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Abstract: This article aims to connect activist-oriented and community-based practices of oral history and 

digital humanities so that accessibility and content creation are emphasized. Despite almost thirty years 

of lesbian oral history data collection in Canada and the United States, my research has identified two 

major obstacles to the long-term preservation of this valuable historical data: the high cost of preservation 

and the failure of interviewers to plan for the long-term preservation of their material. By launching an 

active collection strategy and reaching out to researchers who possess un-archived collections, and by 

assuming the costs of digitization, storage and dissemination, The Archives of Lesbian Oral Testimony 

can provide a solution to both problems. 
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The digital humanities and the open access movement that followed might well be the natural 

offspring of the 1970s oral history movement. Oral history has existed as long as humans have 

spoken, but here I am referring specifically to the activist oriented, community-based practice of 

oral history that emerged in the early 1970s. The oral history movement aimed to counter 

formal, elite knowledge with organic knowledge—to break through the walls of academe and the 

scholarly world, to legitimate and create a place and space for the knowledge that arises from 

everyday experience. In so doing, the oral history movement democratized knowledge and 

empowered citizens. The relationship oral history shares with digital humanities is obvious: both 

make “data” accessible to broad publics, both encourage and facilitate people to become 

“content creators,” not passive consumers, and both regard these practices as having 

transformative potential. 

The Archives of Lesbian Oral Testimony (A LOT) is an online digital archive of lesbian oral/aural 

testimonies housed at the Simon Fraser University Library. A LOT began as a simple 

preservation project. Many people who interviewed women in the 1980s and 1990s about their 

experiences as lesbians had not archived their analog tapes. I had access to a lab and funding 

that would allow me to convert analog tapes to .wav (digital sound) files, and it was this modest 

task I set out to do in 2010. The deeper I read into the literature on digital humanities, however, 

the more complex and exciting the project became. In this note I present the ideas that have 

shaped my thinking about building this archives, the concept for the archives that has evolved, 

and our overall objectives. 

 

A LOT Screenshot Image 
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Oral interviewing is a popular research method in the social sciences, yet interviews are rarely 

archived, and even when they are, they can be difficult for others to locate and access. 

Interviews generate rich and valuable research material but have limited benefit if they are not 

preserved and accessible. A LOT aims to develop an active collection strategy, and to 

collaborate with existing archives and researchers, to make interviews with and about lesbians 

available for use by scholars and non-scholars in an open access online archive. The Archives 

of Lesbian Oral Testimony will provide access to a rich database of original material not 

available elsewhere, and will facilitate research in oral interviewing methodologies, in women's 

history and the history of sexuality, in communication and memory studies, and in lesbian, 

women's, and queer studies. It will, we hope, benefit educators and student researchers at the 

secondary and postsecondary levels. Because the archive also makes this data available to 

those who originally shared it with researchers, it also serves wider community interests 

(Snider). 

Over the past three decades, researchers have collected thousands of hours of data, but little 

has been donated to publicly accessible archives or libraries (Chenier). Part of the reason is 

because oral interviewers often fail to make plans to archive their oral research data. 

Furthermore, most lesbian and gay archives tend to focus on gay male material, thus lesbian 

researchers do not always see those archives as the best place to preserve their data (Nestle). 

Hours and hours of research material about a relatively hidden area of historical experience is at 

risk of being lost forever, and because many of the narrators have died, there is little possibility 

of reclaiming these stories a second time. That which has been preserved, such as Becki Ross' 

tapes from her research on Toronto's 1970s lesbian community now at the University of Ottawa, 

is not easily accessible. Furthermore, with the exception of the high-profile Lesbian Herstory 

Archives in Brooklyn, New York, collections of interviews for lesbian-focused research projects 

are known only to a small group of specialists and are almost completely out of reach of the 

general public. 

Despite almost thirty years of lesbian oral history data collection in Canada and the United 

States, my research has identified two major obstacles to the long-term preservation of this 

valuable historical data: the high cost of preservation and the failure of interviewers to plan for 

the long-term preservation of their material. By launching an active collection strategy and 

reaching out to researchers who possess un-archived collections, and by assuming the costs of 

digitization, storage and dissemination, The Archives of Lesbian Oral Testimony can provide a 

solution to both problems. 

As a digital, open access archive, A LOT can reach a much wider audience than a traditional 

archive. Physical distance can be a significant barrier between researcher and public, and 

between researcher and material in traditional archives; A LOT's collection will be available 

anywhere there is internet access and to those who know how to navigate the web—and who 

have access to privacy, should they need it, to view the site. Third, online archives can facilitate 

access for people with disabilities. There is no requirement to travel to inaccessible buildings, 

and tools are available to assist those with vision and hearing impairments. The sound archive 

will be accessible to the blind, and transcripts to the deaf. Partnering with an institutional library 

http://alotarchives.org/
http://alotarchives.org/
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allows us to leverage the software and systems already in use at the library for a wide variety of 

similar digital collections. The underlying digital content management platform provides much of 

the desired discovery functionality (such as search and browse). It is also based on widely used 

metadata standards such as Dublin Core. The project will also develop extensive and 

specialized description metadata that expressly reflects the key topics and concepts 

represented by the A LOT content. Of course, it is important to acknowledge that online 

archives have barriers, too. Users must have access to an internet connection, basic knowledge 

of how the web is used, and in some cases, the privacy needed to explore a topic still 

considered taboo. 

The 1993 award-winning Canadian documentary film Forbidden Love: The Unashamed Stories 

of Lesbian Lives demonstrated the value of lesbian oral testimonies to multiple audiences. 

Filmmakers Aerlyn Weissman and Lynne Fernie used oral testimonies to reveal histories of 

lesbianoppression and survival in postwar Canada. It has been screenedinternationally, is used 

by scholars for research purposes, and is used in educational curricula to thepresent day. 

Similarly the recent “It Gets Better” campaigninvited everyday people to share stories of 

surviving homophobia, and post them online as a way tocounter depression and suicide that 

resulted from queer oppression. Like Forbidden Love, “It Gets Better” demonstrates how oral 

testimonies of sexually marginalized peoples contribute to buildingcommunity and improving the 

quality of life for everyday people. Asan online archive that makes stories of everyday lesbian 

experience and survival widely available, A LOT serves similar purposes for scholarly and non-

scholarly audiences. In a 2010 survey distributed principally through academic email networks, 

with 365 respondents evenly distributed across all 18+ age categories, more than half indicated 

that they would use the website for general interest, and almost fifty percent indicated they 

would use the site for doctoral research and curriculum development. It also showed that this 

research tool would attract people who have never before used archives or oral interview data. 

Respondents overwhelmingly indicated that having this material accessible online is very 

important 

Putting oral narratives online does more than create a new home for old materials. When digital 

humanities first emerged it was called “humanities computing” and seen largely as a new tool to 

support humanities scholars existing research practices. As technology expanded and became 

more essential to the research process, “computational technology has become the very 

condition of possibility required in order to think about many of the questions raised in the 

humanities today” (Berry 3). As Burton, Onderdonk, and Appleford point out, new technologies’ 

collaborative promise means that digital humanists “are uniquely positioned to liberate 

information, making it available to all citizens and creating a culture of what is coming to be 

known as ubiquitous learning,” but, it’s success depends on teams of skilled curators (197). 

Curating research material online has led to the blurring of disciplinary lines–for example, where 

in the past historians were dependent upon, but produced scholarship independent of, 

archivists, such separations are no longer desirable. Collaboration across the disciplines is 

necessary, and is changing the nature of our fields of study. 
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The ability to work across various platforms and with more diverse materials has also led to the 

rapid emergence of new research methods and approaches. According to N. Kathryn Hayles, 

open access databases such as the one used by A LOT “shifts the emphasis from 

argumentation…to data elements” (55). This shift has significant implications. Past practices of 

restricting access to artifacts and primary sources (so that one might lay sole scholarly claim to 

them) are being challenged by “web dissemination mechanisms [that] allow for increased 

diversity of interpretation and richness of insights” (Hayles 55). A LOT contributes to this 

growing trend in a number of ways. For example, currently, most studies of lesbian experience 

are local, and focus on either a rural or urban region. This is because the researcher is limited to 

collecting data within a geographic area that she can reasonably travel in order to complete the 

research. A searchable database will allow researchers to undertake comparative studies, and 

to analyze a much wider range of data than ever before possible. It will allow for different, more 

narrowly focused questions than conventional data collection methods can answer. Putting oral 

testimonies online will also facilitate collaborative research projects among scholars in different 

disciplines, and between students in different geographical locations. Finally, it will also 

encourage studies beyond the social sciences, where such data is most commonly employed, in 

fields such as performance studies, psychology, health studies, and documentary film 

production. 

Over the past five years scholars, administrators, and government bodies alike have expressed 

serious concerns about the fact that private, for-profit companies own more and more of the 

data that scholars produce. Critics have argued that publicly funded research should be public, 

not private, knowledge. An especially powerful example of the commercialization and 

monetization of records is lesbian and gay periodicals published from the 1950s through to the 

present day. Some of these materials were produced by volunteer labor as part of a political 

commitment to build gay community and advance gay rights, yet currently these are only 

accessible with a costly subscription to a digital content provider. The commodification of culture 

undermines democratic society and takes history out of the hands of those who made it. Using 

institutional resources and public funds to disseminate lesbian oral testimonies in an open 

access environment ensures that oral testimony data collection benefits the largest possible 

audience. In this way, digital humanities and open access can help current and future social 

scientists conducting oral interview work on lesbian topics meet new requirements to archive 

publicly funded research data. 

A LOT and similar archives can also facilitate collaborations with community organizations. 

Open access makes “ownership” almost irrelevant; however, both data management and 

responsible institutional commitment to the records will be significant responsibilities. This 

allows A LOT to be unique in the world of archives in that we will work in concert, not 

competition, with existing archives, with established and emerging scholars, and with other 

generators and collectors of oral testimonies. Our objective to develop new ideas for thinking 

about how to transition oral testimony collections from bricks-and-mortar to online archives 

includes acting as a research hub rather than just an owner of research materials. As a non-

proprietary collaborative project we hope to bridge the resource gap between community and 

small archives by utilizing Simon Fraser University’s resources and expertise. 
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The digital environment also provides solutions to long-standing issues that trouble oral 

historians. First, as scholar Michael Frisch has argued, in traditional archives researchers rarely 

listen to original records, preferring instead the written transcript (107). Yet it is aural history, 

that is, original sound recordings, that bring material alive and add rich layers of meaning to the 

text (Thomson). The internet allows us to put the “aural” back in oral history. Now, meanings 

can be gleaned not just in word, but in tone, gesture, and affect, thus facilitating new research 

methods. 

Another problem we must address is that copyright ownership is unclear in the area of oral 

testimony data. Most researchers request that interviewees sign over their rights to the 

researcher in order that they be able to proceed with publication of the research, but as 

Dougherty and Simpson point out, asking informants to relinquish rights violates the principle of 

empowerment. Concern about the use of creative and intellectual property once put online has 

led to an innovative solution: creative commons licensing. It allows the creator to indicate the 

ways their material can be used by others. Some oral historians have adopted this tool as a way 

to guard the interests of both interviewer and interviewee, and A LOT will use the same system, 

thus ensuring that both the rights and interests of all parties are fully protected. 

Anonymity is another concern. Individuals who offer their oral testimonies often request it. This 

creates an additional barrier in traditional archival settings since these records can only be 

accessed under special conditions. Digital technology provides editing tools that can assist in 

making testimonies anonymous, thus increasing access to the data. Permission and donation 

forms completed by narrators and researchers will determine the level of public access 

assigned to testimonies. When restricted access is requested, online archives can use 

password-protection in place of bricks-and-mortar archives’ locked cabinets. 

The same digital technology will allow researchers to conduct keyword data searches. This will 

facilitate the emergence of new research questions. For example, questions of identity are often 

the focus of scholarly interest concerning lesbian experience. In the past, listening to hours and 

hours of recorded conversation, or reading pages and pages of transcript in the occasional 

instances that they are available, was impossible. Both aural and transcribed records can be 

searched by keyword allowing for work that compares much larger data sets. 

Just as the web provides new solutions, it generates new problems. While on the one hand oral 

history has long been about open access, posting interviews on the web has created new 

anxieties about privacy. In the past, traditional archives limited access to people keenly 

interested in, and presumably sympathetic to, the content of an interview and the topic of 

discussion. Usually only those with some training in and sensitivity toward the oral interview 

process would seek this material out. Putting interviews online changes this dramatically. Now, 

anyone can access these narratives. While few will, it nevertheless may leave both interviewee 

and interviewer feeling exposed and vulnerable. Moreover, a heightened sense of concern 

about internet privacy means that even putting materials behind a firewall does little to dissipate 

real concerns about having the most intimate and private aspects of one’s life accessible to 

anyone who stumbles upon it. 
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Oral historians are the leading thinkers around issues concerning ethical use of research data. 

Since the 1970s they have led the way in liberatory and progressive research methods that 

challenge traditional structures of knowledge. They seem natural allies of the open access 

movement, yet they err on the side of caution when it comes to privacy protection. This is 

because the oral historian’s practice includes deep reflection on their relationships with 

informants. They give careful consideration to the narrator’s role in the production of research. 

Because oral historians are interested in empowering narrators, they want to ensure that 

narrators have decision-making power over what happens to their stories. From a legal 

standpoint, researchers who obtain a consent form from their narrators own copyright of the 

interview, but in practice few, if any, would share their material with others without the narrator’s 

consent. On the matter of the ethics of data dissemination, people working in other areas of 

digital humanities could learn a great deal from the oral history community. Questions about the 

role of participants in data collection are only now just emerging in other research fields. They 

would benefit from the rich literature in oral history research. A LOT’s operating model is based 

on ethical practices that preceded the digital revolution. Ironically, the digital archives are 

resurrecting “the closet” that oral history so successfully helped to dismantle. Sharing your story 

with a community group or researcher, even when it was to be donated to a bricks-and-mortar 

archive, seemed a low risk activity. The widespread access the internet allows makes these 

stories more accessible, but conversely, it makes researchers and informants alike uneasy 

about the way these interviews might be used. 

In terms of the potential problems of oral history and the digital revolution, Ron Grele recently 

has stated that “the future does not look bright. The only interviews that will be placed online will 

be very, very ‘safe’ or innocuous. We will soon be back to vanity interviews of movers and 

shakers.” Here, Grele is referring to the first university-based oral history program, established 

by Allan Nevins in 1948 at Columbia University in New York City. Its earliest interview subjects 

were elites chosen largely on the basis that they might become financial donors. Interviews 

produced under these conditions may have been interesting, but were a far cry from critical 

history (Sharpless). 

Grele is right. Unless we solve the privacy problem that open access creates, the democratic 

and transformative potential in online oral/aural history archives will be lost. The oral history 

community tends to follow best practices that evolve out of practitioners’ experience, but best 

practices have yet to emerge on this vexing question. It will be through traditional modes of 

collaborative consultation that we will resolve this very human problem, and undoubtedly digital 

technologies will provide us with a unique set of tools to implement the creative solutions the 

situation demands. 
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