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Oral history interviews can breathe life into the research and writing of recent
history. By filling in the nerves and connective tissue {motives, inspiracions, fears,
obsessions, etc.) thar link actions with each other, parricipant accounts can animate a
narrative with derails nor found in documents, shade it with nuances, and viralize
interpretations with insights into diverse points of view.

Interviews can also help the historian go about srudying an instirutional or
theoretical development.! They may provide information that is unrecorded anywhere
else or guide the historian chrough archival collections, adding annotations, and
revealing documents, such as letters or notebooks, which had been squirreled away in
an artic or cellar, or clippings which were interspersed in personal files. Interviewees
sometimes contribute references thar the historian could not possibly have found
unaided, or help the historian decode agendas that lurk behind documents. It is not
uncornmon for the interview process to restore lost informarion by tickling the
memories of “living sources,” so they are able to recall events chat they had effectively
forgotten.

One of the most dramaric uses of oral history—abour which I will have much to
say here—occurs when memories and documents come into conflict. Such conflicr
remains at the core of the most devastating criticism that has been leveled against
using interviews in historical research. Yet in the hands of a skilled oral historian, this
conflict can become a powerful tool in a mechodology char leads to deeper histories
having subtler overrones than can be achieved without the use of interviews,

Before presenting the merthodology, I need 1o define whart is meant by oral history
and explain the major objections that historians have raised ro ir.

Definitions and distinctions

The term oral hiscory is commonly used in three different ways. It can refer o the
interviews themselves, to the methodology for conducring them, or ro hiscories thar
were written wsing the interviews. Most of the lierature on oral history deals wich the
first two uses. This chapter will consider as well the histories chat interviews enrich.?
These histories divide into two basic rypes: those that are based almost entirely on
interviews (e.g. Studs Terkel's Hard Times: An Oral History of vhe Greas Depression) and



188  Lillian Hoddeson

Dilemmas and pragmatics of eral history 189

those (of more interest to me) thar depend as much on other sourc

: " i i ike a
societies Jan Vansina once wrote, that “memory is not an inert storage system like
interviews.

tape recorder or a computer. Remembering is an ac_civiry: a re-cre-ation of whar ;:tl'lce
as. It uses for chis purpose not jusc this or that bir of' :nff)rmatxon bur everyt dmg
available in the information pool :hatmis needed in this circumstance, reshaped as
r i icular re-creation.” _
neeliﬂlzcrini)r: :;Smlz;y“ ri:;y reorder events temporally or move n?mernbered evenc.s into
other situations or time frames. In a dissertation abourt the dls.comse of ora! h:s;ory,
jean Robertson pointed out that “straightforward chronological psogx_'ess.:on ron}
garliest to latest event is not the dominant temporal forr_n employec{ within antor:ia‘
history and is never maintained continuousl)_r ovsr the entire accounr. A pe;:tol:r Ep -
¢ally reflects on the past associatively, allowing "one memory to trigger an ¥

process of association, [and] he often will join events that are historically separate into
w1

es 25 they do
An important distinction separates “passive” and “interactive” interviews. Th

distinction turns on whether the historian is 2 significant influence, Historians differ:
-radically over what they consider the correct degree of influence. The well-knéw

fact that an interviewer’s leading questions can cause distortions of memory,

or ifi the
worst case implant false memories,

® sugpests to many char passive interviews af
more reliable than interacrive ones and thac historians should play as small a to
as possible in conducting the inrerviews. Yer a completely passive interview is)
impossible, for even in the extreme case when an interviewee speaks directly into’
rape recorder, withour an interviewer present, the historian still plays a role'di
shaping the incerview, if only in arranging it—as Ron Grele,
fathers of modern oral hiscory, has nored.* Whi

one of the foundin

le many guides to oral history empha
size the case for doing passive interviews, [ will concern myself mainly with the argu-

mear for conducting fully inceractive incerviews whose content is self-
railored by the historian with the help of questions based on considerab)

The resulting dynamic dialogues berween the historian and
deeper insights.

2 si ic of discussion. _ )
) s?f;eo:i) historian also learns that the memories expressed in.m:erv:ews dr;whon
information from the presenc as well as the past in its constructive process ;n h: ;t
memories are colored by the interests, images, and values of the.penocl 1;11 wh':c :ai
memories are expressed.'? In a pesceprive essay abour oral history, ut € 15:011_ve
" Michael Frisch noted thac Terkel's Hard Times is as much aboufspeople -trymi t(: ;nd
in and understand the 1960s” as it is abour life in the 19305._ 'Mel.r:nones adap
can shift their concent to fit the prevailing values of communities. ) o
Interviews are affecred by the interests, knowledge, and ex.penensc;s ]:) e
historian who will shape her nareative to fit the inrerests c'>f her audlenceE. e ha.swa
power (and often draws on it) eo pattern the historical fabric she weaves. ven t ::1 » i);
“.the historian selects and arranges marerials fro:.n the oral and :n_c::; :cc;uman
affected by her ideas, interests, and accumulating koowledge derived fro y
studies. o
sm;:i;?snjssay I will explain why, for the case o_F ora.l hisro_ry, I feel this xfs ff xtr ::;.:l:}f
be. The injected feedback of historians can br:_ng interviewees to L;]Se uwyith docu-,
refine, and, in some cases, alter their recolle.cuor_:s whf:n they cobn ict ith doew
ments.!” The process of historical research using interviews nll]ay. elco;ntl; o,
studying the kind of system (ranging fror_n the quantum-mec ;n‘lca ;bsew CI; cho-
logical) in which the process of observano.n changes whar is d~elI:iics o o;erate
injecting 2 degree of indeterminism. Interviews can be seen as éab chac operice
beeween historian and interviewee, between present and past, and betwe
and every other kind of source (Figure 11.1).

consciciisly:
e research
interviewee often yiel

The case against oral history

Although historians have been using oral sources to help creare and present chei
narratives since ancient times, the methodology of doing oral history is nor fully
established, even coday.® Perhaps it was the invention of the wire and then the rap:
recorder that caused historians to begin worrying abour oral hiscory. For in the very.
era when these technologies began o upgrade the guality and usefulness g
interviews, many historians began raising sharp objections ro them.

Historians who dismiss oral history usually focus on one or more of the following
oral histories are inherently biased; human mermory is unreliable; oral hisrory deals
with present reflections on past evencs: and oral histozies evolve and change, even”
while they are in the process of being created.” These are all real problems, :
of them invalidate the use of interviews in the wricing of history. Indeed th
objection of bias applies just as well to documents, which may be as di
interviews by che agendas that are in place at the cime of their creation.

All people rewrite their memories constantly,
others more vaguely,

but none
€ primary
storted as .

recalling some sections in detail, :
deleting portions, blowing some parts up while shrinking .
orhers. While many researchers adhere to che time-honored picture of memories
stored like picrures in a photo album, a growing research literacure deals wich the fact
that memory is selective, distoreed, and changing.® Most researchers of memory in
the fields of cognitive psychology and neuropsychology have come to believe char “we
do not store judgmene-free snapshots of our past experiences bur rather hold on 1o
the meaning, sense, and emotions these experiences provided us.”?

The fact that interviews suffer from the full range of the distortions thar human
memory creates is not news to the experienced oral historian. Any scholar who
conducts interviews soon learns what the anthropologist and historian of African

The usefulness of suspicion: the mask

“{ have done that,” says my memory. “] cannot have done thae,” says my pride, and

. | ields.
remains inexorable. Eventually-—memory yi (Friedrich Nietzsche)'®

| W v i 1 W W 2 person’s
o use interviews to best ad antage, the historian needs to be aware Of hlo . P 3
Vi iratt u of emorions (in¢ udmg pride,
1 i rations, and full range f . de
INCerests, bEllefS, alues, aspt 3 ) i 1
shame, fear, pil:y and love} affect their memeories, and how a person’s memories are
. s s
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. The historian’s principal ool for examining the mask is her sec of questions. The
‘questions must be incisive and compassionate at the same time. Good interviews have
2 tension thac derives from the uncomfortable probings of both the historian and
interviewee, who are each trying “ro understand the historical position from which
“the other speaks,” as Grele described it.' The hiscorian keeps the interview tense
with efforts to explore and elucidate the story. “When did that happen?” “Were you
ware of his work on that subject?” “Why have you left this part of che story our?”
“Who else was there?” “What was ber response?” “Why does your account differ from
X’s in this way?" Such questioning can be disturbing, even embarrassing. Burt
. the hiscorian cannot allow the tension to amplify so much that it threatens the
" continuation of the interview,

In my interviews I routinely use documents as addirional tools. I rypically bring
- aleng quite a collection. The trick is to bring out relevant marterials at just the righe
rime. Consider my interviews in May 1978 wich Robert R. Wilsen, the founding
.. director of the high-energy physics laboracory in Illinois known as Fermilab (Fermi
National Acceleracor Laboratory).? As the facility's creacor and chief execucive,
Wilson gave many public lectures and press conferences. In the process, he developed
his standard account of why he built the laboratory. This was a mask [ needed to
probe. He was happy to present it 1o me during our first session, which was fairly
relaxed and revealed lirtle beyond the wriceen Lirerature, bur it allowed us to make

Figure 11.1 His:ori:m I_i!iian Hoddeson with Hans Beche at Los Alamos in 1979, preparin,
for an interview abour its Theorerical Division during the Second Wo;-ld Vg'ar g
Source: Los Alamos photo, .

contzce. Now [ could prepare my strategy.

I came to the next session equipped with a pile of carefully selected documents
about Fermilab's origins. As Wilson rold his story, I used the materials to geatly
correct him, adding dates, names, and other details. The interview went smoothly
until I produced a particular document thar conflicted with one of his favorite
stories—as it happened, just as he was about to tell it. He became visibly upset and
we were both embarrassed. Bur not for jong, for the session was interrupted by an
urgent phone call. He ran out and I was lefr wondering whether I oughe to pack up.

The calt upset him further, alchough I did not fearn why until later. Ic was the
notification that Wilson's resignation as Director of Fermilab, provisionally accepted
in February 1978 by the board of Fermilab's managing otganization (the Universities
Research Association}, was now official. Wilson had not expected this turn; his resig-
nation had been but a gesture in his artempts to increase funding for the laboratory.

When Wilson returned ro che incerview, he continued his story, bur there was a
noticeable difference. The conflict thac I had engineered, beeween memory and
documents, had loosened his mask. The phone call’s further blow o his public
persona had pried his mask wide open. He offered a revised account that not only fit
the documents bue was also much richer in detail. The two joles—one planned, the
other coincidental—had helped him to expand his memory. I also believe that our
interview, which was based on a developing friendship and genuine interest in his
Fermilab career, helped Wilson adjust to his own cold reality. For the hiscorical era
we were probing in the interview had suddenly ended.

The encounter had an addicional important consequence for my work. Wilsen
enlisted as a helpmate in my historical study of Fermilab. From that poinc on, he and
I could acc as a team in reconstructing Fermilabs history. When an historian can

shaped- and reshaped to support his presenr self-image. In studying the transmission
of ntadu:ions in African culcure, Vansina developed a useful way ro model chis ros .
He idenrified the public accounr, the one peaple reveal readily, as a cover sto pw‘:iisl;’
he‘ ca?ls the “mask.” This mask is “builc up in rerms of roles and staruses vatlies and
?rmc;"ples—rhe noble mask of oneself.™'” Behind this mask is che hidden’porrmir o
face,” the authentic account. The face is “much less often limned and reveals trace; li;
doubt and fear as quite contradictory experiences are remembered.” The distinct ;
be_rween mask and face, Vansina explains, varies from culture o culture, from one di;o'n
pll.ne to che nexr, and from one profession to another. Both mask and fa;e are imy rtaa‘
objects of scudy for the oral historian; exploring their relationship helps her roplfnd .
stand how interviewees see themselves in relarion to their culture. Bur ro constru s
deeper history, she must go farther and dislodge the mask, to discover the face .
The masks of execurtives, politicians, and other public figures tend to ‘be m
fiemly attached than those of scientists or craftsmen; for the glue thar acrach orl:
0 face hardens through repeated tellings of the stories.'® My least 51.:c<:esst'uelS e
views have been with individuals who deal regularly with the public. 1 havmuler“
found r'hat mask-related problems intensify when interviews are conduc.red in '31: -
thar reinforce the masks. Thus my 1970 interview wich James Fisk, a Formep BCES
Labs presiden, suffered from my mistake of incerviewing him in his e;cecurive ;Ff'e
The resulr was indistinguishable in rone and concent from Fisk's arricles in th 11;?’:’
Labs szmm’. I might have had better luck had I interviewed him in a eaxi ora f.lbe—
an environment that could weaken, rather than support, the hold of his maskp
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achieve this kind of collaboration with an interviewee, the possibility ope

reaching new levels of historical re-creation chat are not possible using memor
documents alone,

1 | Qak Ridge engineers were describing the safecy precaunonl-:xj t:uxlrv ;r:;g
F’f'sek‘x’e'mchemical plants. They had gathered around a “losoooong cad'ed .coknow
H . ' )
h? ht e::rolrmous blueprints. As they spoke, Feynman realized thar he didn
t E e . . v
i de a circle.
[ i cerrain symbol, a cross 1051 ‘ .
'm;:mngh:izuld make out, the symbol referred either to 2 valve or to aoz'llg hc::\rre
it :.t t;'l:: point in the discussion, to simply ask whgt ::e syn’:'zi :ln:a;;e:rs e
e i ited too long. So he ven - Bracin,
barrassing. Feynman had waite v Bracing
'F:;? ha;rlsut hgis finger on one of the symbols‘ and a.sk.ed, Whata ha-Ell-D;:t-s s
l._m ’ts stuck?” He fully expecred the Oak Ridge en{;mecrs w0 S 1y, e
"_31'?’3 S‘:’ hat's :;window!" Instead, according to his version of tl'.le ta e,h. c cogineers
o Slr,::':ove their hands quickly up and down over the bluefrmts, V:l ic e
o inued for a time, only to end up
' 1 cables. They continue ne,
P‘”d ;ut F:“:.:-k:‘:f:‘!’:r";’t:;:/nman had pointed to the crucial wez}kness :hatf(;)uliﬁ::z
‘_“h Zt :lrﬁ 1plaru: to- blow up. The engineers concluded (as in many of rey
caused ¢
i as 3 genius. . et
mfr’m) thar: :'stdisapiointed to observe that the real bluepnnhcs we;:: n::;ht:;;l; .
e s in hi They had grown through m .
ersize ones featured in his story. / h y cellings
hgn che supde:li heed all the same to see the original documents ai_:ter m i ;ri syoak
Bu:ih}? o fasfinated to read some of the other documents relating to
And he was

v wi ines. They offered,
Ridge visit, documents that had been filed along ith the blueprines 3
ag »

S
amon, the[ th ngs. fhe names Of fhe englnee!s 1[1V01\r'ed, and these name: fu:the:
ong INgs.,

. . ‘ | . .
“C;lﬁd hfs'rsn;?::zer Now Feynman was eager t0 again tell his story of how he sav
e CI151 .

- i 4 its related
: 11 other stories. The blueprint an
idpe plant. And then to te! i . is of ucmost
;he Osk f;l fadpjolted Feynman's memory back into acno:‘ Ilcs is o
ch R . olrs.
i OImmam‘e for the oral historian to become sk1ll<fd at using .}uc ];ioning. In 1987,
: ;mPOlrt be incorporated in the oral historian’s manner o qu‘lfs ‘ or. which
n . : aper,
. Jo t_S ;:ering oral historian Charles Momssey.pubhshcc.l ac m;:cl ,phfdcscribed
;he li:m e part of the standard literature on doing orallxst‘:)’- chod the “two-
as becom he jolc. He cal the me
; escioning that employs the | . roup of

2 mc:hodfz:n:l; »2 [n the first of the two sentences (whlcl; can‘::luz iig Si;me
'. Smwnzf:s) the .historian lays out the agreed-upon kn-OWIC gt:st‘ioﬂ based on the
P t: he mask. In the second, he probes the mask using a qu £ questioning, che
features o ft N 'nter.:Vi ewee to the first sentence. In furcher roundf of qui o E;om
;espon'seo : ;els deeper and deeper, interlacing further questions resuluing
historian pro "

to earlier questions. . . Los Alamos inter-
anslwce;; illustrate Morissey's cechnique by appeallmg a%:;?ert': s[;:li of why Bethe, who
. . i earn :

: i . In one interview 1 was (rying to Division in
views w‘.th Teuei:ead of the Theoretical Division, moved Teller boeut ;f t::e ;d N
was serving 5 ;ated by his colleagues Robert Bacher a

. Bethe’s account, substanciated by :ne on his implo-
-::fmekl ?1431 ?:at Teller had been moved out because he st:;lbpej ?’Orli::agl-ol bomb
ark, he e in, -bomb.
b his rime instead studying :

. iznment and was spending . , saving the

sion bom: m;:f Mocrissey’s system, [ began by out_hmng 2 fiw t;:::vt:‘c1 o :hf o
]':)rawl °. o for later. I showed Teller an organization chart ¢ " ing this well-
main aleene established in June 1944 with “Teller in charge. [?xscus; eg riod and

:Lbomb gr;ml:nd nonconcroversial, event brought Teller back inco the p

ocurnented,

Horace Judson tells a related story about the adaprartion of memory o fit historig
inquiries and the subsequent opening of research opportunities,
from Judson’s experience interviewing Francis Crick, with papers an
in place before them. About ten months after a patticular interview, Judson ga
Crick a manuscripr to read based in part on the interview. Crick noriced an incons;
rency. “Did I really tell you that? Well ic wasn't quite like chat ac all.” At chis ps
Crick offered 2 refreshed memory char fir the full body of evidence.?* j

Let me now turn to some examples from my research on the wartime and postwa
history of Los Alamos Nartional Laboratory. Just before an interview on building the
hydrogen bomb (H-bomb), Edward Teller confided in me: “Lillian, I have a terrjble
problem.” He was working on his memoirs.® A year or so eatlier, I had helped hi
10 gain access to his Los Alamos papers from the 1940s and 1950s,
problem, Edward?” “The problem is simple,” he replied.

Then, throwing up his arms, he exclaimed with considerable emortion: “The do¢
ments don't agree with my memory!” He was referring to che story of the develop-
ment of the Ulam-Teller design of the fusion bomb system. Teller’s account was
significantly shifted—in his favor——from the one told by Hans Bethe, an accourit
thac &id fic the documents.” Having thus warned me, Teller then proceeded to offer
his memories, which did not agree with the documents.

Tam fully convinced, however,
the documents.

The story comes
d corresponds

“What's your

that Teller was not trying to invalidate or supercede
His memories were whac he coudd offer. By sharing his distress abour
their disparity with the documents, he had made Ais problem also become my
problem. And by pointing to chis problem openly and honestly ac the time of our
interview, Teller spared me the embarrassment of calling the disparity to his atcen-
tion. His perception of che disparity as 2 “rerrible” problem then opened the door o
several highly producrive interviews that we had subsequently about the history of
the H-bomb—interviews in which Teller's mask was indeed partially dislodged.

How the conflict berween documents and memory more typically operates is
illustrated by an interview thar Gordon Baym and I conducred in Pasadena in 1979
with the cheoretical physicist Richard Feynman, then 61. 1 brought to that interview
4 large, recencly declassified, stack of wartime theoretical documents that had been
discovered ar Los Alamos in an old safe. I thought thar the documents, many in
Feynman's own hand, mi ght help him recal

| his wartime work. Unfortunately, Baym
and I had scheduled this interview too soon afrer the first of Feynman's major

surgeries; the operation clouded his mermory. Blankly turning page after page,
Feynman grew increasingly fruseraced by his inability o recall anything abour

them. He blurted our angrily: “You know whar you oughta do with these docu-
mencs? Throw ‘em in the garbage!” The interview remained uncomforeable—indeed
anguished—for at least half an hour.

Then Feynman discovered in the stack several int

eresting blueprints that caused
his memory barrier to lift.

These blueprints had figured large in one of his favorite
stories, told on many occasions and eventually published several times.

* In his anec-
dote, “Little Richard” was on a warrime mission at che Oak Ridge lal

boratory, Ar one’
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gave him the chance to tell his story—chat is, to articulace his mask. I encours
him ro develop the picture in detail. "Does this indicace that there was an increass
efﬁ‘:wc at Los Alamos ro study the hydrogen bomb?” My question broughe Teller
object and present his well-known view thar Oppenheimer had placed far oo li
emphasis on the H-bomb during the Second World War,
My next step was o genely probe the mask: "Bethe tofd me that he moved Ruds
Pe1er%s ito your position as leader of the implosion theory group because you we
work:flg too much on che H-bomb.” Thar gave Teller a space in which to counre
Bethe'’s story with a more derailed version of his side. He explained thar he was' s
not lfood ar d?ing the intricate hydrodynamics calculations which were then requ:
1mnatd : eci]:rc;::;;:e: ;rzrk on implosion. This point, suppressed in the standard accoin
Bur was it merely a retrospective reinterpreracion? I could answer this questid
only through more research. I would need to go back into the Los Alamos dogumen
and see whether they shed any light on Teiler’s ability to do such calculations:
wo-uld probably need to speak with others familiar with the wartime implosion calc.i'.\
lations and with the nature of Teller’s particular talents. I would need to reintervie
Bethe and anyone else I could find who had served in che Theoretical Division ar L
Ala‘mos during che Second World War. (Peierls and Mark were by then no lon
available.) After char, I could return to Teller with more informed questions and mi’

evidence with which to cest his recollections. Doing repeared incerviews in[El‘.‘SpEI’S:.é&

wit! i i
\ h F',Eﬂlods of document research rtypically generates accounts thatr becom
in . . . .

creasingly responsive to the existing evidence, especially as the historian or th

intervi i
terviewee add relevant points that had been left our of the discussion or resalve

oflices ; .
conflicts in che account. Interviews can become even more reflexive if budgers ally

the nSCriptiOn of intervi y L
f .

Cra; i NICIVIEWS alld ed:cmg Of the TransCriprs b both the INTErviewe|

aﬂd mnterviewer.

Whether I continue to probe this particular issue of why Teller lefr the implosio

program will‘ dep‘zend largely on whether the answer is imporrant in my futute
research. A historian has to judge whether pursuing a question is worch the effort it

rakes to address ic—and when to stop any parcicular inquiry.

The need to suspend suspicion: the dilemma of trust

In tensi . . - .
ension with the need for suspicion and confroneation is the need o escablish a rela-

G . . L
hl.or)Sh.IP of trust and collaboration berween che historian and the interviewee. The oral
istorian must always keep in mind cthar the accounts she is offered depend on

the willingness _of her living sources to share cheir stories. We are not likely ro dislodge
the mask of an interviewee who mistrusts our sympathy with her role in the history.?’
Thus_ Teller would not have offered me his problem had I not previously establishps
trusting relationship wich him. Nor would Crick have agreed to Judson's exte e
mcerjnev-ving had chere not been trusc berween them. The point, as Vansina f::e
puc ir, is that interviews are “social processes of murual accoxr;modation durirf :
wh:c'h.crans_t'ers of information occur.” If there is no social relationship {as with thi
adminiscracion of questionnaires), the informarion transfer will be minimal.?®

.
T
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The dilemma the oral historian faces is to simulraneously mainrain both critical

‘detachment and a relation of trust. Solving this dilemma calls for compromise in

hich the subtlest part is negotiacing between the opposing positions of confrontation
4 trust.?? The oral historian is canght in a bind. To maneuver she must surrender
irt of her or his objectivity. She must bend her professional commitments just

ériough ro establish 2z genuine, erusting relacienship with the interviewee. In the

nterest of garhering the best informarion, she may have to {at least for a rime)
écome 2 participant in the very system she is studying.

© A similar bind arises for the historian who studies institutions or societies. In the
970s, when I needed access to source materials about the invention of the transistor,
¢ helped ro have earlier held a student research position at Bell Laborarories.

Without that “in,” I do not believe that I would have been granted access to the

elevant primary source materials. Analogous insider connections have also helped in

iy studies ac Fermilab and Los Alamos. These links had costs, for 1 now bear the
dueling responsibilities of respecring the interests of the laboracories while [ struggle
also to uphold the srandards of my profession. Similarly, a historian who acquires a
security clearance to gain access to classified materials is obliged (in facc legally
required) to respect classification restricrions. She may be required to withhold from
publication some of the information she uncovers.

This historian’s dilemma of being both on che inside and outside of a system

she or he is seudying is similar to the sicuation faced by the social historian or
anthropologist who enters 2 community she wants to study. Joining the communirty
may be necessary for gaining access €0 marterials, but it aiways entails a loss of
objectiviry, no marter how much anthropological distance (or “strangeness”) one Tries

o preserve.”

If che historian succeeds in bandling this insider—outsider dilemma, further
difficulties are in store. A rrusting interviewee may reveal historically valuable

‘information thar is potenrially damaging to the interviewee or to someone else,

perhaps another interviewee with whom the historian is in a relationship of ruse.”!
Because oral historians wock within an unwritten code that requires them ro protect

.the words of interviewees who have confided in them, the historian cannot disclose
¢his informacion. Furthermore, because an interview is jointly owned by interviewer

and incerviewee, neicher are free to disclose material in an interview chat both have not

_explicitly released. One way for the historian to ger around an ethical problem that

arises is to show the interviewee how he plans to use the sensitive information,
explaining the importance and asking the interviewee for his opinion. However the
interviewee responds, the historian is obliged o respect his wishes.

The nuts and bolts of oral history: using iteration
to achieve convergence of a story

1 have argued that doing oral history requires the historian to be at once confrontational
and collaborative, objective and personal, and suspicious and trusting. She musr also
maincain her commitments to her professional communiry and to all her interviewees.

How can this be managed?
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Pragmatically. We must operate in whatever mode works at che time. Ov
course of many related interviews, a balance berween suspicion and truse c-an ) :i
be reached and particular distortions will tend to average our. We move inu:: :
than’i convergence, to a stable and robust interpretation chat is the end of"g
historical research.”® While I can well imagine sicuations in which convergence i Pu
possible, I have never in my own work encountered one, e 'nc(.

F‘.:an best illustrate chis pragmatic procedure by calling again on my experience?
writing a technical history of the first atomic bombs.** When I began 1?1,1 Iis ‘;1"‘“
seudy in 1978, I faced thousands of memoranda, technical reports Ydata bZ:nkzs*
program reports, and the like, It was impossible to read them all in,the s f
decade or so and also write this history up. e

Over the next several years I creared a small research team with which to divid
the ?vf)rk, a teamn thar included two history graduate students, the Los Alar;i' :
QFChIVIS!, and a group of other historians, another archivist, and :; number of sci °5
tists who moved in and our as consulrants.* We began by familiarizin ourss:len.
with the received view, conducting about fifty initial interviews on variogus as o
To peepare for the inicial round, the team gathered a subset of documents on vP;C h
to base the first stages of the work. Bur we did not initially know the hi e
enough to make the best selections. o the Biswory wel

The key to progress was interviews—many interviews. The first documents w
gathered, most of which were not used or even referred to in our final book, hel cfe
us prepare c-]uestions for the first round of interviews. Many of them also se.rve; .
dur‘mg.:he inrerviews, by helping the interviewees step back into their past and [‘:5
f!elwe?mg the message that their stories would be carefully checked. Alsios: all thi
interviewees were curious to examine papers they had created years earlier and no .'
be?n al_lowed to see since.” Most of the interviewees were careful to qualify whi h
pomts. 1ln their recolleccions they remembered only vaguely. ? e

Inviring our .interviewees back to Los Alamos for cheir interviews proved simpler’
and l_ess expensive than having large numbers of documents declassified. ‘We fop d
thas it also helped them to trigger their memories. For Proust it was the. mad 1“_“ :
that did ic.?® For the Los Alamos scientists, it was the mesas, the canyons a:de:::;

, :

. - -
the SeCuElty guaras that revived memories our ream Could now capture with a tape
recorder. ‘

The group we interviewed ar Los Alamos clearly welcomed the chance to unpack
the c.tomplex emotions that were still encwined wich cheir memories of the ‘np ¥
wartime period. Typically in their seventies, these interviewees would speak : 'tlinse
or study documents in the archives for hours at a time. One intewieWie—g’!t us
Waldman, who had measured the blase ac the Trinicy test and had flown sma'r
o?server plane into Hiroshima—made it a point to come to Los Alamos and be if;::‘i
viewed ?)y our team, as he had only ewo weeks lefr to live. Dying of cancer, h lrd
us thac if he did not make this effort now, no one would ever know his uni ’ueesrr:

:I'he rough account thar emerged from the first round of interviews se?'ved asry.
g.u:de to selecting further documents. Subsequent research exposed gaps and inco :
?:::n‘:-w& l\gow we coui_d dig deeper and refine the emerging picture through furth:'
ines Z:?::h_mther archival work, even more interviews, more studies in the archives,

Los Alamos concern

triggered by neutrons
group. Buc when Emilio Segré told me in an interview that no one at Los Alamos

trusted Joliot's work,
experiment being proposed by the Los Alamos physicists.
distorrions of particular i

incerptet the biased documents. And we coul

- project ook fifreen years from st

including teaditional historical research.
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the interviews offered clues thac helped us interpret documents. For
mircee report I noticed a reference to the eminent French exper-
éric Joliot. Initially I thought the reference indicared thar the
abour spontaneous fission (a puclear splitting chac is not

but occurs of itself) stemmed from findings by the Paris

In many cases,
yample, in one com
mental physicist Fréd

1 deduced thar Joliot was mentioned here simply to justify the

ared more interviews and studied more documents, the
nterviews came to macter less. With a stronger base of
errer with the conflicting interpretations and better
d more effectively draw useful historical
sources. Over a period of many months (the whole
are to publication), the dialogue berween docaments
and interviews yielded a series of successively improved models of the history. They
eventually converged on a story chat remained stable during the past three years of
‘our wok, the story we published in 1993. The process we had undertaken is analo-
gous to compurer modeling—indeed to the methodology of any empirical project,

As the team accumul
informartion we could cope b

conclusions from our slanted

1 have drawn on my experience of weiting the Los Alamos history to illustrace how
the historian can work to resolve the conflicts beeween memory and documents,
beeween rrusc and suspicion, and how, with che use of many interviews and much
research in documents, a point can eventually be reached where the composite
account stabilizes. Ar rhis poiat, further interviews and further archival research
produce only negligible change in the historical reconstruction. We have found the
face behind the mask, the story on which all the parcial accounts converge. At some
fucure time this face may destablize in response to new macerials or a more

compelling interprecation, but for the eime being it is the best we ¢can de.
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1 Ajlan Nevins told Saul Benison, when the historian of medicine was embarking on his first
oral hiscory project, “The people who you interview are going to become your ceachers...”
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Lillian Hoddeson, Paul, W. Henriksen, Roger A. Meade and Cacherine L. Westfall, Critical

Assembly: A Technical History of Los Alamos during the Oppenbeimer Years, 1943—1945 (New:

York: Cambridge University Press, 1993).

The history graduate students were Catheringe Westfall and Paul Henriksen; the Los*

A!amos archivist was Roger A. Meade; the consulting historians were Roberr Seidel and
Richard Hewletr; the consultanc archivist was Alison Kerr; and the scientists were Gordon

Baym, Roberr Penneman, and Leslie Redman. Behind che scenes were strong adminiscea-

tive allies at the laborarory, including Gilbert Orriz, L. M. Simmons, and David Sharp.
Donald Kezr, the director of the Los Alamos laboratory {and later Kerr's successor, Sigfried
Hecker) signed a paper allowing former Los Alamos scientists under proper conditions to
see their own classified wartime documents while they were being interviewed in secure
quarcers ar Los Alamos.

Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way (New York: Random House, 1934}, 32..36.

The association of place with memory has been extensively employed over the ages asa’

mnemonic device. The “methad of loci” is said to have been used in 477 BC by the Greek

orator Simonides. See E A. Yates, The Art of Memo (Chicago, IL: Universi i
B eides S of ry (Chicago, niversity of Chicago

12 Reading photographs

Photographs as evidence in writing the
history of modern science

Ronald E. Doel and Pamela M. Henson

In che late 1940s, G. C. Heron sat at his desk, frustrated. The photograph archive he
directed ar New Zealand's National Library, the Alexander Turnbull Library, was
actively soliciting photograph collections. At the same time individuals throughout
the country, seeing lirele value in them, were tossing images away. Heron found this
deeply rroubling. Photographs “pteserve scenes, impressions and faces of bygone days
and form an historic record as surely as does any manuscript, diacy or printed work,”
he wrote, bur few hisrorians were doing anything with them.!

During the last half-cencury phorographic archives have burgeoned: over 8 million
images fill the still photographs stacks of the US National Archives alone.? Yet
historians remain hesirant abour embracing photographs as evidence in the way
Heron desired. Many only seek photographs ar the end of research projects. Then
they use them like potred plants, hoping to illuminate stories based on wricten
archives, Keith McElroy has rightly observed thacr historians use phorographs
“primarily as illustrations, and frequently their content has coneradicted the thesis of
a publicarion that was derived from literary sources.” Yet few hiscorians pause to
consider what images might teach them.?

Photographs are nevertheless becoming more important to scholars of modern
history. The toral number of books thar direccly address photographs as an aspect of
historical merhodology remains astonishingly small—juse rwenty-five have been
published, all since 1973, Bur a growing number of historians are drawing on intense
interest in contemporary visual culrure to “read” phorographs as evidence, as hisro-
rians Alan Trachrenberg and Roberr M. Levine have urged. In recent years social and
culrural historians have employed photographic collections co analyze the living scan-
dards and culrural expecrations of lower-class cirizens of late nineteenth cenrury
Brazil, urban life in tum-of-twentiech-century America, the practice and ideology of
the British Empire, rural life in che New Deal era, the culrural world-view of editors
at the National Geographic Society, the ambitions of planners and financiers who
promoted the firsc world's fairs, and the practice of medicine in post-Civil War
America.’?

Hisrorians of science have moved more slowly than colleagues in ocher fields to
incorporate analysis of photographs of the social, technical, and insticurional practices
of science into their writings. Sustained by the rich textual and archival sources of
a privileged and highly verbal elite, few historians of modern science have felc che




