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Digital media, broadly defined, is rapidly gaining currency among oral historians and related 
practitioners as a convenient means of analyzing and disseminating the results of our research. It allows 
oral historians to escape our reliance on written transcripts and encourages us to interact with audio 
and video materials, allowing for a deeper understanding of the metadata – changes in tone, rhythm of 
speech, body language, and so on – that surrounds what is said within the interview space. And as an 
oral historian at the Centre for Oral History and Digital Storytelling in Montreal, Canada who oversaw 
the development of Stories Matter – an open-source database building software – I have been 
impressed by digital media’s ability to make oral histories accessible to a wide audience.  
 
However, this paper argues that there are critical limitations to how digital media should be used by oral 
historians who work in settings of chronic insecurity. Drawing upon five years of experience practicing 
oral history in post-genocide Rwanda, I argue that while digital media is an invaluable tool for the 
analysis of oral historical materials, when faced with a highly politicized research setting, oral historians 
must be cautious in using digital media to disseminate the narratives they collect. While in the field, oral 
historians must be cognizant of surveillance and interference that could potentially draw negative 
attention to participants and research assistants, as well as the researcher, particularly when digital 
audio and video equipment is involved. In disseminating the audio and video outcomes, meanwhile, 
additional protocol must be followed to protect participants’ identities, including obscuring the names 
and faces of participants, and the locations where and dates when the interviews were conducted. And 
finally, once the outcomes of the project have been disseminated, the enhanced accessibility and 
visibility of digital media can create obstacles toward future fieldwork. This paper suggests possible 
solutions to these important ethical and methodological issues, but also asks oral historians to consider 
circumstances in which the use digital media becomes too dangerous to proceed.   
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