Oral and Other History
LIKE most historians of my age, I was brought up to deal, in a systematic
manner, only with the written word. None of my mentors — F.L.W. Wood,
J.C. Beaglehole, Peter Munz and G.D.H. Cole — ever led me to think of
historical evidence as anything but words on paper. This limitation was mine
rather than theirs (though I recall Professor Munz, then busy with Richard
Hooker, stating his refusal to read anything that had dust on it), for I was
engaged upon research into English history, first in the later seventeenth
century, and then in the early nineteenth. Had I chosen early twentieth
century topics, they would no doubt have told me to go out and talk to
so-and-so, and then the footnote 'Interview with . . . would have appeared in
my theses. But there was no way of talking to Roger L'Estrange and Robert
Owen — and this at least serves to remind us that the reach of oral history is
not very long.
Had I been able to talk to Robert Owen, I would have been going through
a data-gathering process I have since learned to call 'elite interviewing'. Two
years ago I tried my hand at this, in half-a-dozen taped sessions with Sir Keith
Holyoake, sessions designed to produce transcripts which were to be
deposited at the Turnbull with his papers. That is where they will be by now
and whether future historians (present ones will not see them) will find them
useful is a question I cannot deal with if 1 am to keep to the terms of my
agreement. But I think that I can say one or two things about this slightly
daunting experience. First, that the interviewer is likely to be a little put off
his stride by finding that he knows more about the topic under discussion
than the interviewee. Second, that politicians may well react to a microphone
in a defensive manner, probably because they have come to regard the
interview situation as a hostile environment. Third, that quirky little
anecdotes are likely to nullify questions designed to prompt reflective
analysis. (A fourth conclusion may be added, derived from my experience of
talking to Walter Nash while Eve Page painted his portrait — which was done
to help to keep him still, and the conversations were not recorded. That is,
interviewees with lofty 'philosophical' interests are very tricky — he would
persist in talking about Teilhard de Chardin when I tried to get him going on
the guaranteed price. But Sir Keith did not exhibit such interests.)
With this meagre background, I accepted with misgiving an invitation from
Ray Grover to talk to a Victoria University Extension weekend course on
oral history. I could not even play a tape, let alone make one. Luckily I was
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not alone in this — the recording equipment malfunctioned during my
lecture, which went, platitudinously enough, something like this: evidence is
evidence, and whether it takes the form of stick or stone, shard or inscription,
statistic or document, written word or spoken word, it has to be tested for
authenticity and reliability. The historical significance of some forgeries — the
Piltdown head, the Donation of Constantine and the Protocols of Zion —
underlines the need to ask whether an alleged item of evidence is in fact what
it purports to be. A television programme, 'The Third Alternative', suggests
that oral forgeries could be especially persuasive: many were, after seeing it,
totally convinced that the Russians and the Americans had set up a space
colonization programme.
If the item of evidence is authentic, its reliability is still to be tested — for
bias, corruption in transmission, distance from the event it relates to, and so
on. Some pieces of evidence are deliberately designed by their authors as
versions; memoirs are obviously so designed, and a good deal of oral material,
especially the products of elite interviewing, would have a similar character —
they would have to be corrected for bias. This would not only apply to the
testimony of politicians and other eminent persons; I have known, though
not on tape, quite humble people to be intent upon self-justification through
the remaking of the past.
Most items are not designed as evidence, however; most are bits of the
present that survive and become bits of the past. Here there will still be bias
and other forms of unreliability: it will not result from any re-shaping effort
directed to posterity, but from one directed to a contemporary audience.
Usually that audience can be identified either specifically or generally — such
as the recipient of a letter or the readership of a newspaper — and so the
unreliability can be allowed for. All those oral items that derive from radio
and television would be of this character, and will need to be questioned in
customary ways.
Of whatever kind, oral items call for the same tests as non-oral items. This
is perhaps too obvious — but some of the few New Zealand examples of the
use of oral (and, as well, of written) evidence, do not stick very closely to the
rules — The Sugarbag Years and The Governor, not that Tony Simpson and
Keith Aberdein are likely to be listening. (And Michael King, who was
listening, did not need to — Te Puea is an exemplary product of oral, and
written, historical skills.)
Evidence is not the thing evidenced; historical records are not past reality.
First, they are a minute selection not picked out by any sampling process;
second, they are presented to the historian through the mind of another
person, one who can and normally does shape them. Even when it is a matter
of the minutest particular - what Gladstone said in 1884 - a complex
enough chain of filtrations extends from the event to the reader:
Event
witness
archivist ->
historian -> reader
The collection and storage of oral evidence probably adds a further filter, that
of the interviewer between witness and archivist.
But it might be more complicated than that, for the witness is not just one
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person: Mr X at 75 is not the same person as Mr X at 20. It is not simply a
matter of fallibility of memory or a desire to make himself look well but, in
addition, a case of one person testifying about another, and so to be tested
for reliability like any other eye-witness. The interviewer (Y) is not, of
course, a neutral channel, but a shaper of the story and the event through the
questions he asks, and those he does not ask. Often the archivist, too, adds his
imprint. The historian is not at all neutral either, but has vested interests
which shape the story — interests reflected in the kinds of questions he wishes
to put, not to X, but to the past. The reader of the finished work is at the end
of a very long chain:
Event
XI -> X2
Y1
Y2 -> Z1
Z2
reader
where Y2 = the archivist and Z2 = the general historian using specialist works.
Again, all this is very obvious, but maybe worth saying once more, because
oral evidence often seems to have an air of freshness and immediacy. Here,
free of all those musty old archives and newspapers, is the past as it really
was. But no; it is really as remote from the past as any other kind of evidence.
There are no problems in this, other than the merely technical, which do
not arise with written documents. For example, take the Report of the
Sweating Commission, 1890, and as complex a chain of transmission as that
in the previous model can readily be discerned, if not quite an identical one.
Thus:
Event = conditions of women in home industry
XI
= the women visited by Rutherford Waddell
X2
= Waddell giving evidence to the Commission
Y1
= Commission member asking questions
Y2
= Commission reporter
Z1
= M.A. thesis writer
Z2
= old gentleman writing a general history of New Zealand
Reader = harassed student in Seventh Form.
So, there is nothing more serious involved than the application of the rules
which are normal for the testing of historical evidence, but that is quite
serious enough.
All this is to suggest that oral and written evidence present very similar
problems, and, at least, to raise the possibility that the oral revolution will
not effect any profound changes upon the essential character of history —
least of all upon academic and technical history. It could, though, have some
marginal effects, some bad and some good. Here, for what the forebodings of
ignorance are worth, is a list of possible limitations and disadvantages:
The reach of oral history into the past is very short; maybe early memories of
things heard will extend it beyond the life of one person, but only by
incurring all the risks of hearsay evidence; maybe it would be possible to
extrapolate backwards in the case of societies which stayed static up to a
point within the memory of the interviewee, but again the methodological
risks would be considerable.
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The lure of gadgetry and the spurious reputation of reality enjoyed by the
spoken word, could seriously distort historical research by deflecting the
work force away from the non-oral periods. Anyone vitally concerned with
the nineteenth century and earlier should guard his patch with jealous care.
That kind of oral archive which is deliberately designed to preserve a bit of
the present or the recent past for the future by a massive interviewing
programme could well magnify problems already familiar enough to the user
of written evidence — control of the evidence by its collector. There is at least
an element of haphazardness in the preservation of documents; this could be
eliminated by the programmatic collection of material on tape. This is not to
suggest a sinister intent, but simply to note that any materials assembled by
design will be pre-structured to a greater degree than any haphazardly
occurring collection of documents.
There seems, too, to be a serious possibility of information overload. I think I
understood Jean Chesneaux to say that in Milan alone 30,000 songs had been
recorded all of which related to the experience of peasants coming into the
industrial city. 30,000 songs! Multiply by the number of industrial cities with
singing peasants! Divide by the lifetime of a working historian! Who wants so
much evidence? Or, to bring the nightmare close to home, imagine the result
if someone had given Walter Nash a tape recorder.
There are a group of problems that would arise from the interview situation
itself: (a) falsifying the situation by asking people about matters they had
never thought of before; (b) not noticing that a cunning interviewee was
taking the mickey out of the interviewer; and (c) ignoring the social gap
between interviewee and interviewer, which is likely to be great except with
elite interviewing. (N.B. In essence, the use of documents by historians is an
activity within elites.) Social scientists are keenly aware of these dangers and
we should use their techniques for minimizing distortion.
This may sound unduly cautionary, but it is the case that rather high
claims are made on behalf of oral history, and caution is not out of place.
Just as the great nineteenth-century Germans proclaimed that they could now
tell it as it was because they were using written archives with a new
thoroughness and intensity, so too twentieth-century oral historians are apt
to make the same claim, this time to go beyond the documents which so
excited their predecessors into the heart of historical reality.
Each claim was, of course, nonsensical; the past in its totality is, thank
goodness, irrecoverable. Oral evidence will help, and has helped, historians to
create these works of disciplined imagination called history. As its advocates
so rightly claim, it brings some rather special gifts of its own, by enabling a
researcher to extend the limits of evidence to testimony which would not
usually get recorded in written words. It is obvious that such techniques will
be of great utility for the recent history of inarticulate and sub-articulate
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social groups: the generality of women, children, and workpeople, for
example. The history of home, school, street, and workplace is now, at least
for recent times, accessible. Some major themes, even in quite recent social
history, do not show up strongly in documents - courtship, marriage, family
dynamics, fertility, and fertility control. In these fields, oral evidence could
free us, not so much from the tyranny of the document, as from the tyranny
of the statistician and of the novelist.
Finally, in ways about which I know too little to venture to be specific,
the well-established practices of African historians and the recent ventures of
Pacific historians, might indeed go some way towards a revolution — these
skills might well return to the community its own history. There is, after all,
nothing especially difficult about the use of a tape recorder, or the use of
historical evidence. But it would be a good idea to become proficient at both.
W.H. OLIVER
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