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Abstract 

The paper will examine two cases studies regarding collection development 

within Florida Gulf Coast University’s Archives and Special Collections to 

highlight the department’s efforts to curate collections that challenge gender and 

cultural bias. Librarians can influence the common historical perspective by 

collecting primary resources, such as oral histories, that challenge established 

norms. In recent decades, librarians have sought more diverse and inclusive 

collections to augment the resources available to scholars and storytellers. Oral 

histories are a powerful resource capable of providing valuable and differing 

perspectives of history and the human experience. This paper will discuss the 

rewards and challenges of collecting, cataloguing, and providing access to two oral 

history collections: a collection of ethnographies regarding sexual assault (S(he) 

Will Fade) and a collection of testimonies from people who dealt with the reality of 

abortion pre- and post-Roe v. Wade (Histories of Choice). The case studies address 

the importance of academic institutions’ engagement with such collections, faculty 

and students’ role in the collection of the oral histories, potential legal issues, and 

the impact of letting their voices be heard.  
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Introduction 

In recent decades, librarians and digital humanists have sought more diverse 

and inclusive collections to broaden resources available to scholars and 

storytellers. Oral histories are a powerful resource, capable of providing valuable 
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and differing perspectives of history and the human experience while challenging 

cultural bias. Oral histories are often the basis for more complex interdisciplinary 

digital humanities projects that challenge gender, ethnic, and cultural norms. This 

case study will revolve around the rewards and challenges of collecting and 

providing access to two oral history collections: a collection of ethnographies 

regarding sexual assault and a collection of testimonies from women and men who 

dealt with the reality of abortion pre- and post-Roe v. Wade. This study will 

address the importance of academic institutions’ engagement with such collections, 

faculty and students’ role in collecting oral histories, and the ethics of safeguarding 

contributor identities. Archivists who oversee oral history collections and their 

dissemination possess an ethical duty to provide a sense of well-being for 

contributors who may wish to withhold their identities while still allowing their 

voices to be heard. 

In addition, the paper will address the specific challenges that arise from the 

collection/publicization of such sensitive and highly divisive subject matter. This 

paper will identify the complexities of providing access to the content while 

protecting the individuals interviewed who disclose very personal (and sometimes 

illegal) details about their lives. The two oral collections used as case studies in 

this paper provide distinctive challenges of their own. The S(he) Will Fade 

Collection includes the ethnographies of survivors of sexual assault who recount 

their trauma and their candid response. The complexities in creating metadata for 

these oral histories lay in protecting the victims without reducing the 

contributor/survivor to an impersonal number. The Histories of Choice Collection 

has proven far more difficult to preserve safely; these testimonies chronicle 

people’s experience with abortion/abortion advocacy in the United States in three 
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phases: before Roe v. Wade, the years after the Supreme Court ruling, and the 

generation of women and men who have never known a world in which abortion 

was illegal in the United States. The legality of abortion has fluctuated over time 

and on a state-by-state basis; how do archivists and repository managers ensure 

that access to oral history collections of this nature will not result in criminalization 

of participants retroactively or in the future? Boston College’s decade long legal 

troubles surrounding the Belfast Project, an oral history collection of Irish 

Republican Army (IRA) and loyalist paramilitary testimonies, serves as a grim  

example of officials trying to force the release of transcripts prior to redaction. 

These are complex issues, ethically and legally.  

Review of Literature 

Scholars have started to address the myriad positive outcomes of academic 

collaboration with community agencies; with these collaborations come a unique 

set of challenges that researchers have only begun to understand as engagement has 

unfolded via case studies and direct action (Banning et al. 2014; Findlay, et al. 

2015; Rettig, 2008; Thorpe and Galassi, 2014). Case studies have served as a 

jumping-off point for deeper analysis into the methods and best practices for all 

aspects of communication between academics and their community partners. It 

should be noted, however, that a growing number of these studies have paid 

attention to issues of participant protection in situations where subjects offer 

personally or legally sensitive information that could lead to potential negative 

outcomes as extreme as violence and incarceration (Bowen, Davidson 2011; 

Haveman, 2013) .  

Collaboration with institutions that service victims of domestic violence and 

sexual assault (DV/SA) comes with a unique host of challenges directly pertaining 
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to the protection of clients who chose to share their experiences for the sake of the 

historical record (Bowen, Davidson 2011). The publication of a participant’s 

personal details (name, age, location) can incite retaliatory action from abusers; 

therefore, academic institutions must be able to guarantee anonymity and content 

redaction in the interest of safety. These issues of participant anonymity are 

mirrored in another avenue of women’s rights that has received little attention in 

the scholarly canon: the documentation of abortion history.  

Domestic violence and sexual assault (DV/SA) has been labeled a “hot 

topic” for academic research and funding, but reproductive rights (a natural 

extension of this research avenue) has received comparatively little attention as far 

as methods and best practices for preserving abortion history while keeping 

participant anonymity intact. Those who publicize their experiences with abortion 

expose themselves to the same risk of stalking and violence inherent in the study of 

DV/SA (Bowen, Davidson 2011). Additionally, the ever-changing legality of 

abortion (federally or state-by-state) can mean that a participant’s oral history 

could be used against them in a court of law if abortion is deemed illegal in their 

region at any point in the future. Surprisingly, a more appropriate legal model for 

participant protection can be found when studying the implications of the 

proceedings surrounding The Belfast Project, a Boston College oral history 

collection which documented the experiences (and illegal actions) of those 

involved in The Troubles. The information contained in those interviews, given by 

former IRA members who were complicit in the murder of Jean McConville, led to 

legal action resulting in the release of two unredacted oral histories to Brithish 

authorities. Boston College was ordered to provide the interviews to aid in the 

investigation into McConville’s murder; while the actions of the IRA members 
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were irreconcilable, the participants were promised anonymity until the time of 

their deaths, and the revelation of their unredacted oral histories by order of 

America’s court system highlights the need for scholarship on assuring anonymity 

in archival practice (Havemann 2012-2013).  

The handful of articles published in the Chronicle of Higher Education on 

the Belfast Project came to the Library’s attention soon after the department 

received the first wave of disapproving phone calls/emails from Pro-Life groups 

regarding digitization of the Histories of Choice (Chronicle, 2014). Such 

immediate and negative feedback from anti-abortion community groups furthered 

the department’s concerns about safely processing the Histories of Choice 

collection and underscored the need to protect the identities of the contributors as 

well as Archives personel, which is 80% students. A Guide to Oral History and the 

Law, John Neuenschwander’s handbook for handling the legalities of oral history 

collections, is essential reading for practitioners of oral history research and 

became a cornerstone of reference in UASC’s management of Histories of Choice 

with particular attention to utilizing the Institutional Review Board (IRB); 

protections for restricted and/or partially restricted interviews; and thorough and 

individualized release agreements in an effort to avoid future legal issues (pp. 

PAGE #s, 2014). 

Despite the challenges inherent in this research, the positive outcomes of 

student and community engagement with women’s rights oral history collections 

have motivated community partners to continue to pursue these collaborations with 

academic institutions (Findlay, et al, 2015). Continued scholarship addressing best 

practices for participant protection will standardize techniques for safely handling 
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sensitive oral history collections and provide a safeguard for community agencies 

whose demographics require the security of anonymity.  

 Background 

Florida Gulf Coast University (FGCU) is a public institution that sits on 760 

acres in Southwest Florida in the city of Fort Myers. A young institution, FGCU 

opened its doors in 1997 and has a current enrollment of 15,026 students (91 

percent of whom are undergraduates). The University has seen tremendous growth; 

just under 4,000 students were enrolled in 2002, and enrollment has been steadily 

increasing every year.  Such rapid growth required the Library to focus its 

resources on student and faculty services, so the development of the University 

Archives and Special Collections department (UASC) did not begin until 2012.     

Since the beginning of the University Archives and Special Collections at 

FGCU, the digital repository, DigitalFGCU, has grown tremendously. There are 

currently 10,724 assets within 21 different collections, all of which offer unique 

perspectives on the histories and cultures of the Southwest Florida community. 

Relationships have been built with partners on and off campus to ensure accurate 

representations of the different communities and experiences of those who reside in 

the area. FGCU Archives and Special Collections considers community outreach to 

be an intrinsic service that must be maintained year-long with the same dedicated 

attention as any other library-provided service (Tharani, 2012). Without 

community outreach and off-campus partnerships, the repository would not be 

representative of the community. The relationships that have been built over the 

years have allowed for the department to take on more student, faculty, and 

community-lead projects such as S(he) Will Fade and Histories of Choice. 
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Methods 

The S(he) Will Fade Collection includes the ethnographies of survivors of 

sexual assault recounting their trauma. The complexities in creating metadata for 

these oral histories lay in protecting victims without reducing these contributors to 

a series of impersonal numbers (Interview 0001, Interview 0002, etc.). The 

successful addition of the oral histories to the repository relied on the trust 

developed between UASC and the student-run organization collecting survivors’ 

intimate and painful stories. S(he) Will Fade has inspired exhibitions, theatrical 

performances, zines, and TED Talks since being added to the repository in 2017, 

much like the creative, positive outcomes documented in Findlay et al.  

S(he) Will Fade 

In 2013, a teenager named Megan Shindler posted on her Tumblr social 

media page that she was starting a project to collect other user’s personal 

experiences with sexual assault. As a young woman reflecting on her experience 

with recovery from her own assault, Shindler realized the value of collective 

memory and set out to collect and record these stories in order to show other 

survivors that they were not alone. The next morning, Shindler awoke to hundreds 

of messages from survivors who wished to document their experiences. Shindler’s 

work continued throughout college, during which time she became an activist, 

writer, performance artist, and student of political science. These interests 

converged when she founded the S(he) Will Fade project, a theatrical ethnography 

that anonymously records survivor’s accounts of sexual assault. With contributor 

permission, these accounts are presented to audiences via theatrical performances. 

In 2015, Schindler was referred to the University Archives and Special 

Collections seeking advice on how to document the project. A collective approach 
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was required to determine best practices for preserving the ethnographies she had 

so meticulously collected over the years. Oral histories on the topics of sexual 

assault and abortion require that anonymity of participants be maintained, so 

recordings of the ethnographies themselves were not preserved. Without the audio 

component, UASC chose to feature only the transcript and, when applicable, 

photography that was created by a S(he) Will Fade affiliate that is an artistic 

representation of that particular survivor account.  

The anonymous aspect of the S(he) Will Fade project adds artistic poignancy 

in that it emphasises the sheer quantity and varied sociological backgrounds of 

sexual assault victims that can be found in our society. Regarding security, 

anonymity also protects contributors from potential unanticipated consequences of 

publicly documenting their experiences. These consequences have the potential to 

emotionally and physically endanger contributors; abusers/assailants would have 

motivation to re-target their victims in retaliation for publicly revealing their 

crimes. 

Additionally, anonymity insulates contributors from being charged for illegal 

or potentially illegal activities that appear in some of the ethnographies; examples 

of this would be accounts of the victim participating in illicit drug use, underage 

drinking, or abortion. The complexities in creating metadata for these particular 

oral histories lies in protecting the individual without reducing the 

contributor/survivor to an impersonal number. It is critical to protect the 

contributor’s identity while also providing a picture of who they were. A solution 

to this issue was found in a naming system that encompasses significant aspects of 

participants’ identities without revealing their names. The requirement of keeping 

contributors anonymous creates a quandary for future scholarship; how does one 
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protect a contributor’s identity while still providing a picture of who they are? 

The ultimate goal of this innovative naming system was to provide a brief 

but insightful overview of each contributor while emphasizing the fact that sexual 

assault can and does happen to a very large group of people from a variety of social 

backgrounds. The final result is a listing of self-described summations from the 

individual contributors including: Race | Gender | Sexual Orientation | Place of 

Birth. Punctuation played a surprisingly large role regarding the “readability” of 

these summations. The addition of the vertical line creates a subtle delineation 

between each of these traits while preserving legibility, personalization, and 

anonymity.  

(Figure 1: Description of S(he) Will Fade ethnography from Florida Gulf Coast 

University’s repository.) 

The innovative naming system overcomes erasure of identity, but can result 

in negative outcomes regarding discoverability. With the restriction of 

common-practice metadata such as names and geographic locations, 

user-functionality of the sort typical to digital libraries becomes limited. However, 

UASC believes that the educational and human value of these materials makes this 
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discoverability issue an acceptable drawback.  

Megan Shindler conceptualized S(he) Will Fade as “a catalyst for dialogue 

surrounding issues of sexual assault and rape.” The ongoing artistic and intellectual 

interpretations of these testimonies break down the social boundaries that keep 

sexual assault survivors in isolated and shamed silence. The conversations sparked 

by S(he) Will Fade’s activism allow for individual and community healing. S(he) 

Will Fade blossomed into an interdisciplinary artistic ethnography that continues to 

be interpreted and expanded by artists, performers, and survivors that are able to 

access the source ethnographies via the open access provided by UASC’s digital 

repository. Open-access digital repositories will ensure that the ethnographies of 

S(he) Will Fade will continue to inspire, comfort, and liberate survivors for years 

to come.  

 

Histories of Choice 

Histories of Choice is an ethnographic recollection of Roe v. Wade that 

provides historical context of different perspectives and lived experiences centered 

around the theme of abortion. The oral histories chronicle women’s (and men’s) 

experience with abortion and abortion advocacy in the United States in three 

cohorts: before Roe v. Wade, the decade after the Supreme Court ruling, and the 

generation of men and women who have never known a world in which abortion 

was illegal in the United States, “but are grappling with the issue [as one that is] 

increasingly under attack.” (Foote, et al. 2015) It is important to note that these are 

not solely the voices of woman who recieved abortions; the collection also captures 

the stories of individuals who provided abortions or protected/transported 

individuals seeking abortion services.The project was student-driven and faculty 
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led, which resulted in widespread attention both on and off campus. One of the 

lead faculty on the project explained, “Roe v. Wade was one of the most important 

Supreme Court decisions in modern American history, and this project explored 

what it meant to people of different generations. Students collected oral histories of 

those involved in the (pro-choice) reprorductive rights movement both before and 

after Roe by focusing on three different generations.” (Foote, et al. 2015) 

In late 2014, UASC agreed to accession the born-digital materials collected 

by the students, specifically the audio recordings created as part of the Histories of 

Choice project. The department intended to work out the recognized and still 

unforeseen complications of ingesting this collection after the materials were 

transferred. One of the most easily recognized complications of this undertaking 

was the highly divisive nature of the collection itself; religion, politics, and the 

ongoing legality of abortion continue to be hotly debated topics in contemprary 

American society.   

​ In January of 2015, the article “Teaching and Researching Roe vs. Wade: 

Responding to Linda Kerber’s Call For Historical Action Through an 

Undergraduate Service-Learning Project” (Foote, et al. 2015) was written by the 

professors who led the project and was published in Perspectives on History. It 

named Florida Gulf Coast University Archives & Special Collections as the official 

repository of record. Within days of the article’s publication, the department began 

to receive phone calls from Pro Life Groups inquiring about access to the 

collection. The immediate attention gave the department pause, as it was becoming 

clear that Histories of Choice had the potential for a much broader suite of 

ramifications, including legal ones. An article in the Chronicle of Higher 

Education would emphasize just how adverse the legal ramifications could be.  
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​ The story of Boston College’s decade-long legal battle surrounding the 

Belfast Project, which is a collection of oral histories on the conflict in Northern 

Ireland, gave the Library administration further pause. The project included dozens 

of republicans, commonly known as the IRA, providing testimonies of their 

experiences during the Troubles.  

 

The Belfast Project  

​ The Troubles was a period of socio-political conflict in Northern Irish 

history formally beginning in the 1960s. The conflict was between the Irish 

Republic Army (IRA) and the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF), paramilitary groups 

that represented opposing religious/ideological factions. A ceasefire was called in 

1998 per the signing of the Good Friday agreement, which ordered an end to a 

period of violence that had claimed the lives of over 3,500 people. Tensions remain 

high among the Loyalist/Protestant and Republican/Catholic communities, 

specifically in the Shankill (Protestant) and Falls Road (Catholic) neighborhoods of 

Belfast. The 25’ high, iron and brick ‘Peace Walls’ originally erected in 

1969,continue to separate Protestant and Catholic neighborhoods in an effort to 

maintain law and order. The Protestant and Catholic populations have distinct 

perspectives on major historical events from The Troubles. Even with government 

intervention, a unified identity and collective memory has been difficult to 

construct, which has led to ongoing conflict regarding the validity and 

comprehensivity of the historical record in Ireland. It is important to note that the 

paramilitary groups were (and continue to be) associated with specific political 

parties, such as the IRA backed Sinn Fein. The recent history of the conflict is still 

remembered by those who witnessed the violence of the late 20th century, 
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especially those who were directly involved in paramilitary activity. Because living 

memory of these historical events still exists, there was an academic opportunity to 

collect eyewitness accounts of The Troubles. These accounts hold rich information 

for researchers who were interested in the subject, thus beginning the inspiration 

for the Belfast Project.  

In 2001, only three years after the ceasefire, the head of Boston College 

Burns Library of Rare Books and Special Collections, Robert O’Neill, saw an  

opportunity to collect oral histories from former paramilitary members. The oral 

histories would be archived in the special collections at Boston College’s Burns 

Library, which has an extensive collection of historical manuscripts and materials 

that document the history of Ireland. O’Neill worked with journalist Ed Moloney, 

and former IRA member and historian, Anthony McIntyre. O’Neill was the 

director of the Belfast Project and McIntyre would become the project interviewer. 

Interviewing former IRA members meant that details of crimes committed during 

the Troubles would be documented. McIntyre and Moloney promised their subjects 

that the tapes would be released only after the subjects' deaths. This mode of 

information protection was effective in insulating subjects from their own 

testimony, however, a lack of redaction meant these interviews could potentially 

implicate still-living paramilitary members as interviews were released. The 

assurance of the subject’s safety was dealt a death blow in 2010 after the police in 

Northern Ireland secured transcripts and tapes of interviews given by former IRA 

member Brendan Hughs, which recounted the murder of Jean McConville. 

Jean McConville, originally a Protestant, converted to Catholicism when she 

married. The McConville family lived in east Belfast but was intimidated out of the 

neighborhood, which prompted them to move onto Falls Road, a distinctly 
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Catholic area of the city. Not long after their move in 1971, Arthur passed away 

from cancer, leaving Jean a widow with 10 children. In December 1972, Jean was 

abducted outside of her home. Her daughter, Agnes McConville, saw her being 

taken away and shoved into a van. Jean was kidnapped and murdered by the IRA 

because she was believed to be an informant for the Ulster Volunteer Force, the 

Protestant paramilitary mirror to the IRA. McConville is one nine victims dubbed 

“The Disappeared” who the IRA admitted to having murdered in 1999 but would 

not disclose the bodies’ locations. In 2003, Jean McConville’s body was found on 

Shelling Hill Beach in County Louth, Republic of Ireland. Irish Police confirmed 

that she was killed by a gunshot to the head.  

In 2010, journalist Ed Moloney published his book titled Voices from the 

Grave: Two Men’s War in Ireland (Moloney, 2010). In the book, Moloney uses the 

tapes of Brendan Hughes’ interview as a source when writing the history of the 

Troubles, including details regarding the murder of Jean McConville. McConville’s 

children read the book and sought assistance from the police service of Northern 

Ireland regarding the tapes archived at Boston College. In 2011, the Northern Irish 

Police sent a subpoena to the United States government, ordering to release all of 

the tapes that had been collected during the project’s duration. Hughes was the IRA 

commander of the Falls Road neighborhood where Jean McConville resided prior 

to her murder. In addition, his interview identified the other eight victims who were 

a part of the Disappeared. Hughes claims that the orders were given to him by 

Gerry Adams, president of the political party Sinn Fein from 1983-2018. 

In 2013, the same year that the legal battle to obtain the oral histories 

reached the US Supreme Court, Dolours Price died. Price (one of the only 

high-ranking women in the IRA) also claimed that the orders for the murder of 
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McConville were handed down directly by Gerry Adams. Six months after Price’s 

death, the transcripts of her interview were sent to the Police Service of Northern 

Ireland (PSNI). In 2014, after investigating the tapes and transcripts, PSNI made 

two high profile arrests related to the murder of Jean McConville. One of these 

arrests was Gerry Adams, who was president of the Sinn Fein party at the time. 

Adams was extremely critical of the project, seen here in an interview after his 

release from interrogation:  

Both Moloney and McIntyre are opponents of the Sinn Fein leadership and 

our peace strategy and have interviewed former republicans who are also 

hostile to me and other Sinn Fein leaders. They have accused us of betrayal 

and sell-out and have said we should be shot because of our support for the 

Good Friday Agreement and policing. The allegations of conspiracy made 

against me in the killing of Mrs. McConville is based almost exclusively on 

hearsay from unnamed, alleged Boston College interviewees but mostly 

from Dolours Price and Brendan Hughes. (Counihan, 2014) 

To this day, Adams continues to deny any involvement Jean McConville’s murder.  

After Gerry Adams' arrest in 2014, Boston College returned the interviews 

to the participants without publishing them. Anthony McIntyre, the main 

interviewer for the project, contributed interviews to the project regarding his own 

involvement in the IRA; he engaged in an ongoing legal battle with the Police 

Service in Northern Ireland to prevent law enforcement from gaining access to his 

interviews regarding his personal involvement. During an interview with WNYC 

Public Radio host Brooke Gladstone in 2016, McIntyre stated his 

disenfranchisement with the lack of academic protection afforded to him as a 

primary researcher for the Belfast Project:  
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... it is not the task of a researcher to become a gatherer of evidence for law 

enforcement… There are certain obstacles that have to stand in the way of 

the state for the betterment of society. And I think that academics and 

journalists need to be protected from this sort of encroachment and 

incursion. If the only view of society that we have, the only view of the past 

is that of law enforcement, we will learn very little from it. (Gladstone, 

2016)  

The intricacies and legal ramifications of this project hold a wealth of information 

from which librarians can learn. The most glaring issues with the Belfast Project 

were: a lack of proper redaction and redaction policy; thorough and truthful 

communications with their subjects; and making correct choices in protecting those 

subjects once interviews were obtained.  

During the same interview, Boston College’s Director of Public Affairs, Jack 

Dunn, explained the legal fallout from the Belfast Project its the implications for 

researchers/institutions:  

I think everyone in the world will change the way they undertake oral 

histories. When this project began in 2000, everyone followed the Columbia 

university model; it would say oral histories really wouldn’t be subject to the 

Institutional Review Board. I think that has changed. There would certainly 

be heightened scrutiny today. All of the participants entered this agreement 

with good intentions. Some good came of it, clearly, mistakes were made on 

all four of the parties involved and the reality is the promise of the Belfast 

project has been lessened. The political reality got in the way and now I 

think we have all learned a need for heightened caution as anyone embarks 

on such a project. (Gladstone , 2016)  
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The Belfast Project is a grim example of the precautions that should be taken 

when conducting oral history projects. According to the Oral History Association 

(OHA), oral histories are not subject to review by the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB), but the IRB process may provide additional protections as well as thorough 

and individualized release agreements in an effort to avoid future legal issues. As 

new questions arise concerning safety and ethics of collecting oral histories, the 

process in which projects are reviewed are ever-changing (OHA, 2020). Depending 

on the sensitivity of the project’s subjects, it is up to the researchers and institutions 

to determine the safest protocols needed to ensure the protection of those who are 

willing to be interviewed and tell their stories.  

 

Abortion 

As the FGCU UASC began to assess best practices for publishing the 

Histories of Choice, it became clear that subject protections would require a level 

of security similar to that of the Belfast Project. The Belfast Project and Histories 

of Choice revolve around highly contentious and polarizing topics that are 

religiously and politically charged. Both political debates have remained in the 

public eye for years, and continue to be affected by whichever political party is in 

power at the time. Abortion was a criminal offense in the United States prior to 

1973, and in thirty states, abortion was illegal even in cases involving rape, incest, 

and the health/life of the mother (the remaining states had varying degrees of 

leniency on one or more of cases including rape, incest, or the life of the mother). 

The department had legitimate concerns in publishing the Histories of Choice in an 

unredacted form, the most urgent of which regarded charges thet could be 

potentially brought against interviewees who obtained abortions prior to 1973. If 
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Roe v. Wade is overturned and those interviews are in the public domain, could an 

interview be used as proof of a crime committed if that interviewee is still living? 

If abortion is re-criminalized as murder, there is no statute of limitations for 

homicide in the US, so charges could be brought against someone who received 

abotion services decades prior to giving their interview.  

There was much to learn from the legal challenges Boston College faced 

with the Belfast Project. In an effort to avoid future litigation, UASC sought out 

resources such as John Neuenschwander’s definitive “Oral History and the Law.” 

As staff determined how to make the Histories of Choice project public, it was 

critical to remember  that scholars do not have the same protections as journalists 

when protecting our sources and our promises to contributors of oral histories will 

not stand against a subpoena. “Promises of confidentiality are always problematic 

in oral-history scholarship. In a legal guide to the field, John Neuenschwander says 

"the law is quite clear": guarantees of secrecy "do not survive a subpoena"(Bray, 

2011). Additionally, scholars conducting oral histories and ethnographies must be 

diligent with consent forms, utilize the legal expertise involved in the IRB process, 

and be mindful of the verbal commitments that are made to contributors. Faculty 

members that supervise student-led projects must be even more proactive in 

reinforcing the legal precedence with student researchers. While our research 

allowed us to draft best practices and better understand the legalities, it did not 

provide a clear answer as to what the department should do with the Histories of 

Choice audio files already in our possession. 

Hours were spent reviewing and brainstorming various technical options for 

securing the original audio files, primarily the possibility of encrypting master files 

and off-site storage options. Encryption was another option discussed, which 
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involves scrambling data that can only be read by an authorized party by means of 

a cryptographic key. However, this poses issues regarding custody and transfer of 

the key and corresponding data. As the department addressed technical issues (key 

encryption, access control, obsoleteness, corruption, file migration, etc.), the 

potential legal issues of retaining the master files remained insurmountable. 

Therefore, access would be limited to only redacted transcripts as encryption 

would have no weight against a subpoena.  

Sometimes the simplest solution is the best option. UASC divided the 

collection among staff members who were comfortable with the subject matter and 

content. Each staff member performed an initial redaction by removing any 

information that could possibly implicate an interviewee: name, age, specific 

location, hometown, graduation year, etc. Once the first redactions were 

completed, the staff members exchanged transcripts and began the process over 

again. Each transcript was reviewed for redaction three times before being cleared 

for publication. During the third review of the transcripts, staff members created 

the metadata for the repository. A quote from the transcript was selected as a title, 

one that best summarized the contributor’s story. The contributors’ name was 

removed from all records, including institutional master metadata and accession 

records. All previous versions of transcripts were deleted. As a final and permanent 

protection measure, staff made the difficult decision to destroy the original audio 

recordings from the Histories of Choice project. The public record of the project is 

the only record in existence; there is no additional data for a legal entity to 

subpoena.   

The Histories of Choice was a student-driven project that lasted for only six 

months -- it took UASC staff and administration four years to establish a viable 
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practice for making the collection available to the public while protecting those 

that entrusted us with their stories. The Histories of Choice collection’s value as an 

academic resource is clear. We look forward to seeing how it will be used by those 

in other disciplines and anticipate many digital humanities projects will be 

developed and incorporate them.  

 

Conclusion 

The work of preserving and providing access to ethnographic works is 

important. We are the gatekeepers. It is essential to understand the best practices 

and legalities of collecting oral histories, while acknowledging each collection will 

pose it’s own challenges and therefore we must be adaptable. Archivists are taught 

to always maintain the original master files, but as practitioners curating oral 

history collections that challenge gender, racial, and cultural norms we must 

reorient ourselves to place the protection of our sources above tradition. Oral 

histories contribute to better understanding ourselves and others as humans - and 

have the potential to make us more empathetic to one another.  

 

– Judge William Young from the First Circuit Court who initially ruled on the 

Boston College subpoenas said  

“[The Belfast tapes] are of interest – valid academic interests. They’re of interest 

to the historian, sociologist, the student of religion, the student of youth 

movements, academics who are interested in insurgency and counterinsurgency, in 

terrorism and counterterrorism. They’re of interest to those who study the history 

of religions.” 
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We tend to agree with him! 
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