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Corporate Voices: Institutional and Organisational Oral Histories, 5-6 July 2013: Conference Report
Jill Kirby
The theme of this year’s annual conference of the Oral History Society, run in conjunction with the Centre for Life History and Life Writing Research at the University of Sussex, was ‘Corporate Voices: Institutional and Organisational Oral Histories’.  Attracting speakers from across the world, this was the first ever UK Oral History Society conference about business and corporate history. 
As Rob Perks suggested in his opening address, reasons for this are rooted in the ideology of oral history - how can the methodology of the marginalised fit with business?  He went on to suggest that perhaps we have been missing a trick by ignoring a whole sector of life within institutions and organisations, where we might still find the hidden, marginalised and powerless, but also examine important stories of the powerful and influential.

Certainly the wide range of topics and experiences recounted over the two days of the conference suggest that there is more to the oral history of business than leaders’ voices and an endorsement of capitalism. It is far more nuanced. From stories of the social and cultural changes created by the arrival of the world’s first polyester plant in rural North Carolina in the 1950s, to the smoking habits and taciturn nature of one of Britain’s most significant climate scientists, the conference uncovered a wealth of fascinating histories.  Among the papers that I heard, some key themes were evident:

Familiar methodological issues of consent and confidentiality take on new complexities when dealing with corporate public relations and legal representatives.  Although many projects were able to include critical voices among their interviewees, some were still in negotiation to enable something other than a corporately sanitised history to emerge.

Several sessions, including Professor Abdel Aziz EzzelArab’s keynote address, brought up the question of what actually constitutes an oral history.  To date, much of business history has been grounded in economic history or social science, both of which draw on interviews, albeit within a different methodological context and practice.  Are these really oral histories too? If so, is it just the name and people now carrying them out that has changed?  Ultimately does it really matter when it’s the interpretation that counts? 
 
The success of the History Factory in commercialising oral history around a model based on key organisational milestones and the provision of archive services, proved fascinating and suggested some interesting blurring of the lines between public relations or corporate communications activities and history.  Owners of commercial organisations often see oral history as a way of explaining their business ethics as Janis Thiessen’s discussion of the Mennonite leaders at Cheezies’ manufacturer W. T. Hawkins in Canada showed.  Niamh Dillon’s interviews at Tesco took place against a backdrop of investigation by the Competition Commission, and revealed a history of single-minded focus on results, illuminated by a store manager’s tale of on-the-spot promotion and bluffing his way through unknown financial processes.  What that said about Tesco’s ethics was left to us to decide but as Rosalind Groom suggested in her discussion of Cambridge University Press, whether the corporation is best served by the voices of its constituents is an on-going public relations debate.

Organisations emerged as essentially social spaces in several papers.  From the paternalistic approach of the childless leader whose employees were his family, to the hierarchies revealed by dining arrangements at Hawker Siddeley Power Transformers or the wistful but ingrained racism of a worker declaring ‘I wish he was white’ of a colleague he would not befriend at DuPont in North Carolina, all revealed the complexities of social interactions within the business or institutional environment.

Changing technology was also both a rationale for capturing working practices before they disappear and a means of sharing the outputs.  Donald Ritchie talked of the introduction of computers to the US Senate (they stayed in their boxes for the first year) and of television.  In his keynote speech, Bruce Weindruch recounted the chronology of technologies used by the History Factory over more than thirty years, from mailing out blank cassettes, to telephone dial-in, to microsites, video and ‘real-time’ recording.  Neil Dymond-Green shared the work of the Invisible Histories project, working with year nine pupils to reinvent the radio ballads of the 1950s by merging oral history accounts with music and animations online.  Rosalind Groom anticipated using QR codes embedded within images to allow visitors to the Cambridge University Press museum to access oral history clips using their smartphones.

It was also clearly evident how important oral history is as a means to uncovering the hidden with business and institutions, whether it be the Egyptian government’s privatisation policies of the 1980s, the ways in which networking enabled independent furniture retailers to popularise Scandinavian furniture in Britain in the 1950s-60s, or the explanations of the complex planning appeals process faced by Peterborough Development Corporation in the 1970s.

The conference showed that oral histories of corporations, institutions and industries help to capture their intrinsic organisational knowledge, build corporate loyalty (and illustrate how to lose it), and allow recognition of employee contribution to emerge.  They provide us with a wealth of insightful information about people’s experiences and feelings about places where most of us spend the majority of our waking hours.

From a personal perspective, having worked in both private and public organisations and researched in the private sector, I find that these oral histories also foreground the tensions which employees and managers negotiate every day. Employees are well aware of the gap between corporate image and brand and the realities of practice on the ground, and yet manage this cognitive balancing act so that the day to day functioning of the workplace goes on. This is what makes them good corporate citizens.  Indeed many actively choose to ignore contradictions, and it is often only in recounting their own narratives in oral history interviews that they emerge, and thus the extent to which organisations rely on corporate citizenship is really seen.
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