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Introduction

This gathering being a consultation of DABOH, the Documentation Archives Bibliography and Oral History Study Group, I have to assume that everyone in attendance knows already a good deal about oral history and is quite familiar with issues related to the collect and preservation of oral history data.  So rather than attempting the impossible and tedious task of covering all the issues, I have distilled from my usual 3 to 4 day workshop what I consider the most important points to consider.  I hope this presentation will be a pleasant refresher and may be an eye opener some of the issues. I have divided it into three parts: understanding oral history, collecting oral history, and preserving oral history.

I.
Understanding Oral History 

Long before books and written histories came into being, important events and deeds marking the lives of individuals and social groups were recounted orally by professional story tellers whose function was to keep these facts alive for future generations.  Today these masters of orality, like the griots of West Africa, still exist in many cultures where oral tradition continue to impact people's daily life and sense of identity.  With the passing of time and the recounting of successive generations of narrators these oral accounts often reach an epic proportion.  And yet one cannot but marvel how reliable they are when tested against other historical records. 
When it comes to religions, even the so-called Religions of the Book, they too are based on an oral tradition.  In fact in the context of the three religions of the Book, the word tradition today refers to unwritten teachings and sayings handed down orally. We Christians know too well that before being written down, the story of Jesus was for many years a message of "good news" transmitted from mouth to ear by his disciples and followers as they traveled along the shores of the Mediterranean. 

Oral history is rooted in and takes its inspiration from the oral tradition.  It is a modern and more scientific rendition of that ancient art and is defined as the discipline that collects systematically oral testimonies on specific persons, groups of people, or organizations.  As it is practiced today, oral history is a young discipline.  In the USA, for instance, it seems to have begun in 1942 when General George Marshall launched a project aimed at collecting the memory of American soldiers engaged in the war against Axis forces.  In academia, it encountered strong resistance because many established scholars looked down upon it as unreliable pseudo-history, a waste of time, and certainly not worth to be considered an auxiliary field of history.  Only in the past 35 years, with less emphasis given to the history of the elites and the increasing popularity of societal and grassroots history, did oral history gradually gained its rightful place as a discipline within the larger field of history.  Instead of downplaying or dismissing the importance of oral tradition and oral history, historians have learned to value this form of history and to make it part and parcel of a more broadly people-based written history.

Moreover, many have come to understand and accept that although a comprehensive history is the ultimate goal, it can never be achieved.  The notion of an all-encompassing history of a person, a group of people, or an organization is a utopia because history exists only as seen through the narrowed colored lenses and memories of humans.  History exists only in a contextualized form that reveals and expresses a person or a community's identity, sense of belonging, sense of purpose in this world, and also sense of relationship with the supernatural.  As persons of faith we believe that only God has the comprehensive knowledge of history—History with a big H—because only God is able to see events from all sides at the same time, and not only as they happened but also as they sprang from past events and in turn influenced future ones.
In the past century, the inventions of the phonograph, the radio, the tape recorder and the television played the decisive role in helping orality to regain its place as an important means of communication.  In fact with the apparition of computers, camcorders, VCDs and DVDs, the lines separating the spoken words from the written words and from the live images associated with them have become blurred.   For instance, an e-mail message is often just spoken words put in writing; and a so-called "live report from the scene" on TV is often an oral rendition of a written script.  The present situation is not without pitfalls because of an information overload of pictures and sound bites on the latest news.  This gives us the false impression of knowing it all about people around the world and the events affecting them.  The sad reality is that this knowledge is superficial and too little is done to preserve the memories of these people, which then would lead us to really understand them.

The usefulness of oral history to preserve the life and blood stories of people is something easy to grasp.  Many history books would be rather boring if it was not for these stories that make our hearts ache and rejoice in sync with people of an ancient or recent past speaking directly to us.  Each of my trips into the Chinese countryside has been filled with amazing encounters of Christians and their touching stories of enduring faith in the midst of persecutions and hardships.  Some four years ago I was driven in the dark of the night through dirt paths to a remote Catholic village nested at the foot of rolling hills.  The next morning when I looked through my bedroom window I knew I was in for a unique experience.  There on the top of the nearest knoll stood an imposing Chinese-style arched stone gate surmounted by a cross.  As I hurried up the hill, I soon could read on the frontispiece the inscription “Gate of Heaven”.  Behind it stood a chapel dedicated to Mary.  

Back in the village, I inquired over breakfast about the history of the village.  The head of the Christian community told me that to know the true story of the place and its people, I should go back up the hill and talk to Lao Wang, the caretaker of the shrine. What I saw and learned on that day is etched in my memory for the rest of my life.
When I reached the top, Lao Wang, a tall and sturdy man in his late eighty dressed in a clean blue Mao suit, was tending the rose bushes that adorned the esplanade.  A water can in one hand and a small rake in the other he began to tell me a fascinating story.  Catholics comprised ninety-nine percent of this village of about 1,600 people. They all bore the surnames of Wang or Li.  The Wang were the original settlers and traced their lineage to two brothers who converted to Catholicism some 275 years ago.   The village had been a place of pilgrimage to Mary since the return of the missionaries in the mid-1800.  When Boxers bands rampaged through the region in June 1900 they massacred a great number of Christians.  As they marched toward the village, a ten-year old boy was herding cattle on the hill.  The boy's father rushed out to retrieve him but it was too late.  They were caught and hacked with swords.  At that same moment, Mary appeared as a lady perched on a white cloud and frightened the Boxers who veered away from the village.  The man died but the boy survived.  They were Lao Wang's own grandfather and father.  At the news, Christians from other villages came to seek refuge within the village.  This is when the Li began to settle in.  As for the Boxers, they never dare to venture again close to this place haunted by a lady ghost on a white cloud.
Lao Wang also began to tell me about the missionaries who came to the village when he was a boy and educated him.  With tears in his eyes, he spoke of his father, the catechist, nicknamed scar face because of the large cicatrix on his left cheek and neck.  About his own life, Lao Wang did not say much.  I learned that he was sent to a labor camp when he was thirty and never saw his wife and own son until at the age of sixty he was allowed to return to the village.  

All these were bits and pieces of a rambling conversation much too short.  A sister had arrived to remind the elderly man of his medical appointment at the nearby clinic.  As for me, I had to catch a bus before the end of that afternoon.  But I knew I needed to come back to record in Lao Wang's own words and in full detail the history of the village and stories about his family and himself.  We agreed therefore to meet again in two-month time and to spend as much time together as necessary for him to tell it all.  Three weeks later, the parish priest telephoned to inform me that Lao Wang had gone to meet his creator and savior.  I was saddened for the opportunity of adding Lao Wang's life story and recollections to the shared heritage of the Chinese Catholic church had slipped away.   Indeed, when we come to oral history, tomorrow is often too late.
The task of collecting and preserving oral histories should be understood as a call to keep alive the memories of Christians.  These memories are the Acts of the Apostles as they continue to unfold today, not only the deeds of our modern times leaders who follow in the footsteps of Peter and Paul, but also the stories of no less important local figures, our contemporary Stephen, Cornelius, Priscilla, Lydia, Gaius, and so on.

II.
Issues in Collecting Oral Histories

A. Before the Collect

To study Christianity in a particular local setting, a researcher needs to be well prepared and have a well-conceived project.  I know of several projects that never achieve their full potential because of serious deficiencies in the preparation stage.  Briefly said this preparation requires to consider five Ws and one H: What, Where, When, Who and Whom, and How.

1.
The What

What is our project all about is the fundamental issue? If we are not able to describe its scope and purpose in three or four short sentences, this may signal that we are not yet clear enough about what we aim to achieve.  In order to get a good handle on our project, we have to consider:

· Where and when will this undertaking take place?

· Who are the people responsible for each stage?

· Whom do we need to interview?

· How are we going to go about it 

2.
The Where 

The location of the project is important to consider because the success of the study depends in part on our familiarity with the physical setting of the place?  When are the rainy and dry seasons? How hot or cold will it be? Is it a level or mountainous area, an agrarian or industrial region? Is it located in an urban or a rural locale? Where are the rivers, the wells, the fields, the nearest town, etc? The answers to these questions require a certain amount of preparation.

Another important point to consider is where the people who will work on the project live.  If we are not already on location, how much travel will we have to do?

3. The When

The timing of the project will depend partly of our knowledge of the physical setting of the place.  In rural areas, for instance, we will most likely avoid the rainy and harvest seasons.  Another When issue involves the amount of time we can spend on the project and will it be on a full-time or part-time basis?  We have to be clear about when the project will start and when it will end.  This of course may well be dictated by our other professional responsibilities and/or the amount of finances at our disposal to conduct such project.  

4
The Who

The design and responsibility of the project in all its successive stages should be if at all possible in the hands of a team of two or three persons. Besides a good grasp of the where and when spelled above, they--or at least one of them--need to be well grounded in Christian faith and theology and have some knowledge of the history of Christianity in the area concerned. They hire and train interviewers and transcribers as necessary. This may necessitate that some of these helpers be fluent in some foreign language or dialect.  For projects that aim at a final published product, team members should combine the skill of keen analysts able to lift from the interviews what is most significant and the talent of good writers able to convey the full flavor of the spoken words.  

“The who” also include the funders, those who provide the finances necessary to bring the project to completion.  I am certainly an optimist at heart, but in matters of money my experience as taught me that with very rare exceptions God provides only when we take the necessary steps.

5. The Whom

When it comes to the history of a group, we aim at collecting the memories and views of all the various constituencies of that society.  Interviewing only leaders is certainly not enough.  We need also to hear from the common folk, male and female, in different age brackets and in different lines of work.  Are these people predominantly rural or city dwellers?  What distinguish them from other people: their trade, their ethnic background, their long-standing Christian faith, etc?  It is also important to hear from outside the group.  Are theses outsiders also Christians?  Are the contacts friendly or hostile?  The story of these relationships is part of their common history.  So from the start we should make our list of persons to interview as inclusive as possible.

6. The How

Granted that there are many subtle variations, approaches to conducting a successful oral history project fall under to two categories: 

· a periodical approach within which themes are explored as they occurred 

· or a thematic approach that follows the course of each theme from beginning to end.  

We cannot decide whichever approach is more appropriate unless we are clear about the successive time periods to cover and about the major themes to explore. It is important therefore to draw a list of the themes and topics we want to focus on.  Without this serious preparation it is difficult to prepare relevant questionnaires and the project runs the risk of missing some important phases and themes.

But most important of all, the sign of a successful project is when the team is able to convey to all the contributors—especially the interviewees—that the project is not just a study by researchers who may not have much affinity with them, but that in fact this endeavor is as much theirs as that of the research team.  The project aims not just at shedding light on their history, it is about revealing aspects of their identity, affirming who they are. The more we draw people into the project, the better they realize that they have a vital stake in its successful completion. 

B.
During the Collect

Difficulties encountered during the course of interviewing arise usually from four different single sources—political, racial or ethnic, cultural, and religious—and from the interaction of these four with one another.  To this lot should be added an increasingly pressing element, which is the effect of modernity on the local society. We not only have to be well informed of all these factors but also be prepared to adapt accordingly because of sudden changes they may cause to the local situation. 

1. The Political Climate

Government strict control of or interference with grassroots research is commonplace in non-Western countries.  If one takes the example of the PRC for instance, between 1950 and 1978, all foreign scholars and most local scholars were effectively barred from doing meaningful research within the PRC.  In the early 1960s, however, enough relevant information from Hong Kong refugees made it possible to begin interview-based studies of what was going on in New China.  But Deng Xiaopings’ policy of opening up to the outside world in 1979 was the real impetus that gave foreign scholars opportunities for doing grassroots research for the first time in 30 years.  At the same time it allowed Chinese academics greater freedom to conduct research that were not directed by the government.  But until today, foreign research projects necessitate prior approval at the ministerial level although in many instances authorization from the local government seem to suffice because local officials are the one with whom specific locations of research have to be negotiated case by case.

Moreover any incident--local, national, or international—may cause the sudden imposition of drastic restrictions like for instance the Tiananmen protest of 1989.  The most drastic situation I encountered was in 2000. I was codirecting a grassroots project with Zhejiang University to study how Chinese Catholics in various rural and urban settings had fared under Deng Xiaoping’s policy of opening-up.  We had been able to secure the cooperation of local officials down to the village levels as well as that of Catholic priests and sisters who prepared Christians to received our specially trained interviewers.  Even some so-called underground Catholic communities not officially recognized by the government but tolerated by benevolent local officials had agreed to participate.  The project was already well underway when tensions aroused between the Vatican and China regarding China’s illicit ordinations of bishops and the Vatican’s canonization of 120 Chinese Christians and foreign missionaries killed mostly during the Boxer Uprising of 1900.  All of a sudden the project came to a standstill and collapse as local officials afraid of reprimand from higher government authorities withdrew their permission.  On the local Christians’ side, the reaction was not better because they preferred to lay low and wait for the storm to go away.  They feared reprisals for talking to outsiders even though these were Chinese. 

More serious of course are situations of open persecutions against Christians.  To what extent are we endangering the lives of these people by conducting interviews, even in a covert manner? I am a strong advocate of training people from within Christian communities to do interviews and then keep notes and tapes in a secure place.  But of course the danger still exists of these interviews falling into wrong hands and being used to accuse or persecute Christians.

2. Social Unrests

The roots of social unrests are complex.  Sometimes they occur when oppressed people cannot stand anymore the government’s abuse or misuse of its authority. Usually one incident too many makes the long pent-up anger burst into the open.  Other times public protests are simply spontaneous outbursts of dissatisfaction at the authorities handling of a man-made or natural disaster.  They often turn into riots when the government refuses to dialogue and provide some relief.  The ensuing use of force usually ends up with the police or the government troops having the upper hand.

A situation where government uses repressive measures and prevents the spread of news about of social unrest is usually not conducive to a productive grassroots research.  Police control of the local people and restrictions put on the coming and going of outsiders made the conduct of interviews almost impossible.  One just has to think of areas of China like Tibet and Xinjiang where any subtle expression of displeasure at the government can be construed as backing independence or terrorism.

3. Racial and Ethnic Differences

The researcher should be well aware of the racial/ethnic context in the area where interviews take place.  Christians may belong to different linguistic/ethnic groups or just to one single group.  Are these groups getting along well?  If not what are the sensitive points of contention?  Do they maintain a relation of dominance and subservience to one another?  Is the situation presently calm or tense? 

4. Religious Context and Identity

What is the religious context of the region under study?  What is the interplay between Christianity and the local traditional beliefs, Islam, Buddhism, Taoism, etc.?  Is it mutual rejection or inter-religious dialogue? Are we in the presence of assimilation, syncretism, or inculturation?  Rivalries and mistrust between Roman Catholics, Mainline Protestants, Orthodox, and those belonging to Independent Native Christian Churches can further add to the complexity of a situation.

The notion of Christian identity also comes often into question as popular expressions of faith and practices differ if not clash with those of official churches.  The interviewer needs therefore to probe into devotions and rituals that make these people unique.  What traditions, cultural values, beliefs, and festivals of their ethnic social group did these Christians integrate and reject?  What changes did the Christians bring into their ethnic social group and immediate local area?

5. Cultural Issues

Cultural issues are often closely linked to the racial/ethnic background, customs, and religious practices of the people interviewed.  We need to be very attentive to these factors because below the apparently unifying culture often lies a deeper culture that differentiate groups of people from one another.  Again using China as an example, one realizes that within the overbearing Han culture several sub-Han cultures exist with their own unique language and history.  One just has to travel to provinces like Guangdong, Fujian and Sichuan to become aware of deep cultural differences within the same Han people.  This reality becomes even more obvious in the presence of the so-called minorities of the province of Yunnan and the autonomous region of Guangxi.  And finally it overwhelms when one travels with Mongols in Inner Mongolia, Tibetans in Tibet and Uighurs in Xinjiang.  What it means to be a Christian in all these different parts of China is dictated in great part by the prevalent local culture and the Chinese central government attitude toward that culture.  

6. Issues arising from mixed sources

Sometimes the interviewer is confronted with issues than are not easily identified as political, religious, ethnic, or even cultural but are more a blend of several of these.  Their exact proportion is not always easy to determine but they all play an integral part.  An experienced interviewer should be able to assess each particular situation and take the most appropriate measures.  Here are a few examples:

Should the interviewer and the interviewee be of the same gender? Should someone else be present? Would it more appropriate to interview two or three persons at a time rather than individually? Will the age difference between the interviewer and the interviewee cause problem?

Should the interviewer bring a gift?  Is it customary?  Is the interviewee expecting to be paid? How to explain the difference between paying for an interview and leaving a token of appreciation?

How much of an issue is the use of a tape recorder and a camera?  What are the interviewee’s reasons? How and when to explain the use of a recorder and a camera? What to do when prior to answering a question, the interviewee requests that the recorder be turned off?

How much of an issue is the signing of a release form?  What are the interviewee’s reasons?  Can local customary ways to signify an agreement be substituted?  If so, how to let other non-present researchers know that such agreement exists?

It is therefore paramount for the interviewer to be trained on what to do in a variety of situations but in the end he /she has to use his/her judgment to decide the proper course of action because no two situations are alike and what may be apply in one case could be counterproductive in another.

7. The impact of modernity

Airplanes can take us almost anywhere faster and faster. The web puts all kinds of information at our fingertips and allows us to chat with, hear, and see friends and family all around the world.  Our world is shrinking.  Even the most secluded groups are nowadays influenced if not transformed by the influx of modernization.  This transformation has both positive and negative effects.  Traditions and traditional values are being lost when at the same time modern technology is increasingly better at preserving and retrieving them.  In addition the advantages of modernization do not seem to profit everyone evenly.  The rich and the rich nations reap most of the benefit while the poor and the poorest nations end up shouldering most of burden: One just has to think of the impact of modernization on agriculture, energy demands, and the rise of consumerism.  Other factors like global warming, natural disasters, wars and feuds are also partly the results of modernization.  They too put additional hardships on already negatively affected individuals and societies.   

How do Christians of different social status and different locations handle these situations?  Their answers are important to understand how individuals or church organizations face the challenges of modernization.  In places where Christians used to remain united in the face of the constant pressure of political indoctrination and the risk of persecutions, the challenges of modernization seems to have the opposite effect of tearing them apart.  The interviewer with a good grasp of the effects of modernization is in a better position to decide how urgent and appropriate some interviews are compared to others and what are the questions that need to be asked.

III 
Issues in Preserving Oral Histories

Once oral interviews have been collected, the next steps are to ensure their preservation, to facilitate the retrieval of the information they contain, and to promote the dissemination of findings.  

A. Preservation of Recorded Materials

Like for any research document, it is important to ensure that audiotapes and digital disks are well identified and preserved.  This can be achieved in different ways depending on the purpose of the project and the funds at our disposal.

First, we need to decide what is the primary document.  Most oral history associations’ guidelines present the tape interview as the primary document and its transcription as the secondary document.  The meticulous preservation of the recording is therefore of utmost importance.  A copy of each audiotape should be made and only that copy should be used for transcribing and listening. The little tabs at the back of each cassette tape should be broken out to prevent an accidental erasure.  The tape should be kept in a temperature controlled place and probably run back and forth once a year or so to prevent sticking or print-through during storage.   Digital voice recording has somewhat simplified the task, but still the sound interview needs to be downloaded into a computer and one or two spare copies burned into compact disks.  What is the lifespan of CDs preserved in the best conditions remains uncertain. 

Preserving the sound could therefore be a rather expensive and uncertain proposition.  So I used to argue that in fact the actual interview is the primary document, but one that unfortunately could not be returned to.  The audio recording is already a secondary document providing a faithful and convenient on the spot testimony.  Therefore unless the main purpose of the interview is the recording of music and the sound of a person’s voice, the audio recording’s usefulness is greatly diminished once its content is committed to paper.  The transcript is not only a verbatim account of the interview, it also provides a faster and more convenient way to browse through it.  The function of the audio recording is then reduced to that of a backup to elucidate possible unclear passages.  As a matter of fact, the actual sound recording is so seldom referred to that its eventual deterioration is not much of a problem.  But of course the revolution brought about by the digital sound-with-picture technology seems to prove me wrong and that the all in one recording is indeed the primary document.  With a number of experienced oral historians, I nonetheless consider that videotaping is still too disruptive and therefore usually not conducive to good one-on-one interviews.  But I believe also that the same way obtrusive and bulky tape recorders have been replaced by unobtrusive and affordable tape and digital audio recorders, the digital audio cameras will become so discretely small that interviewees would not be affected by their presence. 


 B.  Transcription and Preservation of Interviews and Other Collected Materials

The digital technology does not diminish the importance and the usefulness of a faithful transcript as the most convenient tool to browse through an interview.  Given the fact that the transcription of an hour of interview may take up to fifteen hours and result in up to thirty pages of written text with somewhat private information, important decisions need to be taken regarding the transcript and the person who does the transcription.

1.
The Transcripts

For ongoing projects that aim at gathering as much material as possible for later studies, the more the better might be the norm if budget considerations for interviewing and transcribing are not a major concern.  For projects with a specific research topic and a timeline for dissemination the results, we need to decide early on on the number and type of interviews that fit best our goal within budget and time constraints.  Research projects with large scope and long timeline are difficult to carry through and my advice is always to try to divide them into several smaller projects that can be completed in succession.
Interviews are usually transcribed in their entirety.  If a project is well planned, the lack of funds or time will never become an excuse for transcribing only some passages.  The transcription of only “relevant” parts is not recommended for it could cast doubt on the soundness of the project.  Indeed if the reason is that we received too many meaningless responses, it may indicate that we picked the wrong person to interview or that we did not ask the right questions.  Ultimately selective transcribing raises the suspicion that the researcher could be biased in his/her selection.

A transcript should therefore be verbatim with few exceptions.  False starts, since they lead nowhere and add nothing to the text, could be skipped.  The same goes with verbal ticks such as  “uh”, “er” and “you know.”  On the contrary indications that convey mood and gestures are indispensable to understand and visualize what is really going on during the interview.  They are inserted into brackets such as [interviewee’s voice breaking with emotion], [crying], [laughing], [joking], [imitating shooting with a gun].  Leaving such information out could in fact result in a serious misunderstanding of what took place.

2.
The Transcriber

This last point brings us to the skills required from the transcriber. If the interviewer is not also the transcriber the stylistic points already mentioned and some others have to be discussed with the persons hired for the job.  In the hiring process, one should take into consideration not only just the speed and accuracy of applicants but also their familiarity with the religious vocabulary.  But above all, transcribers should be persons one can trust they will not divulge or discuss with others the content of the interviews.  It could be very damaging if a transcriber goes on telling friends and family what interviewees talked about.


C.
Thematic Analysis

When transcriptions are done, the problem we often face is how to find the data we need and that are scattered over several hundred pages.  Thematic analysis is a system for sorting and retrieving data.  It is comparable to a set of keys, each one unlocking a specific location where specific data are kept.  It should be as efficient as possible within the limitations of the budget and equipment at your disposal.  In the planning stage of a project, I stressed the importance to ponder the major avenues of the research: agriculture, church planting, schools, medical work, etc.  This list once expanded into topics and subtopics constitutes the core of whatever manual or computerized system we use for indexing and retrieving data.  It is no the place here to enter into details, but without such a list it is as if someone had built a house with treasures under locked doors and forgot to make keys to unlock these doors. It suffices to say that the manual method is simple to use but slow and with limited possibilities for cross-reference; computer programs cost more, required some training, but provide both speed and many options for retrieving and comparing data.  What counts in the end is to choose the method that corresponds best to our need and purpose.


D.
Dissemination of Findings 
When it comes to writing, the narrative will most likely rely upon written and oral sources.  After a minute investigation of these accounts, the writer holds the power to screen and select.  His/her first responsibility is not to prove or disprove any hypothesis, but to give voice to the past, a past that still resonates into the present.  A well-balanced history is not just an account of how structures, hierarchy, and official theology were established; it is also a history of encounters between people, people sometimes belonging to different races and cultures. The front stage is therefore not just for the policymakers of a missionary society or an indigenous church, it also belongs to ‘average’ missionaries, evangelists, and local Christians.  Through the flesh and blood stories of these people, one can genuinely sense the ups and downs of intercultural relationships and transcultural evangelization or simply how the Spirit touches human hearts and transform a community.

We need to be creative and mindful of our audience and those who contributed to the oral history project.  What shall we aim at: a scholarly and comprehensive book or a more popular publication that would reach a larger audience?  Maybe we need both?  What about organizing a panel at one of the regional or international conferences?  What about going back to the places where the interviews took place and share the findings with these people in the form of casual talks or lecture series, or on the occasion of a church celebration.  What about mounting a display or an exhibit that could be taken on the road and shown to various Christian churches in the area?  These efforts at dissemination not only enhance the visibility of a project, it makes people who took part in it take ownership and understand better who they are as a Christian community.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I want to make three remarks: the first one is about the urgency of oral history; the second one regards its reliability; and the third one concern the responsibility of the oral historian.

The gathering of materials that survived recent periods of persecution and severe repression is extremely important. Reliance on oral history methods is most appropriate because the few published accounts were mostly destroyed and the distribution of religious materials was suppressed.  Through oral history we gather the memories of those who remember and we keep these memories alive beyond their death.  Unfortunately every day people pass away who lived through such times and have not been interviewed.  With their death, some important information about the identity of a person or a community is lost forever.  Memory indeed is the vessel which retains in the present not only the record of the experiences undergone in the past but also the knowledge gained through the recorded and remembered experience of others, living or dead.  

But how reliable is oral history, I am often asked?  The answer to that is rather complex since we are much aware of our own recollections being incomplete, fuzzy, and sometimes wrong.  First, it should be stressed that as much as possible oral history has to be conducted together with a study of archival documents and other sources written at the time or close to the time of a particular event or the life a particular person.  This is of special importance to ensure the accuracy of dates and names of places and people.  As for getting the gist of an event—-especially if there is some controversy on what happened—it is important to gather the views and recollections of several respondents.  Thereby, the researcher will be able to compare different oral versions and to contrast them with other existing accounts written at that time, keeping in mind that these written reports also reflect a particular viewpoint.
My last point is about the responsibility of us who engage in oral history. Our task is not only to collect information.  These data also need to be preserved, sorted and analyzed. Some of the testimonies can be passed on with straightforward and accurate accounts.  Others however, due to the local political climate toward religion, may still be too sensitive to be publicly divulged.  Yet we ought to gather them and preserve them because they are the stuff that mold people together into a community of faith .The joys and pains, the sufferings and the perseverance during these difficult times has shaped their identity.  The story will have to be told when the time is ripe to do so for it is of great significance for them and for the entire Christian Church.

-------------END--------------
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