Cultural Landscapes, Winter 2010

Conducting Oral Interviews

Interviewing and oral history have often been called “history from below,” as they can be used to gather people’s history and perspectives that might not otherwise be known, and that break with master narratives.  As such, they are important tools for community and feminist studies, advocacy, and solidarity work.  For your work in this program, you will use oral interviews in your community-based research work in the winter.  These interviews should be conducted in groups in a responsible manner. 

In addition, over winter break, we will be asking you to conduct an interview with a family member (or an immigrant or refugee) about your family’s history of migration, diaspora, and/or displacement and adjustment to a new environment and culture. This more personalized approach to history draws on interviewing techniques.  Below are guidelines for thinking about your interviewing process:

1.  Your relationship to your subject.  First, you must think about your positioning in relation to your subject.  Are you a reporter?   Are you part of that history?  How do you negotiate power and privilege, differences of language, etc?  Will you make yourself a part of the conversation, and if so, what does this reveal about the relationship between you and your subject?  

2. Pre-Interview.  Before you make a preliminary contact with your subject (interviewee), assess what information this person has that you want or need.  Do some advanced preparation by researching the person/issue/organization so that you can asked informed questions.  When you make your initial contact with the person, assess if they have the information you need and are willing to be interviewed

3. Prepare for interview by writing up questions based on research/experience.  Ask open-ended questions (questions that can’t be answered by a simple yes or no) that keep your interview focused; you may also want to have a more free flowing interview, depending on what information you’re looking for.

4. Technical.  Make sure your equipment is working in advance and avoid bad sound conditions (such as a noisy café or street). Even if you tape record, you need to take written notes as well. This will help you capture main ideas useful in the transcription/writing process, and serve as backup to a tape recorder. 

5.  Interview.  Be as personable and respectful as possible.  Save tough questions till the end.  Be conscious of your appearance and manner.  Respect the interviewee if they want you to shut off the camera or tape recorder.  Maintain neutrality (if this is helpful).  Be a good listener and encourage response – in other words, put the interviewee at ease with a relaxed, conversational tone. Good follow-up questions often produce the most interesting responses.   Aim for balance between monologue and dialogue.  During the interview, take notes on the main points.  Avoid relying exclusively on the interview for numerical facts (fact check). 
6. Transcription.  You won’t transcribe the whole interview (this is time-consuming), but only those sections that are most relevant and interesting.  In this process, it is a good idea to index your interview to decide which sections will be included and omitted.  Transcription machines are available in Media Loan.   

7. Editing.  Impose your own organizational themes on the subject’s story.  Consider whether you will involve the narrator(s) in the editing process (you should discuss this in advance).  Can you let the interviewee see the edited story/history and get their feedback?  You may summarize some of their points, but it is best to base your work on their exact quotes.   

8. Final Paper.  You may decide to write a short introductory paragraph to provide some context for understanding the oral history, or you may decide that the oral history can stand on its own.  Either way, you should have a title that provides a clear framing of your subject.  
