
2 examples of oral history
Oral history is a powerful method of preserving and sharing personal narratives,
experiences, and cultural memories, often passed down through generations. This form of
history relies on interviews, personal testimonies, and the spoken word to document events
that may not have been recorded in written form. The practice of oral history has gained
increasing recognition for its role in illuminating diverse perspectives and enriching our
understanding of the past. In this article, we will explore two notable examples of oral
history: the StoryCorps project and the Federal Writers' Project of the 1930s. Each of these
initiatives has made significant contributions to the way we perceive history, identity, and
community.

StoryCorps: Capturing Everyday Lives

Overview of StoryCorps
Founded in 2003 by Dave Isay, StoryCorps is a nonprofit organization dedicated to
preserving and sharing the stories of everyday people. The organization aims to create an
archive of personal narratives that highlights the richness of human experience. StoryCorps
encourages individuals to record conversations with friends, family members, or community
members, emphasizing the importance of listening and storytelling. The collected stories
are then preserved in the American Folklife Center at the Library of Congress.

Methodology and Approach
StoryCorps employs a simple yet effective methodology:

1. Interviews: Participants are encouraged to engage in a meaningful conversation,
discussing topics ranging from personal experiences to broader societal issues.
2. Recording: Each session is recorded using high-quality audio equipment, ensuring that
the nuances of voice and emotion are captured.
3. Editing: The recorded conversations are edited into short segments, which can be
broadcast on public radio or shared on the StoryCorps website.
4. Archiving: The final recordings are archived in the American Folklife Center, contributing
to a rich repository of oral histories.

The emphasis on conversation fosters a sense of connection and empathy, allowing
listeners to engage with the stories on a personal level.

Impact and Significance
The impact of StoryCorps can be observed in several key areas:

- Cultural Preservation: StoryCorps has documented a wide range of experiences, capturing
the voices of marginalized communities, immigrants, veterans, and individuals from all



walks of life. This diversity enriches the historical narrative and preserves the cultural
heritage of various groups.
- Emotional Resonance: The stories often evoke powerful emotions, fostering a sense of
shared humanity. By listening to the experiences of others, individuals can develop a
deeper understanding of different perspectives and challenges.
- Educational Resource: StoryCorps provides resources for educators, offering lesson plans
and tools to incorporate oral history into classrooms. This encourages students to engage
with history in a personal and meaningful way.

The Federal Writers' Project: Documenting
American Life

Overview of the Federal Writers' Project
Established in 1935 as part of the New Deal, the Federal Writers' Project (FWP) was a
government initiative aimed at providing employment for writers during the Great
Depression. One of its primary goals was to document the diverse cultural and social
landscape of the United States. The project employed thousands of writers, many of whom
went on to become prominent literary figures.

Methodology and Approach
The FWP utilized a variety of methods for collecting oral histories, including:

1. Interviews: Writers conducted interviews with a wide range of individuals, including
former slaves, immigrants, and everyday citizens. These interviews captured the voices of
those who had lived through significant historical events.
2. Fieldwork: Writers traveled across the country, gathering stories that reflected regional
cultures, traditions, and experiences. This fieldwork resulted in a rich tapestry of narratives.
3. Publications: The FWP produced a series of books and pamphlets, including the famous
"American Guide Series," which documented the history and culture of various states.

The emphasis on primary sources allowed the FWP to present a multifaceted view of
American life.

Impact and Significance
The legacy of the Federal Writers' Project is profound and far-reaching:

- Historical Documentation: The FWP created an invaluable archive of oral histories that
continue to be referenced by historians and researchers. These narratives provide insights
into the lives of individuals who may have otherwise been forgotten.
- Cultural Awareness: The project played a significant role in raising awareness about the
experiences of marginalized communities, including African Americans and immigrants. By
amplifying these voices, the FWP contributed to a broader understanding of American



identity.
- Literary Contributions: Many writers associated with the FWP, such as Zora Neale Hurston
and Richard Wright, went on to make significant contributions to American literature. Their
experiences with the project informed their later work, blending oral history with literary
expression.

Conclusion
Oral history serves as a vital tool for understanding the complexities of human experience
and the nuances of historical events. Through initiatives like StoryCorps and the Federal
Writers' Project, we gain access to a wealth of personal narratives that illuminate the
diverse tapestry of culture, identity, and history. These examples demonstrate the power of
storytelling in fostering empathy, preserving cultural heritage, and enriching our collective
memory. As we continue to explore and document oral histories, we ensure that the voices
of individuals—past and present—remain a vital part of our understanding of the world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is an example of oral history in the context of
World War II?
One prominent example is the 'StoryCorps' project, which collects and archives personal
stories from veterans who served in World War II, capturing their experiences and
perspectives on the war.

How does oral history contribute to understanding local
cultures?
Oral histories from indigenous communities, such as the 'Wisconsin Historical Society's
Native American Oral History Project', provide invaluable insights into traditions, languages,
and the impact of historical events on their cultures.

What role does oral history play in preserving family
narratives?
Family oral histories, like those recorded in 'The Story of My Life' project, allow individuals
to document and share their family's unique stories, ensuring that personal histories are
passed down through generations.

Can you give an example of oral history related to civil
rights movements?
The 'Civil Rights History Project' by the Library of Congress compiles oral histories from
activists who participated in the civil rights movement, highlighting their struggles and
achievements in the fight for equality.



What is the significance of oral history in academic
research?
Oral history is significant in academic research as it provides primary source material that
enriches historical narratives, offering personal perspectives that complement written
records.

How does oral history differ from traditional historical
sources?
Oral history differs from traditional sources by focusing on personal narratives and lived
experiences rather than solely on documented facts, allowing for a more nuanced
understanding of history.

What is a contemporary example of oral history being
used in media?
The podcast 'Witness' from the BBC features oral histories from individuals who have
experienced significant historical events, making these stories accessible to a wider
audience through modern media.

How do oral histories benefit future generations?
Oral histories benefit future generations by preserving diverse experiences and
perspectives that can inform and educate about the past, fostering empathy and
understanding across different cultures.
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