KEY TERMS & CONCEPTS

History: a narrative (written, oral, or visual) of a person’s or community’s origins and experiences. 

Oral tradition: Instead of writing down their community’s history, some societies--especially those that don’t have a written record of their experience—preserve their histories in written form. Homer’s Iliad is a good example. 

Oral history: history that is created from spoken word, stories, songs, or poems. 

“Oral history is a way to gather information from people who took part in past events. Gathering oral history is the technique of interviewing people who lived through historical events or time periods and recording their answers. The person being interviewed is often called the interview subject.”
Source: Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/oralhist/ohfwp.html

Written history: a history that is created from writings left by people or communities.

Constructing alternative histories: sometimes, a person’s  or group’s history cannot or will not be recorded. For example, they may be a conquered people and their conquerors do not want the rest of the world to know of their existence [Native Americans, Muslims]; or they may be a minority group that the majority (superior) group does not like [gays/lesbians, ethnic minorities].

Social history: “Social history is the history of the everyday experiences and beliefs of ordinary people. Social historians look at teachers, store clerks, factory workers, police officers, the unemployed, children, computer programmers -- all kinds of people you might meet in your own life.” 

”The number of social history topics is huge because social history looks at every aspect of day-to-day life -- family life, recreation, work, social life, religious beliefs, and more. Most social historians study one group of people (such as Japanese Americans), one particular area (such as the Great Plains in Nebraska), or a specific topic within social history (such as family life).”
Source: Library of Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/ndlpedu/lessons/oralhist/ohstart.html
The Federal Writers' Project
During the Depression of the 1930s, the U.S. government created programs to employ out-of-work Americans. One such program, designed to provide work for unemployed writers, was called the Federal Writers' Project. This project employed more than 300 writers. These writers collected stories (oral histories) from more than 10,000 people across America from 1935 through 1942. 

Many people who became famous writers were interviewers for the Federal Writers Project. They included Zora Neale Hurston, John Cheever, Ralph Ellison, Saul Bellow, Richard Wright, and May Swenson. Their experiences talking to ordinary Americans helped shape their later writing. 

About 3,000 oral histories recorded by the Federal Writers' Project are now available online through the American Memory collection, American Life Histories, 1936-1940. You will be using these life histories in this lesson. 
