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From Individual Experience to “Formal History” :

the Validity and Analytical Framework of Oral History Research
ZHOU Hai-yan

( School of Journalism and Communication, Nanjing University, Nanjing, Jiangsu 210023)

[Abstract ] The reliability of individual experience has always been a controversial issue in oral history

research. Existing studies tended to randomly sample an oral object to ensure that the materials obtained are

representative, or compare oral historical materials to archives to ensure their effectiveness, but none of these

methods are aware of the unique value of oral history research. The validity of oral history cannot only show

that the individual experience could verify the historical facts, but also reflect the “social facts” defined by

Emile Durkheim. Therefore, in the selection of oral objects, the collection of oral materials, the in—depth

interaction of the interview process, and the interpretation and analysis of the data process, researchers should

fully comprehend the relationship between and among position and relation, content and context, as well as

perception, action and structure.The process of tracing how individuals connect to form society, so as to bring

individual experience into recording “formal history ”. These three aforesaid tensions constitute the basic

analysis frame of oral history research.

[Key words Joral history; individual experience; ANT ( Actor Network Theory)
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