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Oral History of Personal Experiences of War : Projects and Challenges in the U.S. and
Japan

Kawano Hitosht

In this paper, oral history programs pertaining to military veterans, including wartime experience, in the
United States and Japan are reviewed. Selected American oral history programs are closely examined in terms
of their missions, characteristics, management policies, interview methodologies, recording, maintenance and
dissemination of collections, as well as digitization and public access policies of the database.

Columbia University has the oldest and the largest university-based oral history program in the United States.
Established in 1948, the Columbia Oral History Research Office contains over 8,000 volumes in its collection
and is foremost in academic oral history activities in the United States. However, despite its wide range of
collections, there are few collections focusing on wartime combat experiences. Other academic institutions, such
as UC Berkeley, UCLA, and California State University at Fullerton have fairly large collections, but few combat-
related oral histories. On the other hand, Rutgers University, Florida State University at Tallahassee, Texas Tech
University and University of North Texas have oral history programs particularly focusing on combat experience
of veterans.

Other than university-based programs, the most notable oral history project focusing on wartime experiences
is the Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress. Covering oral histories of veterans of WWI through
current armed conflicts, the country’s largest project has collected over 45,000 interviews. The oral history
program of the U.S. Marine Corps has over 15,000 interviews of combat veterans, making it the second largest
collection in the country. The program started in 1965 focusing on the Vietnam veterans. However, it also
includes interviews of the WWII veterans and prominent Marine Corps generals who have fought through the
Korean War, Vietnam War, and other armed conflicts.

In Japan, oral history or oral life history are newly recognized research methods in the fields of folklore,
cultural anthropology, political studies, modern history, and sociology. Without labeling them as oral histories,
however, many interviews have been conducted in various historical studies, including military history focusing
on veterans’ combat experiences. In 2003, the Japan Oral History Association was established. Nonetheless,
oral history programs are not nearly as established as those in the United States. It is noteworthy that a few
universities, including University of Tokyo, Graduate School of Policy Studies, and Tokyo University of Foreign
Studies, have recently established oral history-related programs. However, none of them has clear focus on

wartime combat experience of WWII veterans.
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