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As the lengthy subtitle of Claire Bond Potter and Renee C. Romano’s new book, Doing Recent 
History, suggests, any historian who reads this collection of essays stands to gain something. 
“Recent” is defined here as 1970 to the present, a period during which we saw the rise of new 
media, such as television and the internet; the development of new research tools and 
methodologies; and the formation of interdisciplinary academic fields, such as American Studies 
and Women’s Studies. This edited collection contains thoughtful writing about the challenges 
these changes pose for the field of history. It explores the varying uses and values of oral history, 
as well the legal and ethical challenges oral historians face. It also helps introduce all historians 
to oral history as a research methodology and field.  

Potter and Romano introduce their book with a discussion of the ways in which doing recent 
history is both a scholarly necessity and a befuddling enterprise. Addressing what seems to be an 
almost paralyzing awareness of a generational divide, they acknowledge that historians fear that 
doing recent history, using new media, and trying new methodologies threaten the very 
definition of the field of history. The essays in the book’s five sections tackle these fears and 
explore a wide variety of topics, some of which are especially pertinent to the oral historian.  

In part 1, Framing the Issues, two essays illustrate the methodological and theoretical difficulties 
and advantages of doing recent history. Romano grapples with the lack of secondary sources 
available for recent history, and Shelley Sang-Hee Lee notes that studying recent history using 
new media can “bring students alive” (55). Part 2, Access to the Archives, addresses the more 
difficult, daunting, and at times tedious issues that historians face when studying the recent past. 
These essays concern intellectual and archival property rights, protecting subjects’ anonymity, 
and the ownership of history. Discussing medical archives that contain information about people 
who are still alive, Laura Clark Brown and Nancy Kaiser note that censoring names could 
destroy “webs of meaning that these records can otherwise reveal” (59). They point out that if 
historians expect less restrictive archival processing, then they must play a part in determining 



what is ethical to publish. A one-size-fits-all policy has been untenable thus far. Gail Drakes 
writes in her essay that she should not “have to violate a federal law to give a paper at a major 
history conference” (83). She highlights how copyright laws can constrain academic work in an 
age when academics from all fields are striving to employ Youtube and other new media.  

Part 3, Working with Living Subjects, is the most pertinent section for those interested in the 
craft, challenges, and methodology of oral history. Martin Meeker’s essay outlines one of the 
most contentious issues facing historians who work with living subjects: Institutional Review 
Boards (IRBs). Meeker argues that “cooperation with IRBs offers” a way to “be more systematic 
about doing oral histories as a form of research” (115). He dates the establishment of IRBs, as 
most do, back to the Nuremberg Military Tribunal, which implemented protections for human 
research subjects. Diving directly into a divisive debate, Meeker critiques Linda Shopes’s 
argument that oral history should be excluded from IRB regulations since the regulations were 
designed for generalizable, scientific research (cf. Shopes’s essay at 
http://www.oralhistory.org/about/do-oral-history/oral-history-and-irb-review/). He frames 
Shopes’s 2003 statement that oral historians are unlikely to gain concessions from federal and 
institutional regulators as a defeat for her views on IRB regulation. While he mentions the 
increasing litigiousness of academia (occurring concurrently with oral history’s 
professionalization), he glosses over the ways IRBs have begun to protect institutions rather than 
individuals. Importantly, Meeker also notes the successful compromise reached at the Regional 
Oral History Office at UC-Berkeley and explains that it is fruitful for researchers, even those not 
affiliated with universities, to interrogate the IRB regulations in order to establish productive 
environments for their interview subjects. Willoughby Anderson writes about studying pervasive 
and seemingly static memories of the civil rights movement in Birmingham, Alabama. While 
conducting interviews, Anderson saw how her presence as a white woman led older racial 
conservatives to assume that she “held similar . . . attitudes about white supremacy” (143). Thus, 
as these interview experiences informed her methodology, memory itself became the subject of 
her inquiry. This is a cogent description of familiar territory, and her bibliography can be of 
enormous use in creating oral history curricula.  

Part 4, Technology and Practice of Doing Recent History, persuasively investigates the technical 
and theoretical challenges and necessities of scrutinizing media that historians thus far have 
largely ignored. Like oral history, television and video games offer “description [that] is 
compelling for the subtleties” (189). The last section, part 5, Crafting Narratives, offers a 
cautionary note to historians (be tentative with interpretations, given the possibility of changing 
outcomes), while also reminding scholars that they play an active role in shaping historical 
narrative, advice that oral historians have long considered central to conducting, and listening to, 
interviews.  

Potter and Romano open up the possibility that an all-encompassing methodology is no longer an 
option for historians. This collection encourages scholars to discard, once and for all, the notion 
that any history is absolute or completely objective and to recognize the interplay of subjectivity 
and intersubjectivity involved in doing recent history. This book may help historians accept that 
studies of recent events are valuable as primary documents in and of themselves. What emerges 
as essential is that historians discuss their methodologies in a transparent way when doing recent 
history.  



Doing Recent History presents a nuanced collection that acknowledges mistakes and blunders, 
while calling for flexibility and integrity as historians examine the transition between the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. We can hold on to our identities as historians even 
while looking at the present.  

	  


