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When, in talk with a friend, you tell him or hear from him,
details of childhood, those details are perhaps even more real
to you than in your solitary memory; and they are real and
exciting to both of you in a way no form of art can be, or
anyhow is. He is accepting what you say as truth, not fiction.
You in turn, and the truth you are telling, are conditioned in
some degree by his personality—you are in part, and he
knows you are in part, selecting or inventing toward his
color—but your whole effort, at which you both may be
willing and interested to spend a great deal of time, is to
reduce these half-inventions more and more towards the
truth. The centrally exciting and important fact, from which
ramify the thousand others which otherwise would have no
clear and valid existence, is: that was the way it was. What
could be more moving, significant or true: every force and
hidden chance in the universe has so combined that a certain

thing was the way it was.
James Agee,

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men



1
History and Oral History

Too often we forget that history is, among other things,
an exercise of the imagination. History, like life, is a test of
our ability imaginatively to place ourselves in the positions of
other people, so that we can understand the reasons for their
actions. Through research and study we learn facts about
those other people. But we can never know everything about
anyone, living or dead. The historical record is always in-
complete. Imagination must fill in the gaps in our knowl-
edge, though of course our imaginings must derive from facts
and be consistent with them. Dependence on imagination is
characteristic of all study of human behavior, including, for
example, psychology or sociology. But in history there is the
added problem that the people we hope to understand lived
in other times and may therefore be more remoteé from us
than people in foreign lands today. Only through superior
acts of the imagination can we hope to understand people so
removed from ourselves.

Because history is an act of our minds, historical knowl-
edge can lead to self-knowledge. To test or verify historical
thought we must check not only the data or facts but also our
thinking itself. We therefore learn not only about history
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