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This is a guide for student organizers interested in using oral history as an
organizing tool for knowledge production, relationship-building, and
strategy-making. Oral history is not just something that sits in the archive waiting
to be taken up—oral history can be used for collective action. This zine acts as a
guide for how to complete an oral history of organizing within and against
institutional power; specifically, how to make sure this processis centered around
collecting a useful past for an actionable present.

“Oral history as a practice refers to both the interview process and the output that
emerges from it... Oral historians might record interviews focused on narrators

life histories or topical interviews in which narrators are selected for their |
knowledge of a particular historical subject or event. The value of oral history lies

largely in the way it helps to place people’s experiences within a lg.rgex: social and
historical context, and conversely, to contextualize social and historical events
through how people lived thern.” - Oral History Association (OHA)

The Barnard/Columbia Student Organizing Oral History Project began as an idea
in the fall of 2023 as student organizing on campus exploded against the genocide
in Gaza. At the time, student organizers were hungry for lessons from previous
divestment campaigns on Columbia/Barnard’s campuses—most potently from
the successful divestrment campaign against apartheid South Africa in the 70sand
80s, as well as the 1968 occupation of campus over the University’s complicity in
the Vietnarmn War and their looming takeover of Morningside Park and extractive
encroachment into Black Harlem. These are important and inspiring histories for
students, staff, and faculty, but I knew there were more (and more recent!)
histories of student resistance to institutional injustice and complicity in harmful
systems of power. I thought that student movements that had happened on
Barnard/Columbia’s campus in the last decade or so could provide as much
useful information as famous campaigns of the last century—especially given how
much universities as institutions have changed in a relatively short amount of
time. Contemporary social movements require new lessons on how to navigate
and challenge contemporary institutional power,
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. Interviews are generally intended to gain specific information from an
J interviewee, often to be used for/in a larger project by the interviewer (think of a
% journalist interviewing a source). In that kind of interview, the‘il}terviewer will
€ likely be incredibly direct with their questions, locking for specific answers: the
J interview willbe entirely directed by the interviewer,
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primary source document, not directly fi;
e used for another end. Oral history interviewers should come with broader

questions, no specific answers in mind, and be open to being guided by what the
# narrator (the interviewee of an oral history) thinks is important. This is & process
& that is meant to be dynarnic and collaborative: “narrators shape the interview

? based on what they deem to be relevant, meanin
{Oral History Association).

Oral history is often us
4 Preservation, and the telling
transcribed interviews. It i8 1

history;” the latter of which has aris
This project draws from both practic
\i‘; transfer above 3ll else: moving orgar

; nf o
next, from cne movement to another.

; nuanced explanations of the o
Opportunities organizers faced isi internal structure,

and conflict resolution. Th a single person’s
memory, which can be fau ctively, they are a
powerful method of sharing

within, around, and againstit.

to disizri}mte, rather than hoard, the lessons we learned on how to collect student
organizing oral histories for everyone interested in making, distributing, and

util:a':zing knowledge cutside of institutions, Throughout the zine, I refer back to thig
project as an example for thinking through and preparing for your oral history.




When we’re doing an oral history for and about organizing, we Shou'ld be pmmiii ‘
focused on knowledge transfer rather than mernory preservation or ;x)laor a%g
marginalized voices “visible” (thtaugi} thesle Cai}é “::r iﬁi?giegilggogizﬁlo;eg ére i
i i 1$ primari .
géség?ifrg;zﬁgft g?%seitg?ég?iie; go not cesffltgr tl}e samme questioz.:},s that we w;:;
to. We want to think about what are our gaps in knowledge ng]:}t now, Sg !
information might a past movement held, and how we can ask reflexive question

about that past movement.

Also, this is not for the purposes of institutional knowl
nti-institutional knowledge production—that which
action against harmful institutional power,

edge production; this is for
helps clarify and foster
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There are big moments in history that we probably all know about {(anti-war
protests of the 60s/70s, anti-apartheid divestment movement,) but organizing is
happening all around us and throughout time, even if it doesn’t make the
headlines or the history books. You might have to do some pre-pre-research to
find the movement, group, or campaign that would be most useful for you,
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In institutional archives, and to a lesser extent student newspapers/journalism,
be thoughtful about your engagement. Can you read between the lines of archival

knowledge and ask questions about the invisible organizing work that might have
led to abig, flashy moment?

i S

Ask faculty, staff, and community members about what student organizing they
remember that might intersect with your interests,
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L Consider that wuniversities are not isolated kingdoms untol
themselves——but, instead, a part of larger systems of domination, control, and
regionally, and globally. Think about what resources your

y control them. Think about who is in and around

o staff + the neighborhood),

ow did the movement you’re

university’s relationship to the rest of the

community/world? How did they challenge what/who the university controls
and/or how they control it?

le: Columbia Prison Divest knew that Columbia Un@versity’supported
f}‘lc;r Z};{Z?E industrial complex by participating in NYPD raids against Blaqk
comrnunities in the neighborhood and investing a part of its masgive w:ealth in
private prison companies. They chose to target the latter by demanding that

Columbia divest from private prison companies. W@ﬁgﬁ%ﬁ%@ griy §§ y

i i i "t have many answers to before doing
te: This might be a question that you don’t _
ioui oral hist%ries. Use this to sketch out some questions, and keep the larger
question: how did they challenge power in mind as you contmue. .

Within that movement/organizing, what are the strate
employed that you want to learn more about?
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T iff erenéé between goals, strategies, and tactics:

aboli
iversit

stitutional divestment campaigns, Their tactics
the university commu
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- ;hg;m;of ;hls as the buﬁdu:}g _and maigtena,nce gf internal structures/processes Py :

otional, social, and logistical). This looks like resolving conflict within the &w/
group, fostering relationships between group members, helping group members &\Jﬁ
who are mentally/emotionally struggling, being a “vibe~checker” or emotional M s
support, finding meeting space, feeding people, cleaning up after a meeting, & i
following up on tasks, taking meeting notes, etc, This is critical labor—absolutely
essential for the maintenance of movements—that is often unacknowledged as

/ such; it often falls on women, queer and trans people, and people of color—women
. and queer and trans people of color especially,
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The term “housework” in relation to organizing comes from Adzign?eggﬁliﬁi
and Balrag Gill. Read more about it in Wif%liams’ August 9, 2024 inter
Mary Jirmanus Saba in Convergence Magazine,




Make a timeline-mostly for yourself. For those of us who consider ourselves ==

\
|
anti-imperialists, linear time is a trick concept (find another zine about the —
western, imperial construction of time :) ), but making a brief linear timeline can
'/ help orient yourselftoa history you are otherwise unfamiliar with,
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(Note: the purpose of the oral history is not to add or flesh out the timeline; we're
interested in what organizing happened and how it happened, not in what order it

happened or when, per se, But, later, sharing this timeline can also be helpful for
others to orient themselves to an unfamiliar history!)

| NED
Feon STUDENTS

i
=

EThEE | &
FACULTY

SOCIAL
A DI A

DIGLING

When and how did the group start, roughl*y? What were major actions? Any wins?

Any losses? Any major campus, local, national, or transnational events that
inform the organizing? Help yourself see the political context the organizing was
responding to; what the organizing produced; and its effects,
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So  be prepared
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PROTECTING OUR NARRATORQ & OTHERS: CecuriTy / VISIBILIT

‘-%-MWMW‘AMW‘“W’? g i

When you’re thinking about how/what to share and store, you must
balance security and visibility. You want the lessons and information from
the oral history to be shared with those who it would be useful for, but you
don’t want to put your narrators at risk. Consult this graphic for some
questions to think about and options for sharing/storing your oral history.
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~| How vulnerable are your |
% narrators or those they
§ organized with, and in what
ways are they vulnerable?
Immigration status,
job/financial security, doxxing,
risk of state criminalization
= and/or institutional
: punishment)
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13 Who should know about this '
history? (People at other %

details about others in the
oral history?

institutions/a general

13 ° A audience; peopleatyour = -
+ & Do your narrators discuss | Institution; a specific subset |
legally-risky matters? | of people at your institution; o

just your organizing gr
m coalition) mmm
|

. Are these strategies and tactic

1 ! —— |
. that the institution shouldn’t SRR : g
Is this work that is already | How recent was the

~ know about / have ahold of?

publicly known? organizing?
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d Th.e: Anti-Fviction Manping Proiect contains dozens of oral narratives on
| resistance to urban displacement. {(antievictionmap.com/ narratives)

that elucidate your narrator’s

Key to oral history is asking simple, broad questions
arrower guestions that drill

memory and interests before asking narrower and n
down on the gritty how-to that you're looking for.

i.e, “When you began your group, what were your organizing goals?” ~» “Why or .|
how did you identify those demands?” —> “How did the group arrive at a L
consensus?” e

But! Don’t write these out beforehand, per se. Have a list of topics or themes that
you're interested in exploring rather than a script that you have to follow.

THE INTERVI

Be present! Listen to what the person you're talking to is interésted in and knows
about and respond with what you think is interesting about what they said,
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HOW TO TRANICRIE

i

1. Listen to the audio and, on the ﬁrstmpasé, write o
Note: this will take at least 3xzas

ut everything that is said
long as the audio file is, 56 make tirne, )
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2. Cut out filler words that do?’t add meaning (Sti?rg,tlé}ga;; g;i?ﬁ;’g ‘mzt
- ' false starts (when someone sta .

iﬁgiaigingggisghat sentence and says something else), and misspeaks that

were later corrected,
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The goal is to make the transcript as easy to read as possible without
changing or cutting out the original meaning; and because we absorb
written language differently than spoken language, the exact things
people say need to be slightly adjusted when transcribed to maintain
meaning and legibility,
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(Note: Transcription is best done a day or two after the interview, When the
conversation is fresh in your mind you will have an easier time
remembering the intended meaning of a phrase or sentence,)

3. If you can, have a friend listen to
mistakes you may have missed,

the audic and proof the transcript for

W

4. Send your transcript back to your interviewee for edits, Allow your
interviewee to edit any part of the transcript in any way, including r%mm;ng
parts of the transcript or rewriting it even. This isa part of the colla ora% ﬁve
process of oral history, and allows for the interviewee to correct thmgjsl iy
said and have contrel of what information about them is accessible o

others. {(Note: this is an important part of the ethical and security practices
of oral history.)




W.bat éﬂo Jou do with your cnferviewy 7

'

| —

A\

[
[
i

el

EMEMBER FRiNe

Ml

Refer back to the
[|| pagen.
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The collective knowledge of oral histories is only strengthened in
numbers, Ask your interviewee at the end of your oral history if there
is anyone else that they think you should speak to {even better, :ask if
they can facilitate an introduction), At the end of the oral history
process, you'll likely have even more guestions that different people
will be able to answer. Think about those questions and who you
might talk to about them,
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STRETEGIZE wiTh Frurow sTupeN T ORGANIZER < i
Think about your current campus organizing climate. Who is doing
work that this might be useful for? Can you come together with fellow

organizers 'Within your group (and outside your group) to talk about
the strategies, tactics, and other information contained in the oral

history and how you can use that for your organizing?
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Le. Always be in contact and consultation with your interviewee when
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you're deciding where and how the oral history should be stored. (
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’ Think about where to store this {think

about digital security!)

“Protecting Our Narrators and

|

The most stable and secure

way 1 . .
locations. ¥ 18 @ paper copy stored in multiple
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is just for you? (It shouldn’t be!) Is this for your group? (Does your group have

a hard drive that you keep important stuff on?} Is this for a broader section of the
campus body? (Can you invite people to read it and talk it through with you?) Is it
for everyone? (Is it safe to publish it widely and/or should you publish key lessons -
without publishing the full transcript?)
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