
Welcome to the Alien in Residence report. I, Hannah James Louwerse, am an alien who is currently in 
residence at the Oral History Unit, by this I mean that I am not an oral historian. This is a summary of my 
experience and work so far. It is not a linear document you can bounce about using the various links in the 
pages and using the network page, which is on page two. The symbol to the right can be found on each 
page, if you click it it will take you back to the network page. 

Alien in 
Residence

graham
Comment on Text
Not a problem but does that mean you won't be reading oral history literature?

tukkie
Sticky Note
too late, already have. maybe a better term is not a season oral historian or from an oral historian background. TBH on reflection there are not many people in the unit who do see themselves as an oral historian originally 
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The Bi-Lingual World of 21st Century Archives
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Both the archive and the digital are very exclusive spaces. People feel they 
cannot enter an archive because it is only for the silent scholarly types. 
Similarly, the rise of the digital has spilt the world into those who do have 
access and those who do not. This is evident by the differing levels of WiFi 
access and built in obsolescence that causes many expensive devices to stop 
working within the larger digital framework. There are also barriers for those 
who are not “digital natives”. 

You could say that oral history has never been welcome in our traditionally text-centric archives. Oral 
histories simultaneously are an historical object; a tape, CD, WAV file etc. and have historical content. Both 
the object and the content are unstable. If we fail to preserve the object we could lose the content, but if 
we extract the content via transcript some people believe we lose some of the more nuanced contents of 
the oral history. This brings up all sorts of issues around how and where to store the recordings, especially if 
they come with any additionally forms or other types of meta-data that also require different storage. 

In addition, GDPR has made archivists fearful of oral histories, because the person who gave the oral history 
might still be alive or have living relatives. Archives do not want to be responsible for granting access to 
material and then having that material misused or unfairly represented. This puts serious barriers for reusing 
oral history material. 

So not only do archives struggle to facilitate the storage of oral histories but recent developments in data 
protection have also made it difficult to reuse the recordings that are in the archive. 

OLD

NEW

FLASHY

graham
Comment on Text
Great point

graham
Comment on Text
Maybe cite the people. The argument about orality v written text is an important one (Samuel, Portelli etc) but has become even more important with the decolonisation agenda and oral v written cultures.

graham
Comment on Text
It is a bit more than that if we lose meaning or a culture...Also the transcript is a representation

graham
Sticky Note
You do want to cite a reference here to support this assertion.

tukkie
Sticky Note
good point. this is mostly based on archivist telling me to my face that this is a problem  



What does archiving actually mean?
Collection?
Maintenance?
Interpretation?
Distribution?
Facilitation?

Changing the language and meaning of oral history archives 
via design-driven innovation, love, and technological epiphanies 

Who actually comes in contact with the archives?
(click me)

Step one: 
Identify current meanings 
(see language)

Step two:
Create new meaning 
(see slow scholarship)

It is need not want 
In his book Overcrowded: Designing Meaningful Products in a World Awash with Ideas, Roberto Verganti expands on his 
idea “innovation of meaning” by focusing more on humans and their feelings. In one chapter he discusses the different 
approaches; user-centred design or creative problem solving, and design-driven innovation or innovation of meaning. Creative 
problem solving focuses on how a user interacts with an existing product and then tries to smooth out the faults that come to 
light through this observation. You give people what they want. This is a perfectly noble pursuit and very necessary in some 
fields, but as Verganti points out we currently do not lack ideas and solutions. Our problem is we keep working within the 
parameters of old language and meaning. In the case of oral history archives this means that we are repeatedly giving people 
what they want i.e. better and more efficient cataloguing systems. These new cataloguing systems however are expensive 
and difficult to maintain especially if you have not been trained in computer and software maintenance (see maintenance). 
Verganti refers to this as “technological substitutions”, frequently updating the technology but not the meaning. However, as 
an alternative to user-centred design Verganti offers the idea to give people what they need, not want. This is at the heart of 
innovation of meaning. 

In order to achieve innovation of meaning one starts with oneself. This is the opposite of the user-centred design where you 
start with the user and work from the outside in. You start with yourself, working from the inside out, thinking about what you 
want and what you love. Just like a parent with a child, you do not give them what they want but you give them what you think 
they need to grow into an upstanding member of society - you see the bigger picture. With innovation of meaning you do the 
same, because as Verganti says if you do not love it then how are you going to make others love it. 

For me the pursuit of innovation of meaning turns collaboration into a delicate balancing act. Hand over the reins too much 
and I risk following the well trodden path of user-centre design. Close myself off too much and I will not be trusted - “who 
is the strange telling us our archives don’t work.” One must have buy in when you propose a new idea. I must be open to 
criticism but also know when to stand my ground. 

What does oral history actually mean?
Collection?
Interpretation?
Filling the gaps?
Handling memory?
Collaboration?

What does reuse actually mean?
Editing?
Interpretation?
Maintenance?
Updating?
Adapting?

WARNING:
Technology is alienating (see language)

What do they need?

The steps between 
step one and two 
aka the process

graham
Comment on Text
I'm unsure if this is right. It is usually digital access to the raw materials.  The catalogue is just a way of getting there. See Boyd, Doug. ‘“I Just Want to Click on It to Listen”: Oral History Archives, Orality, and Usability’. In Oral History and Digital Humanities, edited by Doug Boyd and Mary A. Larson. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014.Meaning is where oral historiand have gone on this but have produced quickly redundant packages e.h. Intercl;ipper (Frisch) and Stories Matter (High) that Boyd I think writes about. There is also whole load of what might be called CAQDAS type approaches...
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Possible new meaning that I love:

“I am a detective”

During my first oral history interview with 
Elspeth she talked about why she was 
part of the volunteer research group at 
Seaton Delaval Hall. She told a story about 
her journey searching an original map of 
the hall and gardens that was worthy of a 
podcast. She spends her free time in the 
archive because it makes her feel like a 
detective. 

I related to this feeling of curiosity and 
mystery solving. Funnily enough it is the 
same feeling I have when I play video 
games, especially open world video 
games.
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de
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Technology

Humans

Diagram: Keeping up with the technology

The field of oral history archiving cannot keep up with technology, which is why we should not be driven by it. We need to be driven by humans otherwise we will 
always be the mp3 player and never the iPod. 

We need to be driven by humans, by things we love like the Italian 
Verganti, a self-confessed lover of love, says we should. 

So what do humans love? Well if the pandemic has taught us anything it is that humans love other humans and they love talking 
to those humans, and humans also really like to make things. Let us bring these two things together and say that humans reallyEthics like making things together. History has proven that we are quite good at working together sometimes and that a lot of our best

 

ideas come from when we are working together. Media theorist Steven Johnson in his book, Youtube video, and Ted talk, uses 
the example of the coffee houses of the Enlightenment and the Parisian saloons of Modernism as spaces where good ideas have been made through the bringing together of people and their 
“hunches”. Johnson talks about how it is unusual to suddenly come up with an idea, instead we are more likely to walked around with half an idea or hunch for a long time until we meet someone 
who has the other half of the idea. This attitude of slowly doing research or coming up with ideas collectively is supported the paper, For Slow Scholarship: A Feminist Politics of Resistance through 
Collective Action in the Neoliberal University, where about a dozen or so female scholars from different neo-liberal universities in the USA discuss the idea of slow scholarship being far more fruitful 
than the current situation in universities where there is a focus on quantity not quality. Research and scholarship are slow pursuits and so is searching through an archive. But things like limited 
funding pushes people into working faster and shorter projects. Even when you do get the chance to collaborate with people in the same space it is often not for a very long time and at the end you 
must have a result - a kind of “drive by collaboration.” Within archiving, the invasion of the digital and the obsession with digitizing is also pushing archival research away from a slow approach to 
research to the faster option of “just Googling it”. 

Nevertheless I believe there is one space on the internet that does capture some of that slow scholarship - Wikipedia. Wikipedia is a space where everyone and anyone can come together and write 
about anything. The information on pages is built up over time, references are collected along the bottom, and it is constantly edited. It might not be a perfect example of slow scholarship but it 
does capture some of its principle that of slow and collective work. Now, I am fully aware of Wikipedia credibility as a source.  However, considering that we now live in a post-truth world and we are 
currently reflecting on our colonial past and national narrative, we might be working out that truth is a difficult thing and maybe Wikipedia is not as bad as we initially thought. True or not it has not 
stop people using it. Wikipedia has an established function in society as a good starting point for further research. It is a gateway to the incomprehensible amount of information in the world. 

What Wikipedia is able to do is capture the dialogue surrounding certain topics and always leave room for something new. This idea of having an open dialogue is something that Liz Sevceko is 
trying to emulate with her International Coalition of Sites of Conscience, a network of historic sites that foster public dialogue on pressing contemporary issues. In a paper Sevceko discuses this 
endeavour of making heritage sites into open spaces for discussion, where a site’s team continuously reflects on the history of the site constantly looking for new perspective and ideas. However, to 
set up something as ambitious as a space where people are allowed to debate fact, we need to gain trust, which a lot of institution are currently 
struggling with. 

The reason for this crisis in trust is not only because the world is going through a phase of distrusting experts, but also because of the various 
crimes of data mismanagement and violations of privacy. In the world of today data is the new oil and everyone is scared of GDPR. This is the 
world we live in and this world was built by Silicone Valley. However, the subsequent result of this new world is that people are really struggling 
to trust any institution that handles personal information or data, this includes universities, museums, and archives. This is not helped by the fact 
that these types of institutions are more likely to draw attention to the handling of personal information by the means of excessive form filling 
making everything feel more “official” and then scare everyone. We need to regain trust and, I believe, offer people an alternative to the shady 
data handling of Silicone Valley. 

This is Anansi the trickster spider and sometimes god of all 
knowledge, whose stories were part of an exclusively oral 
tradition. Spread across the world during the transatlantic 
slave trade, Anansi’s stories evolve over time changing and 
adapting to teach contemporary lessons of wisdom. Like 
this spider’s stories, our stories and history are also always 
changing. It changes slowly through the collective. 

http://hannahjameslouwerse.com/wp-admin/post.php?post=1854&action=edit
http://hannahjameslouwerse.com/wp-admin/post.php?post=1854&action=edit
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NugRZGDbPFU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0af00UcTO-c
https://www.sitesofconscience.org/en/home/
graham
Sticky Note
Agreed see comments above and see Boyd

graham
Sticky Note
Maybe but the demand for instant access tends to be coming from users not archivists (check the staff in tweed in the BL).

graham
Sticky Note
Actually there are arguments that is one of the better internet sources because it can be corrected... Problem is that it does suck in other inaccurate sources which can't be corrected and keep getting sucked in.

graham
Comment on Text
Might need to be more specific about agency here

graham
Comment on Text
No they are not. And there is an argument that is more about protecting data mines.

graham
Comment on Text
Isn't GDPR a creation of the EU?

graham
Comment on Text
Maybe need supporting evidence here or a citation. I hate "them" too but pretty sure GDPR is not "their" fav legislation.

graham
Comment on Text
Oh really like that

graham
Sticky Note
At my old place which h\ad some terrific historians, detective fiction was the favoured reading. Portelli is a huge crime fiction reader (note who he quotes at the beginning of The Peculiarities of Oral History...). Portelli (I think) has written about the historian as detective, but it is a very common parallel...

tukkie
Sticky Note
but i guess that in a consumer driven world the archivist are forced to bend to the will of the user in order to sustain funding 

tukkie
Sticky Note
True. As Lizzy from the archives said GDPR is the first case of people talking about the right to archive which is cool. 

tukkie
Sticky Note
Yes it is. GDPR is the result of silicone valley. I think my anger clouds my writing here

tukkie
Sticky Note
yeah... I'm angry 

tukkie
Sticky Note
aha!



Relationship Status
At Goldsmiths nothing ever goes unnoticed during a Fine Art crit. If you display your artwork 
on one of the studio desks because you have not built a plinth then people will talk about it. If 
you wedge your laptop behind the TV screen that is showing your video art and there is a wire 
dangling from it, people will talk about it. They will also discuss at length why you decided to show 
your work on a TV instead of the overhead projector. And if you use tape to mark the space around 
your artwork so that no one will step on it, the debate that will ensue is worthy of BBC Question 
Time. 

This might sound like your classic pretentious art school activity, however it is undeniable that an 
artwork is a product of materials, space, time. Why did you make it from this material? Why did you 
put it in this part of the room? Why did you make it at this time, in the place? Everything about the 
artwork lives in relation to everything else in the world. Take for example Duchamp’s Fountain, first 
it was a urinal, then it was an provocative artwork because it was placed in a specific space. This 
idea is not limited to art. From an IKEA chair to an oral history recording, everything is a product of 
relationships and these relationships can radically change over time. An example of time affecting 
the network of relationships surrounding an object could be the tulip. A symbol of the Dutch, yet 
originally from Turkey, the tulip briefly became insanely valuable during Tulip Mania in the 17th 
century until everyone came to there senses. A more recent example would be a digital archive, 
which before the pandemic was pretty useful, though nothing like the “real thing”, however now it 
is completely essential. 

The world changes a lot and therefore so do our relationships, in order to survive we need to 
accept this fact and build it in to our system this includes our digital systems. During a webinar 
run by Not-Equal network, Prof Irina Shklovski from University of Copenhagen presented a paper 
called AI as Relational Infrastructure. Shklovski discussed how our current approach to digital 
systems is a more “whack-a-mole” approach and how we should recognising the relationships 
that build AI systems. Shklovski states that “models are typically build with the assumption of an 
unchanging world”, which she points out is a bizarre attitude to have. People explicitly create new 
models to bring about change, but are surprised when the world changes. What we are therefore 
looking for is an acceptance that things are always changing and then building something that 
leaves room for all these changes, making it easier to live and work in this world.
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Above you can see my current map of the relationships of an oral history recording. On the left you have 
two separate bands, the top one is the oral history recording and the bottom one is the archive. As you 
move to the right they come together, this represents the oral history recording entering the archive. 
All over the map you have the names of different players that have a relationship with the archived oral 
history in one way or another. I have colour coded them into; creators, those who make the archive or 
the oral history recording; keepers,  those who look after the archived oral history (see maintenance); and 
interpreters, those who reuse the oral history. 

https://not-equal.tech/summer-webinars/
https://not-equal.tech/summer-webinars/
graham
Comment on Text
There are some great ideas here but the frame is too wide. See Lorraine Sitzia's work on a changing relationship in a collaborative oral history project (sharing authority). 

graham
Comment on Text
Interesting. Missing might be legal? Also OHS and other OH bodies. Also disciplines and epistemology and methods?

tukkie
Sticky Note
good one



graham
Sticky Note
Lots of great stuff on this slide. Needs development... Green oral history?



It’s all about the cleaners

I always get frustrated when I clean my fridge. There are so many little ridges that stuff gets into. I even have to have the door of my fridge open a certain way, which is not logical in the day-to-day but is the only 
way I can make sure that I am able to take out the shelves to clean them properly. This is an example of people designing a product without thinking about maintenance. The designers were not thinking about 
the cleaners when they were creating my fridge, they were thinking about the users. In a capitalistic and consumer driven world this is not surprising. We want to sell products to the users and cleaners are not 
important. After all cleaning is a women’s job and so is inevitably dismissed. However cleaners are extremely powerful, if cleaners go on strike you have a big problem. 

The artist, Mierle Laderman Ukeles highlighted the important role cleaning and maintenance play in the upkeep of our institutions, when she cleaned a museum as a piece of performance art. Ukeles’ Manifesto 
for Maintenance Art 1969! was referenced by Charlie Morgan the Oral History Archivist at the British Library in his article When The Crisis Fades, What Gets Left Behind?. In the article Morgan writes that as a 
society we are focused on creation and undervalue maintenance. This focus has led everyone including archives to become obsessed with collection. This obsession however completely ignores the fact that at 
some point all this archive material needs to be tidied up. 

My work is about getting people to reuse oral history, to give purpose to the storing of recordings, but I must never forget about the cleaners, who in this case are the archivists. They have to do 
all the cleaning themselves. When I had a chat with an archivist at Tyne and Wear Archives they told me that the majority of their job is not archiving. Instead they spend most of their time doing 
things like building management, storage management and currently managing Covid-19 safety measures. All things that they were not trained in. I believe that this current move into the digital 
just adds another job to the job list. Managing a digital catalogue or any digital system also requires maintenance and cleaning and not that many people know how to do this (see language). 
Our society would not function with our cleaners no matter which sector you work in, if they stop working we are in serious trouble. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WIhf3UBNTlA
https://www.artpractical.com/uploads/docs/5.4-Ukeles_MANIFESTO.pdf
https://www.artpractical.com/uploads/docs/5.4-Ukeles_MANIFESTO.pdf
https://www.ohs.org.uk/general-interest/when-the-crisis-fades-what-gets-left-behind/
graham
Sticky Note
Again interesting points about gender and cleaning (Hygiene?)

graham
Sticky Note
Would like to read and discus this. Reading group?

graham
Sticky Note
Or insist researchers do some of it... think about terms of deposit...

tukkie
Sticky Note
yes yes and yes 

tukkie
Sticky Note
Very true. Cleaners are not here to pick up your shit. 
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