
in misrepresenting the objective of the research to the researched. 
Social scientists often excuse misrepresentation by arguing that they 
cannot get the information any other way and that after the research 
is concluded, they inform their subjects of their actual purpose. 
This may be 
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the Holocaust place it beyond our attempts to comply with our 

profession's standards for interview behavior? George Steiner ar- 

gued that the Holocaust is even beyond language, is outside of the 
domain of rational discourse and presumably even our moral 
universe: "It may be that the Auschwitz-universe, for it was that, 
precisely marks that realm of potential-now realized- human bes- 

tiality, or rather, abandonment of the human and regression to bes- 

tiality, which both precedes language, as it does in the animal, and 
comes after language as it does in death."29 

And yet, we have only our words-even though the phenome- 
non itself is so monstrous it defies adequate description-and our 

purpose as historians. The oral historian is a facilitator for the reve- 
lation of information of historical significance, but at the same time 
is in a relationship of trust with the individual narrator. In the end 
I conclude that it comes down to the importance of trust-the trust 
the narrator places in the historian, the trust the historian places 
in the narrator for a full, honest testimony. History is too impor- 
tant for historians to play tricks on the witnesses. We will get the 
information, but we must get it without lying or misrepresentation. 

Some Tentative Conclusions 
Oral historians are often faced with difficult judgment calls. 

We must weigh the sometimes conflicting claims of individual wel- 
fare and of historical accuracy and completeness. Advising the nar- 
rator to remove harmful remarks is a drastic solution advisable only 
when the remarks have no real historical significance. Whenever 
possible, sealing the tapes and transcripts (of parts of them) for 
a specified time is the preferred solution. In publications, the pos- 
sible injury is magnified a thousand times. Yet, in situations where 
we edit, what we do has a disturbing similarity to censorship. From 
an historical point of view as opposed to one focused on protec- 
tion of the narrator and associates, we have to ask when, if ever, 
potentially harmful statements in the publicly available oral histo- 

ry should be eliminated. I argue that only if the statement would 
deliver certain harm to the narrator would such an omission be 

justified and even then the reader should be informed that there 
has been an omission in the published transcript. This includes, 

2'"George Steiner, "The Long Life of Metaphor: An Approach to 'the Shoah''," 
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of course, the 
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