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Adapting Critical Oral History Methodology to Freedom 
Movement Studies
Geri Augusto, Wesley Hogan, and Danita Mason-Hogans

ABSTRACT
In the 1980s and 1990s, scholars James Blight and janet Lang created 
a methodology, called critical oral history (COH), as part of their inves-
tigation of the origins of the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Vietnam War. 
This article explores how our team of freedom movement veterans 
and scholars adapted the COH methodology during six years of experi-
mentation between 2015-2021, as we drove for a deeper understand-
ing of the US civil rights/Black Power freedom movement. We examine 
what part of the COH worked, what did not, and what innovations 
emerged.
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How do we direct our record keeping toward justice?                                                                                                    
Carmen Maria Machado1

Between 2015-2021, the authors and our larger team experimented with adapting the inno-
vative critical oral history (COH) methodology created by James Blight and janet Lang as part 
of a larger historical project on the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC).2 

Since 2013, we, the coauthors, have been part of a much larger team building the SNCC Digital 
Gateway (SDG), a digital documentary website rooted in a partnership among the SNCC 
Legacy Project (SLP), an educational nonprofit that veterans of SNCC founded and maintain; 
the Duke University Libraries; and the Center for Documentary Studies at Duke (CDS).3 As 
our SLP-Duke team built the SNCC Digital Gateway, the COH method provided a supple and 
vital way to develop a richer, more complex set of questions to explore than did our one-on- 
one oral histories for the SDG. The SLP-Duke team found the COH methodology gave us the 
ability to generate a far more nuanced body of evidence to address unanswered questions 
about SNCC, the freedom movement writ large, and possibilities for civic revitalization in the 
United States among younger activists and organizers.4 As we will explore below, we adjusted 
a few pieces of Blight and Lang’s methodology; doing so allowed us to permit many colliding 
voices within the freedom movement to surface. As SNCC veteran and advocate for adapting 
the COH, Charlie Cobb, noted, “Most of the stories important to understanding SNCC and its 
legacy have not yet been told.”5 This article explores the results of six years of experimentation 
with the COH methodology, examining what has worked, what has not, and what innovations 
emerged, mostly through necessity or happenstance.

Origins

The initial prompt to do this work surfaced after SNCC’s fiftieth anniversary conference in 
2010, when SNCC veterans realized two things. First, the SNCC veterans had eighty hours 
of conference footage, much of it distributed by California Newsreel. While this footage was 
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essential, no one was sure how to get it beyond the library shelf and into wider public 
consciousness. Second, like many other freedom movement veterans, SNCC veterans had 
been interviewed; “Everybody had been oral historied almost to death,” SLP member Geri 
Augusto recalled. “There was no lack of oral history.” The real challenge, as SNCC veterans 
saw it, was to find a way to pass on what they had learned to people beyond research 
scholars and librarians. The SLP members were rethinking; “What does it mean to ‘do 
legacy’?” asked Augusto. “It means you leave behind something that young people now, and 
future generations, can get ahold of, and can make something from.” At a series of quarterly 
SNCC Legacy Project board meetings following the anniversary conference, SLP members 
considered the question, What can we create that would allow other people to make new 
works? “The best thing we can do is lay the seed for people,” Augusto recalled. The SLP 
wanted to leave material for others to “write books, create a play, a film script, support 
a teacher who wanted to create a different kind of class.” So SLP members began to think 
about themselves as subjects, not objects, of history. In that mode, SLP members then asked, 
How would we do the research? How would we present it?6

For Augusto, answering this question became even more urgent after she attended a civil 
rights event at the Library of Congress in 2011 and talked with a teenager who had just made 
a rap song laying out the history of his high school; in that song the student referenced 
a SNCC veteran who was also an alumnus of the school. That was the kind of thing Augusto 
had in mind going forward—getting more people to know about SNCC and its history, and 
tell those stories in their own way. How could SLP sow seeds for other people to take this 
historical information and create new work that would speak to younger generations’ 
experiences?7

Augusto decided to look at historical methodologies that might open up these broader 
possibilities. She and Charlie Cobb were both teaching at Brown University. Augusto was 
familiar with the critical oral history methodology of Blight and Lang, who developed it 
initially to help understand more fully the origins of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Their method 
involved several components. First, they invited US, Cuban, and Soviet decision-makers 
from the 1960s to come together to recount their memories of the Crisis for a four-day COH 
session in the 1980s. Second, they provided all participants with access to a common 
declassified documentary record from the governments of all the involved countries. 
Much of this documentary record revealed contradictions, as well as some falsehoods and 
inaccuracies. Third, the COH sessions were facilitated by scholars familiar with the entire 
documentary record, including previous individual oral histories with participants. Scholars 
were there to “keep the decision-makers honest,” Blight recalled in 2013. Blight and Lang 
wanted to make sure that policy makers from the different countries could listen to one 
another in these COH sessions, see these contradictions in the documentary record, and 
have an opportunity to talk with one another in structured COHs that lasted multiple days. 
Fourth, each COH was closed to the wider public to promote candor and open exploration, 
but Blight and Lang made the materials they generated—the documents and the recordings 
of the COH and their transcriptions—available to future researchers.8 They subsequently 
held COH sessions on a wide variety of foreign policy topics, including the origins of the 
Vietnam War.

Augusto and Cobb asked how the SLP might adapt a similar approach to the political 
context of the Deep South in the 1960s. Blight and Lang’s method intrigued them, Augusto 
realized, but the SNCC veterans “speak from a different history. So what needed to be 
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different?” Augusto and Cobb wrote a six-page proposal for their peers on the SLP board in 
2011, asking the board to consider adapting the COH method. While initial reactions were 
positive, the SLP board did not generate a concrete plan for implementation.9

Four years later, while building the SDG with Duke University, many participants on the 
SLP-Duke team did not have, and could not find, evidence to answer many of the questions 
people still had about SNCC’s work, nor did they have workable methodology to gather 
such evidence. Among freedom movement veterans themselves, people possessed multiple 
perspectives on the movement’s most important events. For instance, SNCC veterans 
disagreed on some aspects of Black Power’s meanings and impacts. This was also true for 
the momentous events of the summer of 1964, such as the Mississippi Summer Project 
(Freedom Summer) and the actions of the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party. And 
nowhere did there exist a thorough recounting of what exactly happened within SNCC at 
the Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City in August 1964. Coming out of that 
event, some in SNCC articulated radically different ideas about the best course forward for 
the organization, and these were the sources of lengthy debates at the time. From the 
vantage point of 2015, Augusto and Cobb suggested again that the COH methodology 
might be adapted to study SNCC’s legacy. Since SLP and Duke’s CDS were already working 
together on the SDG, and CDS had its own rich history of innovative oral history work 
beginning with the 1990s Behind the Veil project, the SLP-Duke team energetically explored 
the recommendation of Augusto and Cobb.10

At this point, the SLP-Duke team had spent two years building the SDG. The goal was to 
build a free and accessible-to-all documentary website chronicling the history of SNCC 
from the perspective of the activists themselves, and to pass on the essential “why’s” and 
“how-to’s” of the freedom movement to subsequent generations. The SLP-Duke team had 
been built around the core idea of centering the perspectives of the activists—a major point 
of departure from university norms of knowledge production and a transition to a more 
equitable one that explicitly acknowledges that expertise does not come only from the 
university or corporate research and development divisions. In fact, university-based 
scholars in the project recognized that without a partnership with SNCC veterans, they 
would have reached the outer limits of their knowledge.11

The SLP-Duke team’s goals were (1) to change the normative story of the civil rights 
movement—to tell the story of SNCC’s organizing from the bottom up but also from the 
inside out, focusing on how local people organized with young activists in SNCC to change 
history; and (2) to make SNCC materials easily accessible to our primary audiences— 
students, teachers, activists, cultural workers, and citizens everywhere who were interested 
in democracy.

SLP and Duke also sought to create a replicable model for partnerships between activists/ 
organizers and cultural workers/scholars in which the former would have the primary voice 
in assembling archival materials and shaping historical narratives. The resulting SDG 
unveils the inner workings of SNCC as an organization, examining how it coordinated sit- 
ins and freedom schools, voter registration and economic cooperatives, and anti-draft 
protests and international solidarity struggles (see the “Inside SNCC” section). The SNCC 
partners worked collaboratively with historians of the freedom movement, archivists, and 
students to weave together grassroots stories (see Figures 1 and 2 for examples in the SDG). 
The SDG digitized primary source material to create new multimedia productions that 
illuminate this history for new generations (see, for example, the “People” section and “Our 
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Figure 1. A page from the “Our Voices” section of the SNCC Digital Gateway.
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Figure 2. A page from the “People” section of the SNCC Digital Gateway.
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Voices” sections). A “Today” unit highlights how the actions and strategies of SNCC are 
being adapted for use in the organizing work of recent young activists and organizers. Other 
parts of the site allow visitors to explore the organization’s impact through events 
(“Timeline”) and geographic locations (“Map”). The “Resources” section connects to 
primary sources, recordings from events the project sponsored, lessons learned, and 
cultural works by SNCC veterans. Links within each section allow users to follow their 
interests by clicking on names, events, places, and topics; many of the primary source 
materials are linked conveniently in the margin for immediate viewing. The search box on 
each page allows for more targeted discovery.12

As the SLP-Duke team developed the SDG, we could not find evidence to answer many 
of the questions young people and scholars still had about SNCC’s work, as discussed above. 
So the SLP-Duke team garnered funding from the National Endowment for the Humanities 
and the Mellon Foundation to adapt the COH approach as a way to develop a more 
integrated and nuanced process to compare remembrances from multiple participants 
simultaneously. We aimed to explore the sometimes contentious and conflicting memories 
of the same event among former SNCC activists, and among what we came to call adjacent 
actors—SNCC’s opponents in white community groups, law enforcement, and government, 
as well as journalists. We believed such a modified version of COH would be central to our 
work.13

The wider world typically understands oral history as centered on the interview, which 
essentially asks the people being interviewed to recount their experiences. Within large 
parts of the oral history community, the supple, sophisticated framework of shared author-
ity has helped structure a great deal of thinking in the last two decades about how interviews 
are cocreations between narrator and interviewer.14 Our COH sessions are a variation on 
Blight and Lang’s assemblage of multiple stakeholders and researchers, also built on shared 
authority. The setup involves extensive research by trusted facilitators and carefully chosen 
scholars, both emerging and established. Compared to the relative freedom oral history can 
sometimes provide the person being interviewed, COH sessions are set in motion by 
a collective reflecting on existing documentation—text, video, artifacts, and images alike 
—and a shared commitment to asking hard questions that hone exact details but also allow 
for multiple interpretations.

In this revised methodology, each COH session evolved by bringing together three key 
elements in real-time conversation. First, the SLP-Duke team prepared, in advance, 
a curated dossier of primary documents, images, video, and sound recordings. We circu-
lated this dossier to all participants six weeks before the session. Second, the SLP-Duke team 
assembled a small group (ten to twelve people) of movement veterans who participated 
firsthand in the main events to be discussed. Third, the SLP-Duke team then engaged 
a smaller set of “adjacent actors”—allies and opponents during the time under considera-
tion—whose memories and viewpoints might offer useful counterpoints.15

The SLP-Duke COH sessions dug into tensions that emerged as part of individual and 
collective activism. For instance, we asked participants, How did SNCC members overcome 
the obstacles they faced? What were the divisions within the movement over how to 
proceed? Through what lenses did Black Southerners view Northerners? What kinds of 
differences emerged in their attitude toward Black Northerners and non-Black 
Northerners? How did activists keep lines of communication open in an era before long- 
distance phones and email were widespread? How did the competing forces of family, 
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employers, faith leaders, friends, and political ideology shape the decisions activists made? 
How did initiatives such as freedom schools, citizenship classes, and new political parties 
such as the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party (MFDP) and the Lowndes County 
Freedom Organization (LCFO) emerge and evolve over time? As is clear, Blight and 
Lang’s COH method, and our adaptation of it, demanded a distinct kind of preparation 
for interviewers and narrators by bringing together people with diverse perceptions and 
experiences in the same room.

The resulting questions (and answers) are often very precise, but at the same time they 
tend to contain a great deal of nuance; hence they are likely to yield complex reconstruc-
tions and retrospectives—the result of multiple voices and outlooks. The SLP-Duke team 
concluded that this is an important mode of work when researchers and activists alike need 
to understand more fully the causes, fast-moving activities, shifts in world views, and 
interworkings of freedom movements on a national and global stage. In addition, COH 
sessions have the potential to produce far more detailed evidence of the interior of a social 
movement, as well as provoke fresh approaches to issues when disagreement among 
historical participants exists.

Framing the COH Sessions

The SLP-Duke team focused on two principle sets of questions that SNCC veterans felt had 
not been satisfactorily answered in the public record. First, in July 2016, we held a three-day 
COH session on Black Power to clarify the organization’s shift over the years 1961 to 1963 
from a focus on “One Person, One Vote,” through the creation of the MFDP in 1963-64, 
and the movement toward Black Power (articulated in 1966) and self-determination. The 
2016 session allowed SNCC veterans to contextualize this shift on multiple levels and on 
their own terms. This COH clarified disagreements that some of the SNCC staff had with 
the Black Power manifesto of SNCC’s Atlanta Project. In addition, the Black Power COH 
brought clarity about the intent and value of the call for Black Power to many people across 
different sectors of Black communities, and beyond. During the previous fifty years, so 
many misconceptions about the term had zoomed and floated through popular culture, 
textbooks, scholarly circles, and journalist writings. Those outside SNCC had characterized 
Black Power in often hyperbolic ways, as “anti-white,” “Black supremacy,” “reverse racism” 
and “apartheid.” The 2016 COH gave high visibility to something largely missing from the 
public domain for the past half century: the thinking of the SNCC veterans themselves 
about the value and impact of their 1966 call for Black Power, and its genesis deep within 
the life experience and political aims of local Black communities, particularly in the Deep 
South.16

In June 2018, the SLP-Duke team held a second three-day COH session to explore the 
Mississippi Freedom Summer in 1964 and its aftermath (see Figure 3). Those present 
discussed how Freedom Summer became a pivotal turning point; what went into the 
decisions to develop freedom schools and create agricultural cooperatives and community 
centers; and how they worked with other organizations to create the MFDP. COH partici-
pants explored how Southern Black activists handled the influx of Northerners during 
Freedom Summer, and how Black people and non-Black people handled the race tensions 
that inevitably appeared. They asked, What were the consequences of the 1964 Summer 
Project, and in particular the experience of building the MFDP? What happened when the 
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MFDP delegation went to the Democratic National Convention in Atlantic City to ask for 
equal representation in the Mississippi delegation? How did Lyndon Johnson’s insistence 
that the MFDP delegates not be recognized affect the attitude of SNCC activists toward 
white and Black liberals? What role did the experience of the MFDP have on the emergence 
of Black Power and the development of new political parties such as the LCFO? How did 
people handle the organization’s changes as it grew?

Figure 3. Short video excerpts from the 2018 COH session available on the SNCC Digital Gateway.
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This COH session provided something like a 360-degree perspective of historical events 
inside SNCC. Cobb and Augusto’s 2011 COH proposal aimed to bring many of the actors of 
these events together to provide an intentionally wide range of perspectives, including those 
of a subset of non-SNCC members, allies but also key opponents, conceptualized in the 
proposal as “adjacent actors.” While the meeting was not able to get representatives from 
the Mississippi state government, the records of the Mississippi Sovereignty Commission 
were a good substitute.17 The MFDP COH was able to provide a multilayered under-
standing of what took place before and during Freedom Summer, the MFDP Atlantic 
City Challenge, and the aftermath of these events that caused decisive political shifts within 
SNCC. By encouraging SNCC activists to look at the documentary record, the COH 
recorded many more layers of knowledge the movement activists acquired during their 
participation at various stages of the process.18 The 2018 MFDP COH helped to bring the 
participants, who were separated by time, culture, and geography, into a more complex and 
comprehensive understanding of what occurred in 1964.

Our COH Process

Following the Blight/Lang method, the SLP-Duke team (1) brought key historical actors 
with different perspectives together and (2) created a dossier of primary sources. However, 
the SLP-Duke team adapted the roles of scholars in the SLP-Duke COH from the way 
Blight/Lang positioned scholars. To foster productive interactions between participants, 
Augusto and Cobb created a new role, which they termed a scholar-facilitator. Such 
a scholar needed to be someone whom the veterans trusted and respected, and who had 
strong facilitation skills to navigate the complex relationships and histories among all the 
participants. During the 2016 and 2018 sessions, historians Emilye Crosby and Hasan 
Jeffries filled this role as a team. Key to their success was skill and experience as facilitators, 
expertise in the primary and secondary source material, and trust generated by their three- 
decades-long collaboration with one another and with SNCC veterans.

Also critical to the development of this COH process was the behind-the-scenes work of 
Danita Mason-Hogans and Wesley Hogan, who were facilitators of a different kind, 
responsible for hiring and setting up the staff. Over the last century and a half, researchers 
at US universities have developed accountability structures for funding agencies and 
professional academic organizations. They have had little incentive to be accountable to 
the communities they research—those people often most impacted by the issue studied. 
This has resulted in a widespread use of extractive research processes.19 Our SLP-Duke 
team knew we would not succeed without pivoting away from extractive research and 
toward a collaborative research process. To make the research process collaborative, how-
ever, Mason-Hogans and Hogan repeatedly had to request exceptions within university 
channels to hire, pay, and recognize nonuniversity experts involved in preparing for and 
running the COH. Mason-Hogans and Hogan had to clarify for all university-based people 
on the project that SLP members should be treated like distinguished faculty, as they had 
unique depth of subject knowledge and multiple decades of experience. Over time, Hogan 
and Mason-Hogans came to realize how deeply extractive practices dwell in what initially 
appear to be mundane bureaucratic procedures. Once Duke faculty and staff working on the 
project understood themselves to be accountable in equal measure to SLP activists and to 
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Duke or to funders, those on the COH staff had to develop new processes outside of 
university transactional frameworks—processes rooted in relationships of care and 
mutuality.

None of the COH work could have occurred without building trust between the 
coauthors and the COH participants. To put it bluntly, without trust, few COH participants 
would have showed up for the COH sessions. Trust building had many components: 
building it between activists and scholars in general, then building trust between those 
activists and an academic institution; the trust necessary but contingently built along lines 
of race and its intersectional identities; and trust between activists and the historians who 
can use, wield, and help shape history in a different way. People blurred the boundaries on 
both sides of what the academy constructs as a divide of thinkers versus doers—our group 
involved scholars (whether credentialed as such or not) who came out of the freedom 
movement, as well as university-credentialed academics who defined themselves as activist- 
scholars. Within the academy, this kind of dual identity has often been controversial, but 
within the freedom movement, such people are legible and familiar. Knowledge coproduced 
in this way comes out differently—in substance, and also in form.

To make it clear how we, the coauthors, built trust with COH participants, we think it 
vital to note that we were consistently aware of how each of us brought particular strengths 
to the table. Hogan recalled the specific way Mason-Hogans interacted with every COH 
participant from the moment she first contacted them to the time she dropped them off at 
the airport. Rather than embody the sterile interaction so common in academic settings, 
Mason-Hogans lived a freedom movement ethos. She asked and knew about COH parti-
cipants’ family and circumstances. She made sure people had the equipment, food, and 
accommodations they needed. Her family came to the sessions and greeted people. In 
a hundred small and meaningful ways, Mason-Hogans showed COH participants that they, 
not just their memories, mattered.

Later, when Augusto and Hogan asked COH participants to reflect on their experience as 
part of the COH sessions, people repeatedly noted how much it meant to them that Mason- 
Hogans laid the groundwork with such care for them as individuals. They brought photo-
graphs and other artifacts with them to the sessions because they felt that Mason-Hogans 
was a reliable person who would treat such artifacts with respect. While it is not always 
discussed in methodological articles, Mason-Hogans’s approach deserves a bit more atten-
tion, because it fostered so much longer-term trust and therefore sharing of knowledge. 
Before anyone came to campus, Mason-Hogans intentionally held multiple conversations 
with COH participants to answer their questions and lessen their anxieties and mistrust of 
large predominantly white institutions (PWIs) who had so often exploited their narratives. 
She tried to make them comfortable with the COH process by getting to know them 
beforehand, acknowledging truthfully their skepticism and anger with the way they and 
their memories had been treated by institutions like Duke (and sometimes by Duke itself). 
She made sure to prepare for health considerations—for example, she ordered special meals 
for people who had food allergies; she made fruit and juice available throughout the sessions 
for participants who were diabetic; and she arranged for transportation within campus 
when some participants had movement restrictions. Before each gathering, she held several 
meetings to get to know the people who would be caring for participants—those working 
the car service and the catering services, and hotel employees. Mason-Hogans wanted those 
providing transportation, food, or lodging to the COH participants to know exactly what we 

260 G. AUGUSTO ET AL.



were doing, how dynamic and vital the contributions were that these SNCC veterans had 
made to the nation’s history, and how important it was to treat these elders with care and 
respect. She knew that for some participants, travel to a place where they did not know 
many people could be particularly intimidating.

It always made a significant difference in COH participants’ experiences to be greeted 
with warmth and belonging. Mason-Hogans’s work let COH participants know how grate-
ful the SLP-Duke team was that they came to share with us; she made them feel that they 
were a part of a collective, whatever perspective they came with, and that they had an 
important story to tell. Mason-Hogans also held discussions with the undergraduate and 
graduate students on the COH team beforehand to sensitize them to regional and genera-
tional norms for COH participants. “Please use honorifics like Mr. and Ms.,” and, 
“Southerners show respect to elders in specific ways—please hold open doors, and use 
‘please’ and ‘thank you’ liberally!” Last, on this note, the meal gatherings each night 
following the conference allowed people to see each other in an informal way, develop 
fond memories, and meet young people in a setting that was less taxing. For some young 
people, there was real value in learning that the SNCC veterans could drink them under the 
table, stay up late into the night, and be ready the next morning to get to work.

This self-conscious attempt to find practical ways to escape fusty environments began 
with how the SLP-Duke team selected project team members. Hiring Mason-Hogans as 
a community-based intellectual and educational activist rooted outside the university was 
important. Because of her separateness from the academic system and her community- 
building spirit, Mason-Hogans was able to facilitate a methodological approach that allowed 
for perspectives otherwise inaccessible because of a long history of institutional racism and 
bureaucratic limitations. Once on board, Mason-Hogans hired student researchers who 
were also local activists attending North Carolina Central University, a historically Black 
university less than two miles from Duke. Mason-Hogans and Hogan selected a Black- 
owned and -led filmmaking collective, Free Southern Media, to record the 2018 sessions. As 
previously noted, Mason-Hogans and Hogan had to jump over higher bureaucratic hurdles 
to create this team and type of collaboration (our university makes it much easier to work 
with people already within it). It is essential to be transparent about the work it takes to 
make such a COH environment possible, as it has been crucial to the process to have this 
diversity of perspectives on our team.20 The resulting COH sessions came from a more 
transparent and intentionally inclusive process that garnered new historical information 
and deepened the larger narrative of the freedom movement. It also provided an opportu-
nity to offer clarity and correction to the popular narrative about how the freedom move-
ment occurred and who drove it forward.

Duke’s reputation in the Durham community and beyond also proved an initial hurdle. 
As the South’s wealthiest predominantly white private research university, it is still referred 
to as the Plantation by many of Durham’s Black working-class residents, a reflection of its 
hiring and employment hierarchies. Hogan is a white scholar working within it. In order to 
make space for a more robust COH on Black Power or any other freedom movement topic, 
Hogan had to prioritize being transparent, self-aware, and candid with SLP members and 
COH participants, as well as repeatedly demonstrate openness to what young activists 
thought was meaningful to them to learn. Years of working with SNCC veterans in 
a respectful manner helped but was not sufficient. Some COH participants needed to 
know why she was doing this work, how she had become a movement scholar, and what 
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values drove her forward. She had to meet people where they were in relation to history 
projects; she often found them filled with frank disbelief, skepticism, and sometimes a “No, 
we’ve tried this before; it doesn’t work” perspective. Hogan and other scholars involved had 
to demonstrate, from the beginning of the COH process, specifically how they were opening 
up university and grant-funded resources to share power over budget, hiring decisions, 
whom to invite, how to set up the room, and how to staff the event. This meant she had to 
disrupt many university protocols, by which university staff are accustomed to making all 
the decisions and simply inviting community members to the research table.

Disrupting these bureaucratic practices took time. Hogan and Mason-Hogans prioritized 
their internal communication and communication with SNCC partners to a degree that 
seemed inordinate to some university-based people. As one annoyed Duke colleague stated 
when we asked him to submit a supplementary justification for paying SLP team members 
for their pre-COH session work: “Why are you spending so much time before the COH to 
bring people together? Can’t you just plan it, and then have them talk?”21 Such additional 
written justifications and the longer processing time it took to hire people outside of the 
university were central to our work, but to some staff and faculty within the university, it 
seemed unnecessary, undermining the university’s protocol and values of efficiency. 
Prioritizing the ethos of freedom movement participants and their ways of working over 
university procedures allowed us to build trust with COH participants.

We also took a great deal of time to develop trusting relationships with youth partici-
pants. This work had multiple dimensions. Augusto recalled that, initially, a few veterans on 
the SNCC Legacy Board were not excited about young people participating; they had had 
plenty of experience with university-based young people’s arrogance and ignorance in their 
visits to different campuses. Some had been interviewed by many university-based people 
for their own research, but then grew disappointed when scholars’ articles and books missed 
so many underlying ideas, a great deal of historical context, and often left out the names of 
ordinary people who did extraordinary things. It was not suspicion of young folks because 
they were young or because of what they may not know or have experienced. It was 
hesitation about youths’ capacity to interpret complex histories on their own, without 
sufficient context, and guided only by academic precepts and frameworks.

To build trust between the SLP board and Duke, Augusto and Cobb presented the project 
at multiple SLP board meetings to assure members that this would be a give-and-take, and 
to show them that the SLP-Duke team was creating a collaborative research process rather 
than an extractive one. Cobb assured those on the SLP board that he would continue to 
work with Duke team members consistently throughout the process; he spent weeks and 
sometimes months at a time on campus in 2015-2017 to work with undergraduate and 
graduate students.

For their part, young activists outside the university also expressed skepticism of Duke as 
an institution to Augusto, Hogan, and Mason-Hogans. Would Duke treat them respectfully 
as experts in their fields? Young activists also wanted to know if older SNCC activists would 
just tell them how they were doing things wrong? Leading the Movement for Black Lives 
was hard enough without elders telling them how to do their work, how to exercise their 
expertise, or Duke taking their experiences out of context. Mason-Hogans and Hogan spent 
a great deal of time building trust with these young activists, and set up the 2018 COH 
session in particular to prioritize youth experiences as central, not marginal, to multiple 
parts of the events. And some university-based people also did not quite see the value in 

262 G. AUGUSTO ET AL.



youth activist participation: two administrators wanted to know what youth organizers 
brought to the project, doubting they had the experiential wisdom of the elder activists and 
given that they were not credentialed as PhDs or in graduate school. Some at the university 
questioned whether they should be paid as “experts.”22

After the 2018 COH session, people on all sides saw the enormous merit of youth 
activists’ participation. For the SNCC Legacy Board, having young activists meaningfully 
present, listening, and asking questions throughout the COH became another way to fulfill 
what “we thought was the plowing of the ground,” Augusto reflected. She continued: “These 
are young people who are working on this, who will do this, who then will carry on and do 
other kinds of things in line with the freedom struggle. They are not separate from us.” That 
experience was pivotal enough for SNCC Legacy Board members to initiate a subsequent 
project, following the 2018 COH session.23 Augusto recalled that at the SLP board meeting 
where she and Courtland Cox reported on the 2018 COH session results, a lively conversa-
tion ensued among SLP board members. She described it: “Okay, we’re doing this for young 
people. Maybe we need to make sure we really know: What are they doing? Who are they? 
What are they interested in? Where do our principles and our goals converge? What would 
they like to know from us?” This followed SNCC tradition: Ella Baker set a precedent of 
supporting the leadership of young people in the freedom movement, and simultaneously 
encouraged them to benefit from the insight—not direction—of older militants, including 
local ones. This guided the position of many on the SLP board.24

Another critical element to trust building was that the SLP-Duke team consistently 
viewed the collection and preservation of freedom movement history through a justice 
lens. The SLP-Duke team had long agreed that who tells the story, and from whose 
perspective that history is told, profoundly shapes the evidence base. The SLP-Duke team 
was keenly aware of the power of historical knowledge to inspire and inform future 
generations of activists.25 Further, since the team began studying the freedom movement, 
it had been important to employ practices consistent with justice as the team collected the 
history, such as equal input and fair consent forms.

The latter—consent forms—symbolized the work the SLP-Duke team had to do in the 
face of deeply frayed relationships of trust between the academy and freedom movement 
veterans. University members nationwide have abused these relationships of trust so 
routinely that many freedom movement veterans either refuse to share their story in the 
first place, or simply have a script that they are ready to impart to scholars, which they 
deploy without making an effort to expand upon what happened and why it happened. For 
example, while doing background research for the MFDP COH, Mason-Hogans traveled to 
Mississippi with young activists to gather research about the local community’s role in the 
MFDP. Ms. Flonzie Brown Wright, a legendary civil rights veteran from Jackson, was on her 
list to interview. When it was time to sign a release form, Brown Wright gave voice to the 
mistrust between the academy and freedom movement people:

I’ve done so many interviews with so many different individuals, groups, and organizations. 
There are times when I reread what has actually been written—sometimes it’s not what I said. 
I just want to let you know that up front. Some veterans just stop doing interviews for the same 
reason. Because we give so much of our time and information. Many times we don’t even hear 
back from the people who we have been so generous with. Certainly, I want to applaud you for 
documenting the history and the sacrifices that we went through. But then sometimes—I can 
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just say the way it is for me—we are really taken advantage of. . . . We contribute to whatever 
you are doing, and I have never even gotten a complimentary copy of the book. So, that does 
bother me; it makes me angry.

Mason-Hogans listened and then described the way in which our approach strove to be 
different. Brown Wright shared her experiences and provided crucial information. 
Normally, Mason-Hogans found the relationship between the university system and veteran 
activists so transactional that the veteran activists usually had a rote response based on what 
had been asked before and their perception of the expected response scholars wanted from 
them. Our modified COH route promised a more accurate and in-depth knowledge sharing.

Because of the extractive research practices many freedom movement veterans reported 
experiencing earlier in their lives, Mason-Hogans knew that whom she recruited as video-
graphers for each session would be key. She hired Free Southern Media, a filmmaking 
collective who had documented current freedom movement activism in the South. The 
team of four people—three videographers and a fourth person to operate three digital audio 
devices to make sure all the voices and nonverbal exchanges in the room were recorded— 
attended a series of workshops led by members of the SLP-Duke team on the COH process, 
including strategies on how to listen and film differently. Each COH session was closed to 
the public in order to promote candor and open exploration and to discourage performing 
(even unconsciously) for an outside audience. In addition, in an environment where civil 
rights movement veterans widely saw Homeland Security agencies as ideological descen-
dants of the FBI’s Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO), “open” environments 
were suspect. As one participant noted, “I always want to know, ‘Who is in the room? Who 
is looking in?’”26 Yet the SLP-Duke team knew that open events helped the university 
publicize its mission. So, just as Blight and Lang did in their original sessions, the SLP-Duke 
team paired each closed COH session with a public panel. “The trade-off is the trust,” 
Augusto shared. She and Cobb “emailed everyone [the COH participants] to assure them of 
who would be in the [closed] room and explained who each person was. The history of how 
academics have used people’s knowledge is not a good one. We had to keep the COH 
sessions closed to build trust.”27

One exciting component of this adapted COH process was the specific way under-
graduate and graduate students from Duke, North Carolina Central University, and UNC- 
Chapel Hill interacted with SNCC veterans. Under the mentorship of members of the SLP, 
these students spent a great deal of time doing research to find documentary material on the 
particular topics relevant to the COH gatherings. With students as researchers, a small team 
that Mason-Hogans directed worked with SLP advisers to gather a hyperlinked database of 
all the relevant documents (over 300 in total) over the course of the year leading up to each 
COH. Civil rights activists Bob Moses, Maria Varela, Judy Richardson, Charlie Cobb, 
Courtland Cox, Dave Dennis, Jennifer Lawson, and others called in to work with the 
student teams. Mason-Hogans led the weekly sessions, asking the SNCC veterans to help 
identify key documents and research terms to guide the student team. It was electrifying for 
the students working on the collaboration to have the freedom movement veterans at the 
center of the research process. It allowed them to interact directly with people who had 
made the history they were studying, and they worked hard to be able to report back 
positive results to the SLP members. As a result, the research team found many documents, 
photographs, and events that had not been archived before.
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Mason-Hogans made a link to this cache of digitized documents available to all COH 
session participants. Yet most found the extensive list overwhelming. In order to have 
a common basis for discussion, SLP’s Cobb and Augusto sent an invitation letter to all 
potential participants, letting them know that our grant would compensate them for their 
time and travel, and that they would be asked to read a much smaller hard-copy dossier of 
fifteen documents, with ongoing access to the digital dossier for reference. A group of SLP 
veterans, Mason-Hogans, Hasan Jeffries, Emilye Crosby, and Hogan selected which fifteen 
documents from the over 300 collected would make up the smaller dossier (see Figure 4). 
Mason-Hogans mailed them each a hard copy six weeks prior to the COH session. Thus, 
through the mailed dossier and online digitized documents, all participants had access to 
extensive documentation on the issues under discussion. The dossier sometimes included 
their own memos, photographs, and reports from the 1960s, as well as those of others; 
subsequent writing on the issues of controversy that scholars and activists had published 
since; and lists of potential questions to be addressed. We expected everyone to be grounded 
in these materials and to come ready to speak to, in detail and in collective deliberation, the 
pivotal issues under examination.

The SLP-Duke team also developed complex communication pathways to keep our large, 
diverse team in sync leading up to each COH. Augusto and Cobb were responsible for 
recruiting SNCC participants. They knew that some members of SNCC were wary of 
projects done with any PWI–particularly in the South—given how often those universities 
used Black Southerners in their research without any direct involvement from or benefit to 
those communities. “We were always trying to think how we overcome those fears,” 
Augusto recalled. For the first COH on Black Power, in 2016, Augusto felt one-on-one 
conversations with various civil rights veterans were necessary. “We had to decide whether 
or not certain people would be invited to that first session or not, whether participation 
should be staggered, how to assure that no one’s voice would override those of others. . . . All 

Figure 4. Screenshot of the digitized documents put together for the 2018 COH.
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those tricky decisions were worked out in a host of one-on-one conversations,” she 
reflected. Augusto did two rounds of telephone conversations with movement veterans to 
work through the sensitivities and concerns of the still-living people to whom this history 
was very important but who might or might not participate in an actual COH.28

While the SLP-Duke team had a plan for executing the COH sessions, we also needed to 
decide who should come to the COH. Members of SLP had participated in so many panels, 
workshops, and commemorative events with one another and other civil rights activists 
over the previous five decades that they had a finely tuned sense of how various SNCC 
veterans either worked well together or did not, shared the microphone or did not, and thus 
could plan, considering who would be able to contribute to a COH meaningfully and who 
would be better to interview one-on-one. “If you have X and Y persons in the room of 
a multiways discussion with men and women,” one SNCC veteran recalled, “people who 
had been through different kinds of tensions in the field as they were working, [SNCC 
veterans knew] how best to have a conversation.” The SLP veterans on the SLP-Duke team 
had a sense that “we wanted disagreement, but we didn’t want fisticuffs. We wanted people 
to be able to disagree frankly, but we didn’t want monopoly.” “Men soak up the air in 
a room,” another recalled. “We were always thinking about the social and human dynamics 
for what would happen in a discussion of a lot of mixed people in the room, and ten 
[people] is a lot.” The National Endowment for the Humanities grant provided for the 
collection of both kinds of oral histories—one-on-one and COH sessions. SLP members’ 
insider knowledge about people’s health also served as a guide for issuing invitations. 
“We’re older people, not always in great health. To have us there for two days or two and 
a half days, we can’t have an hour that’s filled up with having one person [talk] or [only] 
acrimonious things.” The resulting invitations to the COH sessions were thus imperfect, yet 
created with both insider (activists from SLP) and informed outsider (scholar) input.29

While the SLP-Duke team knew ourselves to be experimenting throughout the process of 
creating the SDG and the COH sessions, Augusto continually brought forward the idea that 
the “COH is an investigation, it’s research of a different kind. How can we best do this?” It 
meant the SLP-Duke team explored whether we thought we could have two sessions, or 
three, or even four. The schedule and pace evolved and shifted over time. Practicalities 
determined some of the process: How much money did the SLP-Duke team have? For how 
many days did we ask people to stay? What dates would work for all people? We also knew 
that some movement veterans initially shied away from participating because they felt that 
their role had been undertold at the SNCC fiftieth anniversary conference in 2010. To 
address this, some of the SLP members on the SLP-Duke team decided to enlist help from 
other SNCC veterans. For example, Mason-Hogans asked SLP chair Courtland Cox to 
extend a personal invitation to members of the Atlanta Project veterans in order to assure 
them that while “we might not have agreed then on a particular perspective, and we might 
not agree now . . . your perspective is really important to have in the room.” Cox reiterated, 
“It’s not one perspective that we are trying to push, but we want to get a better under-
standing of really what happened.”30

In the 2016 and 2018 COH sessions themselves, fierce discussions erupted, the electricity 
of them seemingly unabated after the passage of half a century. Surprisingly, this time, upon 
hearing one another’s points of view, people actually shared with one another off-camera, 
often during the meals interspersed throughout the session; the comments were often some 
version of, Well, I did say this, I did that. I was an asshole back then. This sense of self- 
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knowledge, and empathy with themselves and toward others, is something that multiple 
participants noted following the COH sessions as particularly meaningful. People shared in 
the moment, reflected upon, and even at times reconciled some of the heavy, negative 
feelings they had carried over years toward other members of SNCC and toward adjacent 
actors.31

Each COH session involved ten or so SNCC activists, several adjacent actors, two SLP 
scholar-activists working with the SNCC-Duke partnership since 2013 (Cobb and 
Augusto), two civil rights historians from outside of Duke (Jeffries and Crosby), and civil 
rights historians from the Duke faculty (Hogan, William Chafe, and Timothy Tyson). At the 
first COH in 2016, we invited eight youth organizers from the Movement for Black Lives to 
campus to observe and ask questions. Youth insight often led the veteran activists to deeper 
reflection. The intergenerational aspect was so successful that we extended and formalized 
this as part of the process in 2018, so that at the end of each morning or afternoon session in 
2018, the young organizers had thirty to forty-five minutes to set the agenda, ask questions, 
and make critical observations.32

Youth involvement had several benefits. They raised questions that neither participants 
nor scholars had addressed, and thus expanded the scope of the COH sessions in unex-
pected ways. This also fostered the establishment and growth of substantive relationships 
between youth and veteran activists, one of the goals Augusto noted when she heard that 
student perform a rap about a SNCC veteran in 2011 before the outset of the project. Over 
shared meals and informal time during the COH sessions, these intergenerational ties 
allowed for significant new understandings to emerge that found their way back into the 
formal sessions. In the presence of youth organizers, SNCC veterans’ mindset shifted from 
simply talking to “history” to talking with flesh-and-blood youth trying to make changes in 
the present society. SNCC veterans’ energy levels shifted—they leaned forward in their seats 
and their faces grew more animated. They were determined to share their experience with 
young people doing similar work fifty years later. For example, when SNCC veteran Bob 
Moses began to ask Dream Defenders’s founder Phil Agnew a series of thoughtful questions 
about how Dream Defenders approached organizing in Florida between 2013-2018, it 
opened up an exciting, challenging conversation about the ways the organizing tradition 
manifested in the 2010s, and its commonalties with, and differences from, SNCC’s work.33 

Young people as interlocutors facilitated a more thorough accounting of the events in both 
the 1960s and in the 2010s.

In all of the COH work before and during the sessions, tone and ambience were not 
marginal concerns, but central to the success of this oral history work. We made artistic 
adjustments to modify what could otherwise come off as a dry, historical methodology, 
tweaking it to accommodate the freedom movement’s cultural norms. Kristina Williams, 
a Duke history graduate student, created a Spotify playlist of more than fifty songs, starting 
with Motown and Sam Cooke, that greeted everyone upon entry. A slideshow of images 
from the movement played in the background in the morning and during lunch of every day 
of the COH sessions. These sounds and images evoked memories and feelings that were 
central to movement work. Social relations and camaraderie within organizations, most 
SNCC members averred, was intrinsic to how work got done, and thus to how movement 
knowledge got constructed. Mason-Hogans made sure to have food typical in the South, 
adapted to people’s dietary restrictions, available to all participants throughout the COH 
sessions. At the conclusion of the last COH session in 2016, Mason-Hogans’s family 
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brought in four fresh pies, invoking a long history of shared meals after church on Sundays. 
Participants’ faces lit up with excitement and appreciation, and much joyfulness ensued. 
Photographers were on hand to take pictures of artifacts and documents that participants 
brought with them from personal archives so they never left their owners’ possession. The 
SLP-Duke team felt it was key to bring all of one’s senses to the construction of freedom 
movement knowledge.

The very intentional way that Geri Augusto opened the first COH session set the stage for 
giving people encouragement and permission for many complex and sometimes contra-
dictory memories to surface (see Figures 5–7). “Remembering is a moral act,” Augusto 
stated at the beginning of the 2016 COH session. “Each of you saw the emergence of Black 
Power as an idea in its early practice in a different way,” she shared. “I think of it like this: 
each of you came into the same room, but at a different point; you left on a different note. 
You might have stayed in the same house, but with a different set of people. We were all 
reading, many of you were reading, the very same books, but you were not necessarily 
reading them in common. Or the way you came across them or interpreted them might 
have been different.” It was important to honor those divergent ways of thinking about, and 
interpreting, the same set of events and books. She made sure people understood: “We want 
to bring out all those different ways” of being in the freedom movement, “and different 
paths by which people came to them.”34

SNCC’s understanding of Black Power’s origins and development had not been well 
documented except through individual interviews, scattered in archives around the country. 
So Augusto asked people in the room to recognize “the kind of knowledge production that 

Figure 5. July 2018 COH Session, L to R: Charles McLaurin, David Dennis, Sr., Ajamu Dillahunt-Holloway, 
Sunny Osment, Amber Delgado (standing), Akanke Mason-Hogans, Rebekah Barber, Aja Monet, Hollis 
Watkins, Curtis Wilkie (back to camera), Courtland Cox (far left, front); also present at the session but not 
pictured here was Charles McLaurin.
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Figure 6. Free Southern Media Collective, Kenneth Campbell, Miles Jordan, Azzan Quick, and Amber 
Delgado, did all the recording and processing of both video and audio for the COH sessions, and were 
a key part of the movement ethos maintained in the sessions.

Figure 7. Getting ready for the final group photo, COH session, July 2018. Danita Mason-Hogans is front 
row, left (black and white dress); Geri Augusto is at the far right side (light blue shirt).

THE ORAL HISTORY REVIEW 269



this calls for,” and suggested people build on the ideas of Maori activist-scholar Linda 
Tuhiwai Smith, author of Decolonizing Methodologies. Augusto invoked Tuhiwai Smith’s 
notion of research that Indigenous communities created as “reframing, claiming testimo-
nies, storytelling, celebrating survival, remembering, intervening, revitalizing, connecting.” 
It was similar to SNCC veterans’ experiences. “You’ve been written about; this is about 
writing back.”35

Once the sessions concluded, Mason-Hogans and Hogan transcribed them, and in 
keeping with the COH ethos, sent the transcripts to all participants for feedback, spelling 
corrections, and clarification. SLP members took primary responsibility for the time- 
consuming jobs of encouraging COH participants to review and re-review, and making 
those edits. If a COH participant disagreed with the transcript, Hogan listened to the 
original recording and made a note about their response in the transcript. Hogan and 
Mason-Hogans then indexed the transcripts and deposited them in the Duke library. Duke 
employees Karlyn Forner and Kaley Deal, working on the SDG, created video excerpts of 
both the 2016 and 2018 sessions, ran them through the SDG’s editorial board for feedback 
and edits, and then made the clips of these sessions available online through the SDG.36 At 
the beginning of the process in 2016, the SLP-Duke team thought we were simply adopting 
Blight and Lang’s methodology, but by the end of the 2018 session, we realized that we had 
created something new.

Spreading the Model: Mason-Hogans Takes COH to Chapel Hill

The SLP-Duke team members were not sure if our adaptation of the COH methodology 
would be useful to other settings or was unique to our circumstances. The team had an 
opportunity to test its wider applicability through Mason-Hogans. As Mason-Hogans 
worked as COH project director, she continued her longtime work with the town of 
Chapel Hill. As a member of the mayor’s civil rights task force, she recommended the 
city adopt the COH approach to document the city’s freedom movement. The task force 
agreed. Mason-Hogans developed a partnership with the Chapel Hill Public Library system, 
the Chapel Hill-Carrboro school system, UNC historian Malinda Maynor Lowery, and local 
civil rights activists to develop a more accurate civil rights archive for the town. This brief 
section examines how Chapel Hill adopted the COH methodology.

In order for SNCC, Dr. King, or any other national figure or movement to become 
successful, there had to have been a local community whose citizens were ready to confront 
the realities of racism and embrace the change of the era. The Chapel Hill COH team (CH- 
COH) researched five common threads that sparked the civil rights movement throughout 
the country on national and local levels. They were

● the murder of Emmett Till;
● poverty and a lack of attention to basic needs of the community;
● terror and a systemic disenfranchisement of citizenry;
● the actions of the Greensboro Four; and
● the power of and determination of young activists.

270 G. AUGUSTO ET AL.



The CH-COH team, led by Mason-Hogans, therefore attempted to use the SLP-Duke COH 
process as a model framework whereby local communities could document and share the 
local history of the civil rights movement, beginning in Chapel Hill.

As a daughter of one of the igniters of the civil rights movement in Chapel Hill, Mason- 
Hogans knew these activists were long dissatisfied with the way their history had been told 
and understood by researchers at University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill (UNC). Local 
civil rights activists did not have the essential trust in the university system necessary to 
garner a full depiction of what happened in the local community during the 1960s freedom 
movement. Much of the existing research about the Chapel Hill civil rights movement, as in 
so many other university cities and towns in this country, centered UNC’s role in the civil 
rights movement. The narrative about the role of the local African-descended community 
in the town of Chapel Hill was regulated to a single spontaneous event that propelled the 
university students into civil rights action.37

The CH-COH produced a treasure trove of local history that had not been previously 
explored or understood. Because of the relationships the CH-COH team cultivated with 
local movement people and scholar-activists, the team was able to counter the traditional 
narrative centering the university and replace it with firsthand accounts and primary source 
material that corrected the historical record. One important origin story emerged: the civil 
rights movement in Chapel Hill actually began as a youth movement that was a well- 
thought-out plan devised and executed by high school students at Chapel Hill’s all-Black 
Lincoln High School.

The unexpected result of this collaboration was an opportunity to reflect collectively on 
this important part of Chapel Hill History, driven by local community members who 
decided to encapsulate this history in a town timeline, historical website, new university 
archives, K-12 materials developed in part by high schoolers working with the project, 
a documentary, a historical marker, a podcast, a national library association presentation on 
the process, and several local and trending national news stories about the events. In 2021, 
Mason-Hogans organized a partnership between local community members with UNC- 
Chapel Hill’s Center for the Study of the American South to carry forward a COH session 
on the unsolved 1970 murder of a young Black citizen of Chapel Hill, James Cates, on the 
UNC-Chapel Hill campus. This historical work continues today; in March 2022, the US 
Department of Justice also reopened their investigation into the James Cates case.38

Conclusion: What We Have Learned

Many freedom movement activists with whom the SLP-Duke team have worked felt and 
continue to feel disrespected by larger societal institutions—they often feel that their 
opinions and voices do not matter, or that their reasons for participating in the freedom 
struggle are and have been distorted by journalists, scholars, or local historical societies. 
Since academic intuitions are a part of a greater power structure, these perceptions often 
hold true when university-based scholars collect and document history in grassroots 
communities as well.39 The COH method as adopted and adapted by SLP-Duke offers 
a useful tool to employ a more collaborative process that upends the extractive approach to 
building historical archives of civil and cultural work often used in universities, museums, 
and other cultural institutions.
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The process has created an opportunity to improve the quality and depth of information 
we have about the freedom movement. The SLP-Duke team learned about key points in the 
movement that have remained obscured or misrepresented. All knowledge is situated and 
subjective, but these COHs were able to surface many aspects of the freedom movement 
participants’ experience that had been submerged, forgotten, or intentionally obscured by 
opponents within or outside the movement.40 For example, Gloria House’s role as primary 
author of the first draft of SNCC’s pathbreaking anti-Vietnam War statement emerged; 
previously neither scholars nor SNCC veterans had documented this. The COH sessions 
also documented the origins and evolution of the Atlanta Project. “The room fell a little bit 
silent” as they began to tell their story from the inside out, as the people involved explained 
how it emerged, what it meant to them, and how and why they had a contentious relation-
ship with an older generation of SNCC veterans (who were also in the room). This multiway 
dialogue holds much that could be valuable to current activists within the Movement for 
Black Lives (in which there are now multiple minigenerations of participants who do not 
always agree with one another), or to civic actors who are working in intergenerational 
organizing in reproductive justice, LGBTQ+, voting rights, and immigration campaigns. 
The 2018 COH session provided additional layers of understanding from diverse points of 
view, “missing gaps that people filled in for one another,” whether they had been negotiating 
with national Democratic Party leaders, sitting in vigil along the boardwalk, or working in 
the Washington DC-based MFDP office. Our peer review process included overlaying 
different versions on each other to provide a richer, fuller version of pivotal movement 
events.

The SLP-Duke team also learned what did not work so well in the COH sessions. We 
needed more adjacent actors but did not set aside the time to develop relationships with 
them to the same degree that we did with the freedom movement veterans. As a team, we 
would have drawn an even sharper historical picture if we could have convinced former 
lawyers from the US Department of Justice’s Civil Rights Division, journalists, members of 
the Mississippi White Citizens’ Council, members of the state sovereignty commission, 
retired FBI and state patrol officers, or government officials to participate. Another realiza-
tion was that the limited capacity of the SLP-Duke team meant that we underestimated how 
much time the post-COH processing would take, or how much time it would take to sustain 
the many relationships we wanted to maintain respectfully. Thus, when COH participants 
felt energized by these sessions and asked if our SLP-Duke team could find funding support 
for additional COH sessions, we were not able to to fulfill their request. In hindsight, our 
team concluded we should have been more clear about our capacity at the outset, to set 
more realistic expectations.41

The SLP-Duke team learned it was essential not just to raise the funds to pay participants 
for their expertise and time, but also to take the time to find and recruit a project director 
with a very high level of interpersonal skills and a freedom movement ethos. Mason- 
Hogans’s hire was pivotal: we required a person who was sensitive to cultural dynamics 
and to the social environment in the room, and who could manage a large number of 
complex people as well as logistics. Many universities do not find such people very easily 
because their high level of skill is not legible within university hiring protocols as particu-
larly or uniquely valuable. Yet we understood that if we did not find someone with this vital 
skill set, it would easily invite harm to do this kind of oral history work through a university. 
As Charmaine Williams noted of her research on LGBTQ+ human rights work in the 
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Caribbean, she had “to put aside naive ideas of benevolence and engagement in important 
work to, instead, enter the project with self-awareness around the political, historical, and 
global discourses in which I was intending to participate.”42 Resorting to normative 
relationships between the university system and participants leads to transactional relation-
ships. The lack of understanding, mistrust, and historical exploitation do not provide 
freedom movement veterans with the motivation or context to provide answers to impor-
tant questions by scholars, young people, and other civic participants who need to under-
stand why historic events unfolded in particular ways, and more importantly, to provide 
a framework for candid public assessment of freedom movement history.

The moral ethos we shared as part of the SLP-Duke team structured a great deal of the 
trust building in the early days leading up to the success of the 2016 and 2018 COH sessions. 
Involving adjacent actors and opponents is crucial, but working with them as core people 
who help us structure the project was not viable or something toward which the SLP-Duke 
team strove. We realize we could not work this way with veterans of the White Citizens’ 
Councils, for example.43 It is also important to note that fifty-plus years had passed since the 
events the SLP-Duke team explored. As Charmaine Williams again noted of her work to 
build a COH process on LGBTQ+ human rights issues in the Caribbean, “Critical oral 
history is purported to serve liberatory projects, but the idea that liberation is linked to 
testifying and being witnessed is culture-bound,” and often time-bound. “From the privi-
leged space of Global North economic foundations, middle/upper class securities and 
academic freedoms, testimony and documentation are paths to recognition and rights. 
Marginalized groups, however, do not always benefit from breaking silence, and may in fact 
choose silence as a way to resist and refuse co-option into dominant interests.”44 Our team’s 
work in setting up the COH sessions in 2016 and 2018 could not have been done at Duke in 
1966 or 1968 without grave risks to participants, or without a cultural context where 
participants saw testifying and witness as a way to “fix” or “correct” the historical record.45

SLP chair Courtland Cox noted early in the SLP-Duke partnership that “our youth have 
to have the benefit of our information, if not experiences, so they have a head start as they 
continue their struggle in America.” He called this project a “critical transfer of informa-
tional wealth.” The term stuck. SNCC activist Joyce Ladner rejoined: “If nothing else will 
save the most vulnerable of this generation, then informational wealth may be used to do 
so.”46 The COHs and SDG provide one model for how universities and freedom movements 
might partner on an egalitarian basis to identify, archive, and disseminate the lessons 
learned inside movements, placing the subjects of history in control of the categories and 
narratives their work generates. The concept of transferring informational wealth to sub-
sequent generations was an important asset in this partnership.

The COHs created a model to document a freedom movement in a way that aimed to 
uphold its values of justice, mutual respect, and reciprocity.47 Instead of seeing political 
movements the way the media often does, as spontaneous eruptions involving marches, 
conflicts with authority, and then a sudden leap forward with the signing of a new law, 
people participating in this work learned and shared important lessons about participating 
in self-determination practices as a part of their day-to-day lives. It furthered the insight of 
Frederick Douglass, that in a democracy, people must act to demand democratic behavior 
from those with power: “Power concedes nothing without a demand.”48
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Every aspect of creating the COH sessions—the lead-up, the actual sessions, and then the 
processing work—is dialogical in a way that one-on-one oral histories are rarely able to be. 
At each stage, people participated in multiway conversations to prepare the dossier and 
participate in the sessions, rather than a binary process between interviewer and narrator. 
The COH process provided an opportunity to open the floodgates of trust which, inevitably, 
led to more accurate information. Our sessions indeed resulted in an enormous increase in 
the amount and quality of information now available about the origins, evolution, and 
results of Black Power and the MFDP that simply was not accessible or documented prior to 
this work. If archives reflect power relations, and an archived community is an enfranchised 
community, little-d democratic archives are an essential pillar of democratic societies. As 
one of our partners in Brazil said after a presentation on the COH method, “This takes the 
idea of Paolo Freire’s ‘popular education’ and applies it to building community archives.”49

More information on the project is available online.50 We welcome feedback and push-
back, and we hope people will share their experiences of building similar movement 
archives with us. Our emails are Danita Mason-Hogans (danita.masonhogans@duke.edu), 
Wesley Hogan (wesley.hogan@duke.edu), Geri Augusto (geri_augusto@brown.edu).
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Notes

1. Carmen Maria Machado, In the Dream House: A Memoir (Minneapolis, MN: Graywolf Press, 
2019), 5.

2. The Movement History Initiative is a collaborative group made up of members of the SNCC 
Legacy Project, civil rights movement scholars from around the country, the Duke University 
Libraries, the Center for Documentary Studies, the John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute at 
Duke, and youth organizers across the nation; we thank these individuals in this article’s 
acknowledgments. In this article, when we refer to the “SLP-Duke team,” we are talking about 
the large team responsible for building the SNCC Digital Gateway and the series of subsequent 
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projects that work generated. When we refer to ourselves, the coauthors, we are talking about 
Augusto, Hogan, and Mason-Hogans, those most responsible for implementing the COHs in 
2016 and 2018. For more about the current work of the SLP-Duke team as a whole, see https:// 
blogs.library.duke.edu/rubenstein/2021/05/18/intergenerational-collaboration-makes-history/.

3. The SNCC Digital Gateway address is https://snccdigital.org.
4. The term freedom movement has been widely adopted by scholars and activists who write about 

the civil rights movement and/or Black Power movements of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s to 
emphasize the continuity between the civil rights and Black Power phases of the struggle, as 
well as to connect these movements to prior and subsequent struggles for Black freedom.

5. Charlie Cobb, Critical Oral Histories session, July 9, 2016, transcript, SNCC Collection, 
Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.

6. Geri Augusto has been a board member of the SNCC Legacy Project since its founding in 2011. 
All quotes about SLP members’ thinking in this paragraph come from her recounting of the 
period between 2011-2013, as SLP began to do its work through its quarterly board meetings; 
notes in Hogan’s possession.

7. Information studies scholar Michelle Caswell has recently written about archival work in 
a similar way: “At their best, that is what archives empower people to do—see themselves in 
a new light across space and time. At their very best, archives then catalyze this new self- 
reflection into action, motivating users into activism beyond their personal contexts”; Caswell, 
Urgent Archives: Enacting Liberatory Memory Work (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2021), 23.

8. For readers who want to learn more about the original COH methodology, James Blight and 
janet Lang explain the reasoning behind their methodology at https://www.choices.edu/video/ 
why-did-you-do-a-critical-oral-history-project-on-the-vietnam-war/. This website includes 
greater detail on the original methodology. The Cubans call the Cuban Missile Crisis the 
October Crisis. For more on their original methodology, see the following, all authored by 
James G. Blight and janet M. Lang: The Fog of War: Lessons from the Life of Robert 
S. McNamara (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2005); Vietnam If Kennedy Had Lived: 
Virtual JFK (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2009); “FORUM: When Empathy Failed— 
Using Critical Oral History to Reassess the Collapse of US-Soviet Détente in the Carter- 
Brezhnev Years,” Journal of Cold War Studies 12, no. 2 (Spring 2010): 29-74; Dark beyond 
Darkness: The Cuban Missile Crisis as History, Warning, and Catalyst (Lanham, MD: Roman 
and Littlefield, 2018). Blight and Lang noted that they “developed critical oral history to build 
a bridge between the confusion of experience and the relatively cut-and-dried rendering of that 
experience. Critical oral history does so by combining, in structured conferences, decision- 
makers, scholars, and declassified documents (which provide added accuracy and authenticity 
to the conversation).” They argue for the importance of empathy to the COH process, 
distinguishing it from sympathy. “In the absence of empathy,” they write in “When Empathy 
Failed,” “one cannot accurately tell the story adversaries are telling themselves about you, about 
themselves, or about the situation they believe they face. Whether empathy is present or not— 
and thus whether one perceives accurately or misperceives—is often centrally an ethical issue.” 
It is the presence of empathy, they note, that “is more or less why critical oral history works, 
why we are able to learn something significant in the investigation of events in which empathy 
was largely absent (and in which the lack of empathy led to the failure under scrutiny)”; 
“FORUM: When Empathy Failed,” 34, 39, 41-42. Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes’s powerful 
analysis of the way Blight and Lang’s COH methodology allowed “subalterns to speak” and 
revealed the bias of international relations as a field is instructive; see Laffey and Weldes, 
“Decolonizing the Cuban Missile Crisis,” International Studies Quarterly 52 (2008): 555-577. 
See also Raymond Garthoff, “On Empathy and Critical Oral History: A Commentary,” Cold 
War Studies 12, no. 2 (2010): 79-88; and Eldad Ben Aharon, “Doing Oral History with the 
Israeli Elite and the Questions of Methodology in International Relations Research,” The Oral 
History Review 47, no. 1 (2020): 3-25. While we were not aware of her work as we got the COH 
work off the ground, Christine Lemley’s Practicing Critical Oral History: Connecting School and 
Community (New York: Routledge, 2018) came out as we engaged the practice. We find her 
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ideas generative and powerful, particularly her concluding remarks that “storytelling through 
the COH frame may empower, humanize, repair broken dignity and challenge the ‘danger of 
a single story’ (Adichie 2013)”; Lemley, Practicing, 11.

9. Geri Augusto and Charles Cobb, “Proposal for a Critical Oral History Conference on Black 
Power: An Idea Both Old and New Emerges,” New Works Committee, SNCC Legacy Project 
Board, 2011, SNCC Collection, Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.

10. For more information on the Behind the Veil project, see Behind the Veil: Documenting African 
American Life in the Jim Crow South Digital Collection, John Hope Franklin Research Center, 
Duke University Libraries, available online at https://repository.duke.edu/dc/behindtheveil. 
Also see William Chafe et al., eds., Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell about 
Life in the Segregated South (New York: New Press, in association with Lyndhurst Books, 2001).

11. For a more detailed account of the larger SNCC Digital Gateway project, see Courtland Cox 
et al., “Building and Transferring Movement Informational Wealth: The SNCC Digital 
Gateway,” Journal of African American History 105, no. 4 (Fall 2020): 627-647.

12. The SNCC Digital Gateway is at http://snccdigital.org; “Inside SNCC” is at https://snccdigital. 
org/inside-sncc/, “People” is at https://snccdigital.org/category/people/, “Our Voices” is at 
https://snccdigital.org/our-voices/, “Today” is at https://snccdigital.org/today/, “Timeline” is 
at https://snccdigital.org/category/timeline/1943-1960/, “Map” is at https://snccdigital.org/ 
map/, and “Resources” is at https://snccdigital.org/resources/gateway-conversations/.

13. Scholars have published several articles over the last decade that engage COH. See, for example, 
Ben Aharon, “Doing Oral History with the Israeli Elite.” See also the vital work of Charmaine 
C. Williams, “Critical Oral History: Reflections on Method and Medium,” Qualitative Social 
Work 18, no. 5 (2019): 787-799; Soon Nam Kim, “Whose Voice Is It Anyway? Rethinking the 
Oral History Method in Accounting Research on Race, Ethnicity, and Gender,” Critical 
Perspectives on Accounting 19 (2008): 1346-1369; and Mohamed Seedat, “Oral History as an 
Enactment of Critical Community Psychology,” Journal of Community Psychology 43 (2015): 
22–35.

14. For more on this, see Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of 
Oral and Public History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990). In 2003, the Oral 
History Review published several articles dedicated to unpacking and examining the concept of 
“shared authority”: Michael Frisch, “Commentary: Sharing Authority—Oral History and the 
Collaborative Process,” Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003): 111-13; Lorraine Sitzia, “A Shared 
Authority: An Impossible Goal?,” Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003): 87-101; Linda Shopes, 
“Commentary: Sharing Authority,” Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003): 103-110; Alistair 
Thomson, “Introduction: Sharing Authority—Oral History and the Collaborative Process,” 
Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003): 23-26. In 2017, the Oral History Review reopened this 
conversation with a featured compilation of three reviews of Michael Frisch’s seminal work; see 
David Cline, Amy Starecheski, and Brooke Blackmon Bryan, review of A Shared Authority, by 
Michael Frisch, Oral History Review 44, no. 2 (2017): 372-382.

15. The Blight/Lang methodology involved the first two components; see footnote 7 for citations. 
Augusto and Cobb added the “adjacent actors” to the method in their 2011 proposal.

16. SNCC activists Willie Ricks and Stokely Carmichael are credited as the first in the US to use the 
term Black Power, in June 1966. See https://snccdigital.org/events/meredith-march/ and Peniel 
Joseph, Stokely: A Life (NY: Civitas Books, 2014). NAACP chair Roy Wilkins and vice president 
Hubert Humphrey were among those disparaging the term Black Power in 1966; see Lauren 
F. E. Galloway, “‘A Conspiracy of the Nation:’ Case Study of Stokely Carmichael’s and H. Rap 
Brown’s Arguments in Support of Black Power,” Journal of Black Studies 51, no. 1 (2020): 95. 
Peniel Joseph covers the over-the-top reaction to the term Black Power both in the 1960s and 
beyond in chapters 8-11 of his book; Yohuru Williams examines how scholars replicated the 
negative framing, in “‘Some Abstract Thing Called Freedom’: Civil Rights, Black Power, and 
the Legacy of the Black Panther Party,” OAH Magazine of History, July 2008, 15-21. Williams 
identifies two schools of historiography which either glorified or vilified the slogan “Black 
Power” during the four decades following the 1960s. Black Power radicals, Black Power 
extremists, and Black Identity extremists are terms some political operatives still use in an 
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attempt to discredit activists in the current Movement for Black Lives. See, for example, Mike 
German, “The FBI Has a History of Targeting Black Activists; That’s Still True Today,” The 
Guardian, June 26, 2020, available online at https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/ 
2020/jun/26/fbi-black-activism-protests-history. Excerpts from the 2016 Black Power COH 
sessions can be found on the SNCC Digital Gateway at https://snccdigital.org/our-voices/deal 
ing-with-power/.

17. In 2018, the SLP-Duke team members were disappointed that officials who had been part of the 
Lyndon Johnson administration, such as Bill Moyers and lawyers who worked at the Civil 
Rights Division of the Department of Justice, were invited but unable to come. Ideally, their 
perspectives, as well as those of local and state officials, would provide even richer context. Still, 
the poignant understanding the SLP-Duke team was able to get from having some adjacent 
actors in the room made a profound difference in terms of understanding why certain decisions 
were made inside SNCC, by other movement veterans, and by journalists in the 1960s who 
wrote “the first draft of history.”

18. The number of people involved in the 1963-64 MFDP discussion at the beginning was small— 
fewer than forty people—and the debate about bringing white students to Mississippi for 
Freedom Summer was intense. However, during Freedom Summer the number of participants 
was quite large—over 1000 volunteers—and the Mississippi projects were scattered throughout 
the state. The bibliography of books on Freedom Summer is enormous. For background 
primary sources, see John Dittmer, Freedom Summer: A Brief History with Documents 
(Boston, MA: Bedford, 2017), and Michael Edmonds, ed., Risking Everything: A Freedom 
Summer Reader (Madison: Wisconsin Historical Society Press, 2014).

19. Extractive rather than collaborative research practices have been the norm in medical research, 
natural and social sciences research, and the arts and humanities until the last decade. As 
increasing numbers of communities have refused such uneven research power relations, 
university-based researchers and the funding agencies supporting them have had to develop 
new research protocols that give greater input to those community members most impacted by 
the issue being studied. See, for example, Maria Backhouse, “Global Inequalities and Extractive 
Knowledge Production in the Bioeconomy,” in Bioeconomy and Global Inequalities: Socio- 
Ecological Perspectives on Biomass Sourcing and Production, eds. Maria Backhouse et al. (NY: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 25-44; Nicole Latulippe and Nicole Klenk, “Making Room and 
Moving Over: Knowledge Co-Production, Indigenous Knowledge Sovereignty, and the Politics 
of Global Environmental Change Decision-Making,” Current Opinion in Environmental 
Sustainability 42 (Feb. 2020): 7-14; Bryan Mukandi, “Being Seen by the Doctor: 
A Meditation on Power, Institutional Racism, and Medical Ethics,” Journal of Bioethical 
Inquiry 18 (2021): 33-44; Olivia U. Rutazibwa, “On Babies and Bathwater: Decolonizing 
International Development Studies,” in Sara de Jong et al., Decolonization and Feminisms in 
Global Teaching and Learning (NY: Routledge, 2018) 158-180; Sarah Marie Wiebe, 
“Decolonizing Engagement? Creating a Sense of Community through Collaborative 
Filmmaking,” Studies in Social Justice 9, no. 2 (2015): 244-257. In the half century following 
the global social movements of the 1960s and the popular education movement, landmark 
books such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous 
Peoples (London: Zed Books, 1999) and participatory action research have modeled pathways 
to producing collaborative knowledge. However, it was not until a larger number of funding 
agencies began to insist on implementation of such processes in the 2010s that the dominant 
forms of extractive research production were more widely challenged within universities.

20. For a remarkable study that examines such dynamics within a different project between the 
Global North and Global South, see Williams, “Critical Oral History,” 787-799.

21. Staff at major universities are often overworked, treated with little respect, and not included in 
decision-making around projects for which they provide essential support. Our experience 
with the COH sessions required taking extra time with the staff members who had to spend 
additional time and go outside of normal procedures to pay honoraria to those who were not 
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PhDs, hire people from outside of Duke when their superiors asked them to prioritize hiring 
from within, and set up accountability processes that allowed our SLP partners access to 
budgets, approval processes, and other key administrative processes.

22. All of these groups—SLP board members, youth activists outside the university, and university- 
based skeptics—expressed their doubts to this article’s coauthors, Augusto, Hogan, and 
Mason-Hogans. Their remarks are taken from our project notes, in Hogan’s possession.

23. With funding in part from the Ford Foundation, the SNCC Legacy Project has conducted 
numerous public conversations with organizers from the Movement for Black Lives between 
2020-2022. These video sessions are also housed at the John Hope Franklin Collection, Duke 
University.

24. Augusto’s quotes from phone call with Hogan and Mason-Hogans, December 11, 2018; notes 
in Hogan’s possession. Courtland Cox, Jennifer Lawson, and Judy Richardson confirmed the 
details of the SLP board conversation, at which they were present. For more on Ella Baker’s 
prioritization of young people, see Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom 
Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Charles Payne, I’ve Got 
the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1995).

25. While this lens of testimony and witness leading to greater justice was shared by all SLP-Duke 
team members, we are keenly aware of ways others, particularly Indigenous scholars, have 
questioned this premise. See Sean Field, Oral History Methodology (Cape Town, South Africa: 
Centre for Popular Memory, Historical Studies Department, University of Cape Town, 2007); 
and Nēpia Mahuika, Rethinking Oral History and Tradition: An Indigenous Perspective (NY: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 2019), 32-38. Mahuika observed that for many Indigenous people, ideas 
like testimony and democracy have long been associated with subordination: “In the evolution 
of now celebrated democratic nation-states, indigenous oral histories were appropriated, 
disfigured, colonized, and repackaged in the discourses of progress, unity, one land, and one 
people.”

26. The COINTELPRO hearings in 1975 revealed massive law enforcement violations of 
citizens’ constitutional rights. See the 14 published volumes of the Church Committee, 
http://www.aarclibrary.org/publib/church/reports/contents.htm, (May 18, 2018). On the 
experience the Black Panthers had with COINTELPRO, see Winston Grady-Willis, “The 
Black Panther Party: State Repression and Political Prisoners,” in Charles E. Jones, ed. 
The Black Panther Party Reconsidered (Baltimore, MD: Black Classics Press, 1998); 
Akinyele Umoja, “‘Set Our Warriors Free’: The Legacy of the Black Panther Party and 
Political Prisoners,” in Jones, The Black Panther Party Reconsidered; Robyn C. Spencer, 
The Revolution Has Come: Black Power, Gender, and the Black Panther Party in Oakland 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016); and Joshua Bloom and Waldo E. Martin, 
Black against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black Panther Party (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2013). For more on the disruptions of COINTELPRO 
within solidarity movements, see Jakobi Williams, From the Bullet to the Ballot: The 
Illinois Chapter of the Black Panther Party and Racial Coalition Politics in Chicago 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); and Amy Sonnie and James 
Tracy, Hillbilly Nationalists, Urban Race Rebels, and Black Power: Community Organizing 
in Radical Times (New York: Melville House, 2011). Such tactics continue under different 
agencies today. For example, see Alleen Brown et al., “Leaked Documents Reveal 
Counter-terrorism Tactics Used at Standing Rock to ‘Defeat Pipeline Insurgencies,’” The 
Intercept, May 27, 2017, https://theintercept.com/2017/05/27/leaked-documents-reveal- 
security-firms-counterterrorism-tactics-at-standing-rock-to-defeat-pipeline-insurgencies/; 
and Mike German, “The FBI Has a History of Targeting Black Activists; That’s Still True 
Today,” The Guardian, June 26, 2020, available online at https://www.theguardian.com/ 
commentisfree/2020/jun/26/fbi-black-activism-protests-history.

27. Augusto’s comments were made in a series of sessions held by coauthors Augusto, Hogan, and 
Mason-Hogans as we wrote this article in 2019-2020; notes in Hogan’s possession.
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28. Geri Augusto quotes come from the conversations she had with coauthors Hogan and Mason- 
Hogans during the writing of this article during 2019-2020; notes in Hogan’s possession.

29. Those SLP veterans on the SLP-Duke team describing their internal process requested 
that their quotations remain collective and anonymous, given the sensitive nature of the 
material. The quotes in the paragraph above were recorded in the working notes Hogan 
took in the three sessions held after the 2018 COH to reflect on what worked and what 
did not; notes are in Hogan’s possession. Mason-Hogans recalled there were a number of 
SNCC veterans who called to ask her, Why was I not invited to this conference? She 
explained the process, saying we “honor the work that you did in the field and in the 
community” through representing it on the SNCC Digital Gateway. There were also 
prominent academics who felt they had accomplished enough in their positions that 
they should be able to witness the closed COH sessions. Managing those relationships 
respectfully but firmly was also an important part of the work.

30. Courtland Cox, SLP-Duke meeting, February 14, 2018; notes in Hogan’s possession.
31. 2016 COH Session, Center for Documentary Studies and SNCC Legacy Project Critical Oral 

Histories Conference Interviews, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Duke University, Durham, NC.

32. We defined youth activists as those involved in the Black Lives Matter movement. For example, 
Phil Agnew, head of the Dream Defenders, was twenty-six in 2013 when he first came to wide 
public notice in Florida, and thirty-one at the time of the 2018 COH. Our youngest youth 
activist was a sophomore in high school; our oldest was thirty-six in 2018.

33. The Moses-Agnew exchange occurred on June 6, 2018, and is in the transcript of the 2018 
COH, housed within the SNCC Papers at the John Hope Franklin Collection, Duke University, 
Durham, NC.

34. Geri Augusto, 2016 COH Session, Center for Documentary Studies and SNCC Legacy Project 
Critical Oral Histories Conference Interviews, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.

35. Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies. Augusto continued: “Tuhiwai Smith invokes representing, 
gendering, envisioning, restoring, returning, naming, protecting, creating, discovering, and 
sharing. So shall we try to do something like that today?”

36. For a description of the SNCC Digital Gateway’s editorial board process, see Cox et al., 
“Building and Transferring Movement Informational Wealth: The SNCC Digital Gateway,” 
Journal of African American History 105, no. 4 (Fall 2020): 626-647.

37. “Re/Collecting Chapel Hill,” podcast, produced by Danita Mason-Hogans with Chapel 
Hill Public Libraries, https://chapelhillhistory.org; Marcellus Barksdale, “Civil Rights 
Organization and the Indigenous Movement in Chapel Hill, NC, 1960-1965,” Phylon 
(1960-) 47, no. 1 (1986): 29-42; James Wallace, “The First Sit-in by the Chapel Hill 
Freedom Movement, at the Chapel Hill Merchants Association,” July 29, 1963, National 
Museum of African American History and Culture, https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_ 
2011.11.13.

38. The Chapel Hill civil rights history website can be found at https://chapelhillhistory.org/; 
the documentary at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F8UNQtFmg14; the podcast at 
https://recollectingchapelhill.fireside.fm/; on the historical marker, see Josh Chapin, “The 
Chapel Hill Nine,” ABC News 11, February 28, 2020; video available at https://www. 
newsobserver.com/news/local/counties/orange-county/article227003404.html/video-embed; 
NPR reporter Leoneda Inge, “Honoring the Chapel Hill 9,” February 28, 2019, https:// 
www.npr.org/2019/02/28/698863817/honoring-the-chapel-hill-9. On James Cates, see 
Center for the Study of the American South, “James Cates, Remembering and 
Reckoning,” November 18, 2020, https://south.unc.edu/2020/11/18/15240/. On the 
Department of Justice reopening the Cates case, see Mike Ogle, “News: DOJ Opens 
Cates Case,” March 30, 2022, https://stonewalls.substack.com/p/cates-doj-investigation?s= 
r. Other cities and towns—Durham, Raleigh, Charlotte, and Greensboro—have shown 
a strong interest in bringing in the COH model and learning new ways of documenting 
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history and cultural work that create a more just community in the present and future. 
We are looking into ways to scale the model in a way that does not require the resources 
of a university research library or the administration required by a foundation grant.

39. See Caswell, Urgent Archives, 47-48, for an overview of the divergence between commu-
nity archives and universities in general. On SNCC members’ distrust of university-based 
scholars, see Charles Cobb, “Introduction,” That Nonviolent Stuff’ll Get You Killed (NY: 
Basic Books, 2014); Mary King, Freedom Song: A Personal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights 
Movement (NY: William Morrow, 1987), 544-45, 558-59; the video recordings of the 
SNCC fortieth anniversary (April 2000) and fiftieth anniversary (April 2010) conferences, 
both housed at the John Hope Franklin Collection at Duke University, are replete with 
freedom struggle activists discussing the difference between their understanding and that 
of university-based historians.

40. Duke history graduate student and team member Cris Culton aptly pointed out that both 
Portelli and Jan Vasina emphasize the variability and partiality of the knowledge pro-
duced in any oral history setting, and extend this to our COH. Indeed, while the ideas, 
experiences, and information that surfaced in our COHs were certainly variable and 
partial, and deeply impacted by the COH process, the overall impact is to increase our 
understanding of the internal dynamics and external impacts of the freedom movement of 
the 1960s; see Jan Vasina, Oral Tradition as History (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1985) 77; Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories: Form 
and Meaning in Oral History (Albany: State University of New York, 1991), 53.

41. An OHR reviewer asked if we could have set up workshops to share with COH participants the 
skills, resources, and relationships necessary to find their own funding for subsequent COHs. 
In our case, it would not have worked: the COH participants expected the SLP board to do this 
kind of funding and administrative work in partnership with universities; that had been part of 
the reason for forming the SLP. However, this suggestion may well work for others adopting 
COH methods, particularly in the post-COVID moment, where some foundations like Ford 
and Mellon are moving to reduce applicant paperwork and prioritize grassroots organizations 
over research universities.

42. Williams, “Critical Oral History,” 792.
43. Cris Culton, a graduate student working on the project, aptly reminded us of Alessandro 

Portelli’s powerful idea that “Dealing with power openly makes a field interview an experiment 
in equality.” But if we follow that experiment, Culton asked, “how do white-supremacists and 
KKK members contribute to this egalitarian space?” Portelli’s eloquent riff on the role of 
equality and difference in field research is vital: “Only equality prepares us to accept difference 
in terms other than hierarchy and subordination; on the other hand, without difference there is 
no equality, only sameness, which is a much less worthwhile ideal. Only equality makes the 
interview credible, but only difference makes it relevant. Field work is meaningful as the 
encounter of two subjects who recognize each other as subjects, and therefore separate, and 
seek to build their equality upon their difference in order to work together.” Portelli’s 
formulation, which emphasizes the contradictions of equality as an aspiration, complicate 
our insistence that our aim for equality is what produces the outcome they desire. We are 
grateful to Culton for pushing us to emphasize that it is because of the difference in power 
relations between all participants in the COH process that some larger egalitarian condition is 
generated, one where truths lived by freedom movement participants not yet able to surface 
prior to the COH conferences were able to surface within them and be preserved for the 
historical record; Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, 32, 43.

44. Williams, “Critical Oral History,” 793; and Soon Nam Kim, “Whose Voice Is It Anyway.” As 
Williams and her team did their work in the 2010s, their Caribbean collaborators regularly had 
their offices vandalized and ransacked as part of intimidation and persecution in their home 
countries. Destruction of such records and erasure of marginalized histories is a common tool 
of suppression, designed to erode social memories and collective identities. This kind of 
destruction has persisted in the US (Highlander School, 2019, Tennessee), Brazil, South 
Africa, and the Caribbean.
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45. See Theodore Segal, Point of Reckoning: The Fight for Racial Justice at Duke University 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2021), 12-22.

46. Courtland Cox and Joyce Ladner, email exchange, March 5, 2015, in Hogan’s possession.
47. This parallels much of the work of critical indigenous studies research methodologies; see, for 

example, David A. Chang, “Critical Indigenous Research Methodologies and the Problem of 
History,” in Brendan Hokowhitu et al., Routledge Handbook of Critical Indigenous Studies (NY: 
Routledge, 2021), 90-99; and Shawn Wilson, Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research 
Methods (Winnipeg, MB: Fernwood Publishing, 2008).

48. Frederick Douglass, “West India Emancipation,” speech delivered at Canandaigua, NY, 
August 3, 1857, reprinted in Philip Foner, ed., Frederick Douglass: Selected Speeches and 
Writings (Chicago, IL: Lawrence Hill Books, 1999), 358-368.

49. “An archived community is an enfranchised community,” Joel Wurl, rephrased by Charlotte 
Nunes; Wurl, “Ethnicity as Provenance: In Search of Values and Principles for Documenting 
the Immigrant Experience,” Archival Issues 29, no. 1 (2005): 65-76; and Charlotte Nunes, 
“‘Connecting to the Ideologies That Surround Us’: Oral History Stewardship as an Entry Point 
to Critical Theory in the Undergraduate Classroom,” Oral History Review 44, no. 2 
(September 2017): 362. “Popular education” brought to the archive was a comment from 
Alexandre Fortes following Hogan’s presentation, “How to Build a Missing Archive: The 
Experience of the SNCC Digital Gateway,” Colégio Brasileiro de Altos Estudos da UFRJ, Rio 
de Janiero, Brazil, February 28, 2018; notes in Hogan’s possession.

50. For further information on the SNCC Legacy Project-Duke partnership, see https://snccdigital. 
org/resources/lessons-learned/ and https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/franklin/movement- 
history-initiative.

Geri Augusto is a senior fellow in international and public affairs and Director of Undergraduate 
Development Studies at Brown University. She works on subjugated knowledges, science and 
technology histories and policies, and radical Black transnationalism in the USA, Brazil, and 
Southern Africa, and has published on all of these subjects. Dr. Augusto’s current scholarly work 
combines archival research, artwork, and photography to interrogate quilombola (Maroon) ideas; 
Black ecologies, landscapes, and architectures, including gardens of the enslaved and ephemeral 
sacral art in public parks; and the role of textiles in both the servitude and resistance of the enslaved. 
Her public humanities projects include the assemblages “Plants of Bondage/Liberation Flora” and 
“Negro Cloth Nkisi,” and the symbolic slave garden at Brown’s Center for the Study of Slavery and 
Justice. For Augusto, working on the SNCC Digital Gateway and collaborating with the Steve Biko 
Institute in Salvador, Bahia, have been two of the most meaningful things she has done in the last 
decade. Her political education stems, she states, from growing up in a freedom-struggle home, 
working with SNCC vets in the era of Black Power, and living in Southern Africa for many years 
during the liberation struggles there.

Wesley Hogan is research professor at the Franklin Humanities Institute and the history department 
at Duke University. Her most recent book, On the Freedom Side, draws a portrait of young people 
organizing in the spirit of Ella Baker since 1960. She and Paul Ortiz co-edited People Power: History, 
Organizing, and Larry Goodwyn’s Democratic Vision in the Twenty-First Century, published in 2021 
Between 2003 and 2013, she taught at Virginia State University, where she worked with the Algebra 
Project and the Young People’s Project. From 2013 to 2021, she served as director of Duke’s Center 
for Documentary Studies. She cofacilitates a partnership between the SNCC Legacy Project and Duke, 
whose purpose is to bring the grassroots stories of the civil rights movement to a much wider public 
through a web portal, a K-12 initiative, and set of critical oral histories.

Danita Mason-Hogans is an award-winning civil rights historian, educator, speaker, writer, and 
activist. Danita is a native of Chapel Hill, NC, from seven generations on both sides of her family; she 
is the daughter of Dave Mason, of the Chapel Hill Nine, who began the first sit-in of Chapel Hill’s civil 
rights movement, igniting a decade of protest against segregation. Mason-Hogans’s acclaimed TEDx 
Talk, “Why the Way We Tell Stories Is a Social Justice Issue,” was featured on TED; she described the 
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critical oral history methodology, which she uses for her podcast, RE/Collecting Chapel Hill. Working 
with school systems, universities, activists, and historians, she collaborates and consults to document 
local and national history from the inside out and from the bottom up. In April 2022, she received 
a year-long fellowship from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Oral History 
Association to continue documenting grassroots civil rights activism in Chapel Hill.
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Notes
1.Carmen Maria Machado, In the Dream House: AMemoir (Minneapolis, MN: Graywolf Press, 2019), 5.2.The Movement History Initiative is acollaborative group made up of members of the SNCC Legacy Project, civil rights movement scholars from around the country, the Duke University Libraries, the Center for Documentary Studies, the John Hope Franklin Humanities Institute at Duke, and youth organizers across the nation; we thank these individuals in this article’s acknowledgments. In this article, when we refer to the “SLP-Duke team,” we are talking about the large team responsible for building the SNCC Digital Gateway and the series of subsequent projects that work generated. When we refer to ourselves, the coauthors, we are talking about Augusto, Hogan, and Mason-Hogans, those most responsible for implementing the COHs in 2016 and 2018. For more about the current work of the SLP-Duke team as awhole, see https://blogs.library.duke.edu/rubenstein/2021/05/18/intergenerational-collaboration-makes-history/.3.The SNCC Digital Gateway address is https://snccdigital.org.4.The term freedom movement has been widely adopted by scholars and activists who write about the civil rights movement and/or Black Power movements of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s to emphasize the continuity between the civil rights and Black Power phases of the struggle, as well as to connect these movements to prior and subsequent struggles for Black freedom.5.Charlie Cobb, Critical Oral Histories session, July9, 2016, transcript, SNCC Collection, Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.6.Geri Augusto has been aboard member of the SNCC Legacy Project since its founding in 2011. All quotes about SLP members’ thinking in this paragraph come from her recounting of the period between 2011-2013, as SLP began to do its work through its quarterly board meetings; notes in Hogan’s possession.7.Information studies scholar Michelle Caswell has recently written about archival work in asimilar way: “At their best, that is what archives empower people to do—see themselves in anew light across space and time. At their very best, archives then catalyze this new self-reflection into action, motivating users into activism beyond their personal contexts”; Caswell, Urgent Archives: Enacting Liberatory Memory Work (NewYork: Taylor and Francis, 2021), 23.8.For readers who want to learn more about the original COH methodology, James Blight and janet Lang explain the reasoning behind their methodology at https://www.choices.edu/video/why-did-you-do-a-critical-oral-history-project-on-the-vietnam-war/. This website includes greater detail on the original methodology. The Cubans call the Cuban Missile Crisis the October Crisis. For more on their original methodology, see the following, all authored by James G.Blight and janet M.Lang: The Fog of War: Lessons from the Life of Robert S.McNamara (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2005); Vietnam If Kennedy Had Lived: Virtual JFK (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2009); “FORUM: When Empathy Failed—Using Critical Oral History to Reassess the Collapse of US-Soviet Détente in the Carter-Brezhnev Years,” Journal of Cold War Studies 12, no.2 (Spring 2010): 29-74; Dark beyond Darkness: The Cuban Missile Crisis as History, Warning, and Catalyst (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2018). Blight and Lang noted that they “developed critical oral history to build abridge between the confusion of experience and the relatively cut-and-dried rendering of that experience. Critical oral history does so by combining, in structured conferences, decision-makers, scholars, and declassified documents (which provide added accuracy and authenticity to the conversation).” They argue for the importance of empathy to the COH process, distinguishing it from sympathy. “In the absence of empathy,” they write in “When Empathy Failed,” “one cannot accurately tell the story adversaries are telling themselves about you, about themselves, or about the situation they believe they face. Whether empathy is present or not—and thus whether one perceives accurately or misperceives—is often centrally an ethical issue.” It is the presence of empathy, they note, that “is more or less why critical oral history works, why we are able to learn something significant in the investigation of events in which empathy was largely absent (and in which the lack of empathy led to the failure under scrutiny)”; “FORUM: When Empathy Failed,” 34, 39, 41-42. Mark Laffey and Jutta Weldes’s powerful analysis of the way Blight and Lang’s COH methodology allowed “subalterns to speak” and revealed the bias of international relations as afield is instructive; see Laffey and Weldes, “Decolonizing the Cuban Missile Crisis,” International Studies Quarterly 52 (2008): 555-577. See also Raymond Garthoff, “On Empathy and Critical Oral History: ACommentary,” Cold War Studies 12, no.2 (2010): 79-88; and Eldad Ben Aharon, “Doing Oral History with the Israeli Elite and the Questions of Methodology in International Relations Research,” The Oral History Review 47, no.1 (2020): 3-25. While we were not aware of her work as we got the COH work off the ground, Christine Lemley’s Practicing Critical Oral History: Connecting School and Community (NewYork: Routledge, 2018) came out as we engaged the practice. We find her ideas generative and powerful, particularly her concluding remarks that “storytelling through the COH frame may empower, humanize, repair broken dignity and challenge the ‘danger of asingle story’ (Adichie 2013)”; Lemley, Practicing, 11.9.Geri Augusto and Charles Cobb, “Proposal for aCritical Oral History Conference on Black Power: An Idea Both Old and New Emerges,” New Works Committee, SNCC Legacy Project Board, 2011, SNCC Collection, Rubenstein Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.10.For more information on the Behind the Veil project, see Behind the Veil: Documenting African American Life in the Jim Crow South Digital Collection, John Hope Franklin Research Center, Duke University Libraries, available online at https://repository.duke.edu/dc/behindtheveil. Also see William Chafe etal., eds., Remembering Jim Crow: African Americans Tell about Life in the Segregated South (NewYork: New Press, in association with Lyndhurst Books, 2001).11.For amore detailed account of the larger SNCC Digital Gateway project, see Courtland Cox etal., “Building and Transferring Movement Informational Wealth: The SNCC Digital Gateway,” Journal of African American History 105, no.4 (Fall 2020): 627-647.12.The SNCC Digital Gateway is at http://snccdigital.org; “Inside SNCC” is at https://snccdigital.org/inside-sncc/, “People” is at https://snccdigital.org/category/people/, “Our Voices” is at https://snccdigital.org/our-voices/, “Today” is at https://snccdigital.org/today/, “Timeline” is at https://snccdigital.org/category/timeline/1943-1960/, “Map” is at https://snccdigital.org/map/, and “Resources” is at https://snccdigital.org/resources/gateway-conversations/.13.Scholars have published several articles over the last decade that engage COH. See, for example, Ben Aharon, “Doing Oral History with the Israeli Elite.” See also the vital work of Charmaine C.Williams, “Critical Oral History: Reflections on Method and Medium,” Qualitative Social Work 18, no.5 (2019): 787-799; Soon Nam Kim, “Whose Voice Is It Anyway? Rethinking the Oral History Method in Accounting Research on Race, Ethnicity, and Gender,” Critical Perspectives on Accounting 19 (2008): 1346-1369; and Mohamed Seedat, “Oral History as an Enactment of Critical Community Psychology,” Journal of Community Psychology 43 (2015): 22–35.14.For more on this, see Michael Frisch, AShared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: State University of NewYork Press, 1990). In 2003, the Oral History Review published several articles dedicated to unpacking and examining the concept of “shared authority”: Michael Frisch, “Commentary: Sharing Authority—Oral History and the Collaborative Process,” Oral History Review 30, no.1 (2003): 111-13; Lorraine Sitzia, “A Shared Authority: An Impossible Goal?,” Oral History Review 30, no.1 (2003): 87-101; Linda Shopes, “Commentary: Sharing Authority,” Oral History Review 30, no.1 (2003): 103-110; Alistair Thomson, “Introduction: Sharing Authority—Oral History and the Collaborative Process,” Oral History Review 30, no.1 (2003): 23-26. In 2017, the Oral History Review reopened this conversation with afeatured compilation of three reviews of Michael Frisch’s seminal work; see David Cline, Amy Starecheski, and Brooke Blackmon Bryan, review of AShared Authority, by Michael Frisch, Oral History Review 44, no.2 (2017): 372-382.15.The Blight/Lang methodology involved the first two components; see footnote 7 for citations. Augusto and Cobb added the “adjacent actors” to the method in their 2011 proposal.16.SNCC activists Willie Ricks and Stokely Carmichael are credited as the first in the US to use the term Black Power, in June1966. See https://snccdigital.org/events/meredith-march/ and Peniel Joseph, Stokely: ALife (NY: Civitas Books, 2014). NAACP chair Roy Wilkins and vice president Hubert Humphrey were among those disparaging the term Black Power in 1966; see Lauren F.E.Galloway, “‘A Conspiracy of the Nation:’ Case Study of Stokely Carmichael’s and H.Rap Brown’s Arguments in Support of Black Power,” Journal of Black Studies 51, no.1 (2020): 95. Peniel Joseph covers the over-the-top reaction to the term Black Power both in the 1960s and beyond in chapters 8-11 of his book; Yohuru Williams examines how scholars replicated the negative framing, in “‘Some Abstract Thing Called Freedom’: Civil Rights, Black Power, and the Legacy of the Black Panther Party,” OAH Magazine of History, July2008, 15-21. Williams identifies two schools of historiography which either glorified or vilified the slogan “Black Power” during the four decades following the 1960s. Black Power radicals, Black Power extremists, and Black Identity extremists are terms some political operatives still use in an attempt to discredit activists in the current Movement for Black Lives. See, for example, Mike German, “The FBI Has aHistory of Targeting Black Activists; That’s Still True Today,” The Guardian, June26, 2020, available online at https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/26/fbi-black-activism-protests-history. Excerpts from the 2016 Black Power COH sessions can be found on the SNCC Digital Gateway at https://snccdigital.org/our-voices/dealing-with-power/.17.In 2018, the SLP-Duke team members were disappointed that officials who had been part of the Lyndon Johnson administration, such as Bill Moyers and lawyers who worked at the Civil Rights Division of the Department of Justice, were invited but unable to come. Ideally, their perspectives, as well as those of local and state officials, would provide even richer context. Still, the poignant understanding the SLP-Duke team was able to get from having some adjacent actors in the room made aprofound difference in terms of understanding why certain decisions were made inside SNCC, by other movement veterans, and by journalists in the 1960s who wrote “the first draft of history.”18.The number of people involved in the 1963-64 MFDP discussion at the beginning was small—fewer than forty people—and the debate about bringing white students to Mississippi for Freedom Summer was intense. However, during Freedom Summer the number of participants was quite large—over 1000 volunteers—and the Mississippi projects were scattered throughout the state. The bibliography of books on Freedom Summer is enormous. For background primary sources, see John Dittmer, Freedom Summer: ABrief History with Documents (Boston, MA: Bedford, 2017), and Michael Edmonds, ed., Risking Everything: AFreedom Summer Reader (Madison: Wisconsin Historical Society Press, 2014).19.Extractive rather than collaborative research practices have been the norm in medical research, natural and social sciences research, and the arts and humanities until the last decade. As increasing numbers of communities have refused such uneven research power relations, university-based researchers and the funding agencies supporting them have had to develop new research protocols that give greater input to those community members most impacted by the issue being studied. See, for example, Maria Backhouse, “Global Inequalities and Extractive Knowledge Production in the Bioeconomy,” in Bioeconomy and Global Inequalities: Socio-Ecological Perspectives on Biomass Sourcing and Production, eds. Maria Backhouse etal. (NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 25-44; Nicole Latulippe and Nicole Klenk, “Making Room and Moving Over: Knowledge Co-Production, Indigenous Knowledge Sovereignty, and the Politics of Global Environmental Change Decision-Making,” Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 42 (Feb.2020): 7-14; Bryan Mukandi, “Being Seen by the Doctor: AMeditation on Power, Institutional Racism, and Medical Ethics,” Journal of Bioethical Inquiry 18 (2021): 33-44; Olivia U.Rutazibwa, “On Babies and Bathwater: Decolonizing International Development Studies,” in Sara de Jong etal., Decolonization and Feminisms in Global Teaching and Learning (NY: Routledge, 2018) 158-180; Sarah Marie Wiebe, “Decolonizing Engagement? Creating aSense of Community through Collaborative Filmmaking,” Studies in Social Justice 9, no.2 (2015): 244-257. In the half century following the global social movements of the 1960s and the popular education movement, landmark books such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith’s Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London: Zed Books, 1999) and participatory action research have modeled pathways to producing collaborative knowledge. However, it was not until alarger number of funding agencies began to insist on implementation of such processes in the 2010s that the dominant forms of extractive research production were more widely challenged within universities.20.For aremarkable study that examines such dynamics within adifferent project between the Global North and Global South, see Williams, “Critical Oral History,” 787-799.21.Staff at major universities are often overworked, treated with little respect, and not included in decision-making around projects for which they provide essential support. Our experience with the COH sessions required taking extra time with the staff members who had to spend additional time and go outside of normal procedures to pay honoraria to those who were not PhDs, hire people from outside of Duke when their superiors asked them to prioritize hiring from within, and set up accountability processes that allowed our SLP partners access to budgets, approval processes, and other key administrative processes.22.All of these groups—SLP board members, youth activists outside the university, and university-based skeptics—expressed their doubts to this article’s coauthors, Augusto, Hogan, and Mason-Hogans. Their remarks are taken from our project notes, in Hogan’s possession.23.With funding in part from the Ford Foundation, the SNCC Legacy Project has conducted numerous public conversations with organizers from the Movement for Black Lives between 2020-2022. These video sessions are also housed at the John Hope Franklin Collection, Duke University.24.Augusto’s quotes from phone call with Hogan and Mason-Hogans, December11, 2018; notes in Hogan’s possession. Courtland Cox, Jennifer Lawson, and Judy Richardson confirmed the details of the SLP board conversation, at which they were present. For more on Ella Baker’s prioritization of young people, see Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003); Charles Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995).25.While this lens of testimony and witness leading to greater justice was shared by all SLP-Duke team members, we are keenly aware of ways others, particularly Indigenous scholars, have questioned this premise. See Sean Field, Oral History Methodology (Cape Town, South Africa: Centre for Popular Memory, Historical Studies Department, University of Cape Town, 2007); and Nēpia Mahuika, Rethinking Oral History and Tradition: An Indigenous Perspective (NY: Oxford Univ. Press, 2019), 32-38. Mahuika observed that for many Indigenous people, ideas like testimony and democracy have long been associated with subordination: “In the evolution of now celebrated democratic nation-states, indigenous oral histories were appropriated, disfigured, colonized, and repackaged in the discourses of progress, unity, one land, and one people.”26.The COINTELPRO hearings in 1975 revealed massive law enforcement violations of citizens’ constitutional rights. See the 14 published volumes of the Church Committee, http://www.aarclibrary.org/publib/church/reports/contents.htm, (May18, 2018). On the experience the Black Panthers had with COINTELPRO, see Winston Grady-Willis, “The Black Panther Party: State Repression and Political Prisoners,” in Charles E.Jones, ed. The Black Panther Party Reconsidered (Baltimore, MD: Black Classics Press, 1998); Akinyele Umoja, “‘Set Our Warriors Free’: The Legacy of the Black Panther Party and Political Prisoners,” in Jones, The Black Panther Party Reconsidered; Robyn C.Spencer, The Revolution Has Come: Black Power, Gender, and the Black Panther Party in Oakland (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016); and Joshua Bloom and Waldo E.Martin, Black against Empire: The History and Politics of the Black Panther Party (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013). For more on the disruptions of COINTELPRO within solidarity movements, see Jakobi Williams, From the Bullet to the Ballot: The Illinois Chapter of the Black Panther Party and Racial Coalition Politics in Chicago (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); and Amy Sonnie and James Tracy, Hillbilly Nationalists, Urban Race Rebels, and Black Power: Community Organizing in Radical Times (NewYork: Melville House, 2011). Such tactics continue under different agencies today. For example, see Alleen Brown etal., “Leaked Documents Reveal Counter-terrorism Tactics Used at Standing Rock to ‘Defeat Pipeline Insurgencies,’” The Intercept, May27, 2017, https://theintercept.com/2017/05/27/leaked-documents-reveal-security-firms-counterterrorism-tactics-at-standing-rock-to-defeat-pipeline-insurgencies/; and Mike German, “The FBI Has aHistory of Targeting Black Activists; That’s Still True Today,” The Guardian, June26, 2020, available online at https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/jun/26/fbi-black-activism-protests-history.27.Augusto’s comments were made in aseries of sessions held by coauthors Augusto, Hogan, and Mason-Hogans as we wrote this article in 2019-2020; notes in Hogan’s possession.28.Geri Augusto quotes come from the conversations she had with coauthors Hogan and Mason-Hogans during the writing of this article during 2019-2020; notes in Hogan’s possession.29.Those SLP veterans on the SLP-Duke team describing their internal process requested that their quotations remain collective and anonymous, given the sensitive nature of the material. The quotes in the paragraph above were recorded in the working notes Hogan took in the three sessions held after the 2018 COH to reflect on what worked and what did not; notes are in Hogan’s possession. Mason-Hogans recalled there were anumber of SNCC veterans who called to ask her, Why was Inot invited to this conference? She explained the process, saying we “honor the work that you did in the field and in the community” through representing it on the SNCC Digital Gateway. There were also prominent academics who felt they had accomplished enough in their positions that they should be able to witness the closed COH sessions. Managing those relationships respectfully but firmly was also an important part of the work.30.Courtland Cox, SLP-Duke meeting, February14, 2018; notes in Hogan’s possession.31.2016 COH Session, Center for Documentary Studies and SNCC Legacy Project Critical Oral Histories Conference Interviews, David M.Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.32.We defined youth activists as those involved in the Black Lives Matter movement. For example, Phil Agnew, head of the Dream Defenders, was twenty-six in 2013 when he first came to wide public notice in Florida, and thirty-one at the time of the 2018 COH. Our youngest youth activist was asophomore in high school; our oldest was thirty-six in 2018.33.The Moses-Agnew exchange occurred on June6, 2018, and is in the transcript of the 2018 COH, housed within the SNCC Papers at the John Hope Franklin Collection, Duke University, Durham, NC.34.Geri Augusto, 2016 COH Session, Center for Documentary Studies and SNCC Legacy Project Critical Oral Histories Conference Interviews, David M.Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.35.Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies. Augusto continued: “Tuhiwai Smith invokes representing, gendering, envisioning, restoring, returning, naming, protecting, creating, discovering, and sharing. So shall we try to do something like that today?”36.For adescription of the SNCC Digital Gateway’s editorial board process, see Cox etal., “Building and Transferring Movement Informational Wealth: The SNCC Digital Gateway,” Journal of African American History 105, no.4 (Fall 2020): 626-647.37.“Re/Collecting Chapel Hill,” podcast, produced by Danita Mason-Hogans with Chapel Hill Public Libraries, https://chapelhillhistory.org; Marcellus Barksdale, “Civil Rights Organization and the Indigenous Movement in Chapel Hill, NC, 1960-1965,” Phylon (1960-) 47, no.1 (1986): 29-42; James Wallace, “The First Sit-in by the Chapel Hill Freedom Movement, at the Chapel Hill Merchants Association,” July29, 1963, National Museum of African American History and Culture, https://nmaahc.si.edu/object/nmaahc_2011.11.13.38.The Chapel Hill civil rights history website can be found at https://chapelhillhistory.org/; the documentary at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F8UNQtFmg14; the podcast at https://recollectingchapelhill.fireside.fm/; on the historical marker, see Josh Chapin, “The Chapel Hill Nine,” ABC News 11, February28, 2020; video available at https://www.newsobserver.com/news/local/counties/orange-county/article227003404.html/video-embed; NPR reporter Leoneda Inge, “Honoring the Chapel Hill 9,” February28, 2019, https://www.npr.org/2019/02/28/698863817/honoring-the-chapel-hill-9. On James Cates, see Center for the Study of the American South, “James Cates, Remembering and Reckoning,” November18, 2020, https://south.unc.edu/2020/11/18/15240/. On the Department of Justice reopening the Cates case, see Mike Ogle, “News: DOJ Opens Cates Case,” March30, 2022, https://stonewalls.substack.com/p/cates-doj-investigation?s=r. Other cities and towns—Durham, Raleigh, Charlotte, and Greensboro—have shown astrong interest in bringing in the COH model and learning new ways of documenting history and cultural work that create amore just community in the present and future. We are looking into ways to scale the model in away that does not require the resources of auniversity research library or the administration required by afoundation grant.39.See Caswell, Urgent Archives, 47-48, for an overview of the divergence between community archives and universities in general. On SNCC members’ distrust of university-based scholars, see Charles Cobb, “Introduction,” That Nonviolent Stuff’ll Get You Killed (NY: Basic Books, 2014); Mary King, Freedom Song: APersonal Story of the 1960s Civil Rights Movement (NY: William Morrow, 1987), 544-45, 558-59; the video recordings of the SNCC fortieth anniversary (April2000) and fiftieth anniversary (April2010) conferences, both housed at the John Hope Franklin Collection at Duke University, are replete with freedom struggle activists discussing the difference between their understanding and that of university-based historians.40.Duke history graduate student and team member Cris Culton aptly pointed out that both Portelli and Jan Vasina emphasize the variability and partiality of the knowledge produced in any oral history setting, and extend this to our COH. Indeed, while the ideas, experiences, and information that surfaced in our COHs were certainly variable and partial, and deeply impacted by the COH process, the overall impact is to increase our understanding of the internal dynamics and external impacts of the freedom movement of the 1960s; see Jan Vasina, Oral Tradition as History (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985) 77; Alessandro Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (Albany: State University of NewYork, 1991), 53.41.An OHR reviewer asked if we could have set up workshops to share with COH participants the skills, resources, and relationships necessary to find their own funding for subsequent COHs. In our case, it would not have worked: the COH participants expected the SLP board to do this kind of funding and administrative work in partnership with universities; that had been part of the reason for forming the SLP. However, this suggestion may well work for others adopting COH methods, particularly in the post-COVID moment, where some foundations like Ford and Mellon are moving to reduce applicant paperwork and prioritize grassroots organizations over research universities.42.Williams, “Critical Oral History,” 792.43.Cris Culton, agraduate student working on the project, aptly reminded us of Alessandro Portelli’s powerful idea that “Dealing with power openly makes afield interview an experiment in equality.” But if we follow that experiment, Culton asked, “how do white-supremacists and KKK members contribute to this egalitarian space?” Portelli’s eloquent riff on the role of equality and difference in field research is vital: “Only equality prepares us to accept difference in terms other than hierarchy and subordination; on the other hand, without difference there is no equality, only sameness, which is amuch less worthwhile ideal. Only equality makes the interview credible, but only difference makes it relevant. Field work is meaningful as the encounter of two subjects who recognize each other as subjects, and therefore separate, and seek to build their equality upon their difference in order to work together.” Portelli’s formulation, which emphasizes the contradictions of equality as an aspiration, complicate our insistence that our aim for equality is what produces the outcome they desire. We are grateful to Culton for pushing us to emphasize that it is because of the difference in power relations between all participants in the COH process that some larger egalitarian condition is generated, one where truths lived by freedom movement participants not yet able to surface prior to the COH conferences were able to surface within them and be preserved for the historical record; Portelli, The Death of Luigi Trastulli, 32, 43.44.Williams, “Critical Oral History,” 793; and Soon Nam Kim, “Whose Voice Is It Anyway.” As Williams and her team did their work in the 2010s, their Caribbean collaborators regularly had their offices vandalized and ransacked as part of intimidation and persecution in their home countries. Destruction of such records and erasure of marginalized histories is acommon tool of suppression, designed to erode social memories and collective identities. This kind of destruction has persisted in the US (Highlander School, 2019, Tennessee), Brazil, South Africa, and the Caribbean.45.See Theodore Segal, Point of Reckoning: The Fight for Racial Justice at Duke University (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2021), 12-22.46.Courtland Cox and Joyce Ladner, email exchange, March5, 2015, in Hogan’s possession.47.This parallels much of the work of critical indigenous studies research methodologies; see, for example, David A.Chang, “Critical Indigenous Research Methodologies and the Problem of History,” in Brendan Hokowhitu etal., Routledge Handbook of Critical Indigenous Studies (NY: Routledge, 2021), 90-99; and Shawn Wilson, Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods (Winnipeg, MB: Fernwood Publishing, 2008).48.Frederick Douglass, “West India Emancipation,” speech delivered at Canandaigua, NY, August3, 1857, reprinted in Philip Foner, ed., Frederick Douglass: Selected Speeches and Writings (Chicago, IL: Lawrence Hill Books, 1999), 358-368.49.“An archived community is an enfranchised community,” Joel Wurl, rephrased by Charlotte Nunes; Wurl, “Ethnicity as Provenance: In Search of Values and Principles for Documenting the Immigrant Experience,” Archival Issues 29, no.1 (2005): 65-76; and Charlotte Nunes, “‘Connecting to the Ideologies That Surround Us’: Oral History Stewardship as an Entry Point to Critical Theory in the Undergraduate Classroom,” Oral History Review 44, no.2 (September2017): 362. “Popular education” brought to the archive was acomment from Alexandre Fortes following Hogan’s presentation, “How to Build aMissing Archive: The Experience of the SNCC Digital Gateway,” Colégio Brasileiro de Altos Estudos da UFRJ, Rio de Janiero, Brazil, February28, 2018; notes in Hogan’s possession.50.For further information on the SNCC Legacy Project-Duke partnership, see https://snccdigital.org/resources/lessons-learned/ and https://library.duke.edu/rubenstein/franklin/movement-history-initiative.

