





the tidal flats
a documentary collage on asian-american queer kinship
ep. 1: pilot—finding the tidal flats

written, narrated, produced, and performed by
liú méi-zhi wén-yuàn bransfield chen
劉梅智文苑陳粱

spring 2021



accompanying methodological paper:
 the textures and possibilities of silence








Advised by 
Nicki Pombier-Berger, M.A. and M.F.A.
Crystal Mun-Hye Baik, M.A. and Ph.D

A thesis submitted to the 
faculty of Columbia University 
In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
Degree of Master of Arts in Oral History.


 New York, New York (Unceded Lenape Territory) 				May 2021
[bookmark: _r3wr8b3l7r3g]Abstract: 

When this project began, Liú intended to make an oral history-based audio documentary in honor of their Taiwanese grandmother. Struggling with their grandmother’s failing health and the limitations of oral history— When we encounter overwhelming silence, how do we record those silences we find in a way that honors everything that they signify?—Liú decided to probe questions of power within familial storytelling. But what surfaced from their interviews with four other queer and trans Asian Americans was more visceral and embodied than they expected: feelings of belonging, feelings of kinship. Not answers to a research question, but an extended practice in co-witnessing and story-sharing, in vulnerability and wondering aloud. Episode 1, “finding the tidal flats” follows Liú’s queer diasporic wandering to a local beach, through their family history, and into their lines of kinship.  
Keywords: Asian-American Identity, Queer Kinship, Queer Diaspora, Taiwan, mixed race, kinship and solidarity, creative non-fiction, gender and sexuality, trans non-binary identity, illness and disability narratives, grief and mourning, Afro-Asian solidarity, spatiality/location, audio documentary, oral history
[bookmark: _x31mvuahlul3]I. Introduction: “What Comes First?”
This project has been deeply intimate and personal from the beginning, a documentary collage motivated by my own internal quandaries and angst more than any sort of ‘contributions to the field of oral history.’ Before delving into the specificities of my methodology at each stage of this two year process, I am going to invoke the wisdom of Black feminist scholar, artist, and activist, Dr. Alexis Pauline Gumbs, who conceptualizes her priorities with a simple question: “What comes first?”[footnoteRef:0] This introduction will give a brief overview about the specific origin points of this project, the central themes behind my first line of inquiry, and the priorities within my methodology. Though my project has changed significantly since its first imagining, these three components of what came first remain crucial to the end product I created with the tidal flats: a documentary collage on asian-american queer kinship.  [0:  Alexis Pauline Gumbs, discussion with OHMA students prior to workshop, “‘Necessary as Water’: Queer Black Ceremony and the Depth of Listening” (presentation at the OHMA Fall 2019 Oral History and Storytelling Workshop Series, New York City, NY, Nov. 7, 2019). See also, Liú Chen, “‘Creating a Dark Space’: Listening to and Prioritizing Intuition,” OHMA Blog, Dec. 13, 2019, accessed Apr. 29, 2021, http://oralhistory.columbia.edu/blog-posts/creating-a-dark-space. ] 

 The first spark for an oral history project about my Taiwanese grandmother (or ‘Ah-Ma’) and the other women in our family came in February of 2019, in the form of a vision of my grandmother and her sister, sheltering during a World War II air raid. This image, and the photos I have found of my Ah-Ma’s family, have stayed with me, haunted me even, as I have tried to find a way to access and tell their stories. Telling their stories felt even more important as I came out as trans and decided to take my Ah-Ma’s maiden name as my chosen name and, later, adopted her late older sister’s name into my chosen name. 

 劉 
As a part-time graduate student in the Oral History Master of Arts (OHMA) program, I had the privilege to spread my thesis research out over the past two years: I conducted nine interviews with four queer and trans East Asian American narrators between November 2019–March 2021, with additional interviews and recorded field notes with my father, grandfather (or ‘Ah-Kong’), Ah-Ma and other relatives between July 2019–March 2021. The COVID-19 pandemic provided a unique opportunity for my 
 fig 1-4: Sept. 2019 slides from Liú’s Instagram, announcing their  name change to friends and family. They are overlaid on archival photos of Liú’s grandmother and her family. The captions read: “I’ve been thinking a lot over the past year or two about gender, Chinese/Chinese-adjacent culture, and the archive. Cultural practices, patriarchy, colonialism, and cultural response to trauma conspire to erase many Asian women from history, even memory. What does it mean for me, to be trans amidst that familial and cultural history/present? I would never judge another AFAB for being trans in this personal context, but sometimes I feel I am contributing to this disappearing women phenomenon. When I started doing background research on my Ah-Ma for my oral history thesis, I thought about this a lot. I also learned her given surname: Liu, or 劉. I had thought about her first name, Mei, as a possible chosen name but it didn’t feel quite right. Liu, on the other hand, resonated on a deep level. Liu is, in my family, matriarchal, which feels powerful. It connects me to the Hakka women in my life, even as I continue to explores the ways in which I do and don’t identify as a “woman.” Liu, because it is traditionally a last name, also is completely non-binary. [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]

research, as I lived with my father and grandparents in their Washington home for several months with access to their records, belongings, voices, and presence. My time living with them during the pandemic also made it clear that my original plan for my thesis—interviewing my Ah-Ma about her life, family, and experiences—would be impossible because of her dementia, hearing loss, strokes, and terminal cancer. Even when I tried interviewing my other family members, like my Ah-Kong, about my Ah-Ma’s life, he would always answer with details about his life, not hers. 
My project’s central questions, which were so intimately about my Ah-Ma’s lived experiences, necessarily had to shift. In doing so, I had to confront one of the most fundamental limitations of oral history: If our narrators cannot or do not engage in the oral history process, whether for reasons of health or politics, personal preference or access, or something else entirely, then what do we do? Is there any way to ‘record’ or document silence in a way that elaborates and honors everything that each specific silence means? Can we distinguish between different textures and types of silence?[footnoteRef:1] For not all forms of silence signify the same thing or are caused by the same reasons, nor are all forms of silence unequivocally negative. A narrator declining an interview because they want to protect their cultural knowledge from appropriation is different from a narrator with dementia who no longer remembers their own story, which is still different from a narrator who feels unsafe participating in an oral history process because of the sociopolitical climate or history in their region.  The number of possible reasons for silence are infinite and unique to each circumstance. Yet in the eyes of the archives, these silences are all homogenized: the voices are simply absent, and often deemed unimportant. Furthermore, because of the politics of recognizability and legibility, wherein “to be recognizable is not a self-evident or an a priori status, but a position that is historically, socially, and politically constituted,” these voices may not even be recognized as absent.[footnoteRef:2] As I set about finding a different route to address the metaphysical ache behind my questions for my Ah-Ma, I knew I still ultimately wanted this thesis project to be about and for her, even if only in subtle ways. I wanted to speak to the silences surrounding her life, to dig into the meaning behind her specific silences and not let them get homogenized with the rest of the many voices absent from the archives. I was reminded of a passage by Erwin Schrödinger in his original 1935 paper, where he proposes the (oft-misunderstood) thought experiment known as Schrödinger’s Cat: “There is a difference between a shaky or out of focus photograph and a snapshot of clouds and fog banks.”[footnoteRef:3] I wanted a specific snapshot of her life’s clouds and fog banks, not some generic shaky photograph. [1:  Alexander Freund and Anna Sheftel engage some of these questions surrounding silence in “Towards an Ethics of Silence? Negotiating Off-the-Record Events and Identity in Oral History” and “‘I don’t fancy history very much’: Reflections on Interviewee Recruitment and Refusal in Bosnia-Herzegovina” respectively, in Oral History Off the Record: Towards an Ethnography of Practice, eds. Anna Sheftel and Stacey Zembrzycki (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 214–229; 245–261.]  [2:  Crystal Mun-Hye Baik, Reencounters: On the Korean War and Diasporic Memory Critique (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2020), 15, who is building off of and in conversation with Judith Butler’s Frames of War: When Is Life Grievable? (New York: Verso, 2009) and Simone Brown, Dark Matters: On the SUrveillance of Blackness (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015). ]  [3:  Erwin Schrödinger, “The Present Situation in Quantum Mechanics: A Translation of Schrödinger’s ‘Cat Paradox’ Paper,” trans. John D. Trimmer, Quantum Theory and Measurement, eds. J.A. Wheeler and W.H. Zurek (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1983): 157, accessed Apr. 30, 2021, http://hermes.ffn.ub.es/luisnavarro/nuevo_maletin/Schrodinger_1935_cat.pdf. ] 

I approached this tacking of sails in two ways: I decided to dig precisely into the texture of the silence I was encountering, engaging my narrators in questions about familial storytelling and the power dynamics that shape it. Who tells the stories, and from what perspective? Who decides what gets remembered? I later realized that in gazing deeper into (rather than away from) the silence and unknowability of my Ah-Ma, my research entered into conversation with Dr. Crystal Mun-Hye Baik’s research on memory and the Korean War. Baik and her community collaborators “reorient oral history as a diasporic memory practice that suggests the unforeseen potentialities of branching silences,” such as “fragmented knowledges of the war and denied access to family history”  (emphasis mine).[footnoteRef:4] I also allowed myself to be guided by the things I did know about my grandmother, and began my research by seeking out histories and narrators who shared these identities. First and foremost, I was interested in her perspective as a woman (or, more specifically, as a non-cis-man), because gender was the dynamic that I suspected most influenced familial storytelling. Second, I considered ethnicity. My grandmother is Hakka—an Chinese ethnic minority which translates to “guest people,” and who often faced ostracization from other Chinese (and non-Chinese) people, because they were considered perpetual outsiders everywhere they went. They are also the most diasporic Chinese ethnic minority, with large communities in Jamaica, Kolkata, Toronto, South Africa, and more. My focus for narrators began with Hakka women, then later pivoted to focus on queer and trans East Asian people, as my project’s central questions developed and changed (more on these changes later).   [4:  Baik, Reencounters, 70. ] 

When contemplating these central questions surrounding silence and unknowability, Dr. Gumbs again comes to the forefront of my mind. Gumbs, a well-known scholar, artist, and activist in Black feminism, is most familiar within in the OHMA program for her presentation, “‘Necessary as Water’: Queer Black Ceremony and the Depth of Listening” in the Fall 2019 workshop series. During her 2019 OHMA workshop, her 2017 Evergreen Art Lecture, and her 2020 Allied Media Conference “Writing New Worlds” panel, Gumbs emphasizes how darkness and the unknowable can be profoundly generative, rather than things to condemn.[footnoteRef:5] Gumbs challenges our white supremacist understanding of knowledge as light and ignorance as dark by asking her audience,  [5:  The Evergreen State College Productions, “Evergeen [sic] Art Lecture Series: Alexis Pauline Gumbs,” YouTube Video, 01:23:41, Feb. 24, 2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vELtF3-3jW8. Alliedmedia, “Writing New Worlds [English Language],” YouTube Video, 01:50:59, Jul. 24, 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i27YaBjzYqY&t=7s. ] 

“What if enlightenment or ‘shedding light on something’ wasn’t at the center of our practices of inquiry or investigation, our practices of learning? What if a deeper, deeper darkness was actually what people were going for? … What if our goal was to know [the things that we study] less and less, in a way that could make something else possible? … If I’m afraid of the dark, I have something to learn from that fear.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  “Evergeen [sic] Art Lecture Series,” 01:13:50-01:14:54.] 


In the Writing New Worlds panel, Gumbs expands on the generative space created by not being able to know something. She explains that there are certain moments in history that she will never be able to live through, but her “lust for the archive [and] constant wondering” about those moments sparks a depth of creativity that would not exist otherwise.[footnoteRef:7] It is in this spirit that I view my desire for my Ah-Ma’s story. Though I know that hers is a life narrative that I will never truly know, my drive to know—part of what I describe as “the magnetism of the moon”—is what made my end product possible.[footnoteRef:8] Unknowability and silence does not need to be a bad thing.  [7:  “Writing New Worlds,” 00:59:17-00:59:50. ]  [8:  Liú méi z.b. Chen, “Episode 1: Pilot—finding the tidal flats,” the tidal flats: a documentary collage on asian-american queer kinship (MA diss., Columbia University, 2021), accessed Apr. 29, 2021, https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pVUkJ84NAHLvrMbLE-gqx6BcH0Cq1j_u/view?usp=sharing : 13. ] 

Gumbs was also a pivotal early influence for my general practice and approach to oral history with her conception of deep listening. Most oral historians, including myself view listening to their narrators and their needs as a central priority in their practices; Gumbs reminded her 2019 OHMA workshop participants that the best creative encounters also demand that we listen inward, to our individual intuitions. Gumbs again connects this practice of deep listening—or, what I describe as “two-channel listening”—to the creative potential of darkness by referencing Black feminist ancestor, Audre Lorde.[footnoteRef:9] Lorde describes intuition as,  [9:  Chen, “‘Creating a Dark Space.’”] 

“...a dark place within, where hidden and growing our true spirit rises… These places of possibility within ourselves are dark because they are ancient and hidden; they have survived and grown strong through that darkness. Within these deep places, each one of us holds an incredible reserve of creativity and power, of unexamined and unrecorded emotion and feeling. The [person]’s place of power within each of us is neither white nor surface; it is dark, it is ancient, and it is deep.”[footnoteRef:10] [emphasis mine] [10:  Audre Lorde, “Poetry is not a Luxury,” in Sister Outsider (New York: Ten Speed Press, an imprint of the Crown Publishing Group, a division of Random House, 1984): 36-37. Note that I have replaced “woman” with “person” in this quotation, as I believe that if Lorde were alive today, she would wholeheartedly embrace the trans and non-binary community as holding similar sacred spaces within their bodies. This is not to diminish the specificities of femininity that Lorde discusses throughout her books. ] 


After attending and writing a reflection on Gumbs’s workshop, I committed to putting greater emphasis on two-channel listening through every stage of the oral history process, from writing questions to conducting the interview, to editing in post-production. Reflecting on the two year process of my oral history thesis, I can say without a doubt that the tidal flats would not have been possible in its conception, its interviews, its writing, or its production, without a heavy trust of my intuition, in addition to my collaboration with narrators. For the encouragement and guidance towards two-channel listening that shaped every step of creating my oral history thesis, I thank Dr. Gumbs.
Throughout the rest of my methods paper, I will discuss additional influences in three stages of execution of my documentary-collage: preparing for and conducting the interviews, writing the script for my pilot, and the production of “finding the tidal flats.” I will also consider the ways that the field of oral history shaped my approach. I will conclude this paper by considering where my documentary collage might go from here and my lasting questions for the field. 
[bookmark: _6xu08o74umma]II. Process: Pre-Interview Research and Interviews 
	the tidal flats is based on four queer and trans East Asian narrators, with additional interviews and recorded audio field notes with my father and Ah-Kong for background information on Taiwanese history and family history. My approach to oral history interviews is primarily based on Black, Indigenous, and other Peoples of Color (BIPOC) practices of oral history, such as described by Dr. Winona Wheeler, Dr. Nēpia Mahuika, Baik, and Zora Neale Hurston, who emphasize commitment on the part of the interviewer(s), and long-term relationships of responsibility, reciprocality, and trust between interviewer(s) and narrator(s).[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Winona Wheeler, “Reflections on the Social Relations of Indigenous Oral History,” in Walking a Tightrope: Aboriginal People and Their Representations, ed. David T. McNab (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, Aboriginal Studies Series, 2005), 189–207; Nēpia Mahuika, Rethinking Oral History and Tradition: An Indigenous Perspective (New York: Oxford University Press, 2019); Zora Neale Hurston, Barracoon: The Story of the Last Slave, ed. Deborah G. Plant (New York: Amistad, an imprint of HarperCollins, 2018); Baik, Reencounters. ] 

Because I initially expected my project to be focused on narrators with Hakka ancestry, but did not know any Hakka history, context, or people (besides my grandmother), my thesis work began with background research. I found the New York City 2019 Hakka Conference, which took place a month after my studies started, and attended the small weekend gathering in Manhattan’s Chinatown. Meeting Hakka scholars, an award-winning Hakka journalist and documentarian, and other everyday Haka folx, the conference exploded my knowledge of Hakka history and culture, arming me with a long reading list and a few emails of people to potentially interview. Perhaps the biggest influence from the Hakka Conference, besides meeting my first narrator, was how it situated Hakka identity within a larger conversation about race, ethnicity, migration, and diaspora. The conference was organized by Paula Madison, a Hakka-Jamaican journalist, and the overwhelming majority of attendees were also Hakka-Jamaican. I learned from my first narrator and other conference attendees that the Hakka were one of the predominant Sinophone ethnic groups who traveled overseas in the 19th century to fill a growing demand for cheap labor as sections of the globe industrialized, British imperialism in Asia became more powerful, and chattel slavery was abolished in the Western hemisphere.[footnoteRef:12] Hakka and other Asian laborers were seen as particularly strategic in the Carribean and the Americas as “middle-man minorities,” who would serve as a buffer between rich white landowners and the large populations of recently-emancipated Black laborers.[footnoteRef:13] Though my project broadened to East Asian narrators a couple of months after the Hakka Conference, this background research was still pivotal in my understanding the themes and scope of my thesis project, and in situating it in a larger historical narrative of diaspora and labor.  [12:  The use of “Sinophone” as a qualifier instead of “Chinese” was popularized by Shu-mei Shih, Chien-hsin Tsai, and Brian Bernards with Sinophone Studies: A Critical Reader (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013). It challenges Chinese imperialism and Han ethnic essentialism.]  [13:  Kamala Visweswaran, “Diaspora by Design,” quoted in Gayatri Gopinath, Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public Cultures (Durhan: Duke University Press, 2005), 8. Term first developed by sociologists Hubert Blalock and Edna Bonacich. For more on the relationships between the trans-Atlantic slave trade, Asian laborers, and settler-colonial liberalism, Lisa Lowe’s The Intimacies of Four Continents (Duham: Duke University Press, 2015) serves as a good entry point. ] 

The Hakka Conference also necessarily made this project one that was concerned with Afro-Asian relationships—solidarities and tensions. This area of study is one in which I have been deeply invested since my undergraduate years when I majored in Black Studies and History, and frequently wondered about my place in the room and the movement. The conversation about Afro-Asian relationality has also grown more prominent on the national scale since the 2020 Uprisings and the March 2021 Atlanta shooting of six East Asian American women. I discussed race—specifically anti-Blackness, proximity to whiteness, and the protest movements defending Black lives in the past 10 years—with my four non-Black narrators during our interviews. This sparked thoughtful reflections about parents, inherited anti-Blackness, unlearning white supremacy, and current involvement in the movements for racial justice. I also contemplated recruiting Afro-Asian American narrators for my thesis research, as theirs is an important and often-erased perspective in discussions about Asian American identity. However, given my struggles with understanding my Asian heritage, I felt a need to unpack my own non-Black East Asian identity before engaging Afro-Asian narrators. Oral histories devoted to Afro-Asian history, anti-Blackness within Asian communities, and how to build and heal the relationships between non-Black Asian and Black communities is an endeavor by itself. It is one I am dedicated to, and one that I hope will surface within the context of the tidal flats when I resume interviews and expand my pool of narrators. But when I do that work, I want to do it right or not at all. Part of ‘doing it right’ involves a deeper understanding of my race and heritage, one which I have begun developing through this project. 
	The four narrators who I ultimately interviewed each came into the project in different ways. I cannot remember the point at which I explicitly decided to focus on queer and trans people East Asian people, after I had broadened my search from Hakka to East Asian narrators in late 2019. The desire to focus on queer and trans narrators was present from the beginning of my research, given how my own queer and trans identities were such a large part of my alienation from my Taiwanese family. So, perhaps this is one example of being subconsciously guided by my “two-channel listening.” While I also considered including the perspectives of others in the Asian American umbrella, such as West, Central, South, and Pacific Islander Asian American people, I followed the same logic as I did with Afro-Asian American narrators. I wanted to focus on understanding my own identity as non-Black East Asian American person by limiting myself to non-Black East Asian narrators, before broadening my scope at a later stage in the project. My narrators are as follows: 
· Wendell Y. Tong (pronouns: she/her), a middle-aged, cis and queer lawyer based in Manhattan, NY. A Taiwanese (Hakka) and Japanese immigrant born in Japan, who immigrated to New York at some point during childhood after being deported from Japan.  We met at the October 2019 NYC Hakka Conference.
· Jess T. Fang Chiang (pronouns: she, they, and “generally undefined”), a queer and gender non-conforming tattoo artist studying Chinese medicine in graduate school. She is in her early 30s, based in Brooklyn, NY. Taiwanese (Hakka) and Japanese, born and raised in New Jersey. We met on Instagram in early 2020 through mutual friends and my admiration of their work with tattooing and Chinese medicine.
· Haruna Lee (pronouns: they/them), a queer and trans non-binary writer, actor, educator, and activist in their mid-30s, based in Brooklyn, NY. Taiwanese and Japanese, born in Japan and raised in Washington state between the ages of 8-18 after their father passed away. We met when I attended an early 2020 production of their play about racial and gender identity, Suicide Forest, which I reviewed for Dr. Amy Starecheski’s Curating Oral Histories course. 
· TL (pseudonym; pronouns: they/them), a queer and non-binary student and community activist in their early 20s, based in San Jose, CA. Vietnamese with some Chinese (Hakka) ancestry, born in California. Their parents are both “boat people” from Vietnam who left in the years following the Vietnam War. We met in late 2019 through a Queer Asians Facebook group, after I posted about my oral history research about Hakka history. 
With all of my narrators, I strove to build relationships with them before we began conducting recorded interviews. With Jess, I began regularly interacting with her tattooing and Chinese medicine content on Instagram early on, before I even considered whether they would be a narrator for my project. Wendell and I talked at length about our family histories in between sessions at the Hakka conference, asking each other questions and commenting on each other’s stories. I was in awe of Haruna from the first time I was introduced to their work and immersed myself in Suicide Forest through another class assignment, before eventually working up the courage to ask them if they would be interested in serving as a narrator in my project. Relationality was a priority from my first introductions to each of my narrators, and I believe this contributed to the level of intimacy that we later created together during our interview encounters. In this approach, I take guidance from indigenous oral historian Wheeler, who emphasizes that in Cree culture, narrators are viewed as teachers, with “a reciprocal and interactive teaching relationship between student and teacher, a ‘community activity’ ... based on long-term commitment, reciprocity, and respect.”[footnoteRef:14] As a descendent of settlers who is working in a field that has long undervalued (and even erased) its debt to Indigenous (and other non-Western) oral historical practices, I am wary of the line between inspiration and appropriation.[footnoteRef:15] I  have applied the spirit of Wheeler’s philosophy and approach as honestly and respectfully I can: paying attribution to her as a touchstone in how I view and conduct oral history, while also never seeing my interviews as comparable to the Cree-specific educational praxis, kiskinohamatowin, that Wheeler describes. [14:  Wheeler, “Reflections on the Social Relations of Indigenous Oral History,” 198. ]  [15:  First and foremost, the academic field of oral history has appropriated from Native practices of oral history in the Americas (Turtle Island) and Oceania. The reparations owed by the academy are primarily to Native cultures of these geographical areas. That being said, many other African, Asian, and diasporic cultures heavily feature forms of oral history in how they remember the past and teach their cultural values, and have done so for hundreds, if not thousands, of years before Allan Nevins was born. The violence of the academy’s claim to ‘discovering’/creating the field of oral history is experienced by these cultures as well. ] 

	In addition to the early relationship-building with my narrators, I also conducted a formalized process of official interview invitations. I sought to be as transparent as possible about my process and philosophy with my narrators, sharing my project materials (question guide and project design) and conducting pre-interviews. During pre-interviews, I emphasized my values of sharing authority, co-creation, and continuous consent in my practice of oral history.[footnoteRef:16] I also reviewed the interview guide with each narrator and checked in to see if there were any questions or subjects in my interview guide that they wanted to avoid or focus on, noting that they could also decide to skip questions during the interview—they didn’t need to know at that moment if there were any topics that would be difficult for them. My consent/legal release form offered several options for specifying the degree of exposure that the narrators and their materials would have—whether full interviews would be available online (chosen via initials lines), whether they wanted to use a pseudonym (chosen via initials lines), and if there were any other exceptions or specifications they wanted to make regarding their interview materials (blank space to freewrite) (see Appendix A for blank form). During my pre-interviews, we further discussed the exchange of oral history, and I offered that they were welcome to ask me any questions—during the pre-interview, or during the interview itself. TL, who knew me the least prior to starting our interviews, took the opportunity during the pre-interview to ask me some questions about my own background, and voiced their preference for an interview in which we both talked about our lives and experiences. TL, Jess, and Haruna each had moments in one or both of their interviews where they turned my questions back on me or asked me questions of their own, and I generally contributed more of my own thoughts and memories to the interview than I do in other interviews. We leaned into the practice of exchange, and in this project, that both enriched the interview experience and  contributed to the greater sense of emotional intimacy during our interviews. That greater sense of emotional intimacy would eventually emerge as the new center of my thesis.  [16:  Sharing authority is obviously derived from Michael Frisch’s reputed book on oral history, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990). However, I use the gerund of sharing to emphasize the need to continually be aware of and negotiate the power dynamics of a project, rather than assuming that once authority is declared as ‘shared,’ there are no longer power dynamics influencing the interview. Of course, even with the gerund of sharing, it is still a task easier said than done. ] 

My specific approach to the oral history interviews—my preparation, how much I talked in and controlled the flow of the interviews—varied somewhat, based on what stage of the two-year research process I was currently in and on the preferences of my narrators. During my first two interviews, which took place in November 2019 (Wendell) and June 2020 (Jess), I took a more strictly ‘Grounded Theory’ approach.[footnoteRef:17] In her introduction to conducting oral histories, Mary A. Larson explains that Grounded Theory originated with sociological research, and involves  [17:  Mary A. Larson, “Research Design and Strategies” in History of Oral History: Foundations and Methodology, eds. Thomas L. Charlton, Lois E. Myers, and Rebecca Sharpless (Lanham, MD: Altamira Press, 2007), 95–123.] 

“‘a researcher [who] does not begin a project with a preconceived theory in mind. … Rather the researcher begins with an area of study and allows the theory to emerge from the data.’ Hence the theory derived is grounded in the data.”[footnoteRef:18] [emphasis hers] [18:  Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss, qtd. in Larson, “Research Design and Strategies,” 108. ] 


In some ways, the sociological language of Grounded Theory feels a little mismatched with my type of oral history, which is already wary of the social scientist’s constructions of “hypothesis,” “data,” and “controlling variables.” At the same time, I find the framework of Grounded Theory helpful in explaining the marked difference between my November 2019 and June 2020 interviews and my 2021 interviews. Most significantly, for my Grounded Theory interviews, I entered the conversation with no prepared interview guide nor research specific to each narrator. During my November 2019 interview with Wendell—which was also the only interview conducted in person because of the COVID-19 Pandemic—I only had very basic sketches of the direction of study I wanted to go in. By June 2020, I knew more about my thesis—the themes and dynamics on which I wanted to focus—but still had not formulated my overarching research questions or a specific interview guide for my interview with Jess. These two interviews are enacting Grounded Theory in that my project, central research questions, and what I suppose could be called my “hypothesis”—my focus on gender as the central dynamic informing familial storytelling—were all rooted in and informed by these first two interviews.
My later interviews, conducted during winter 2021, most closely resemble what Larson identifies as ‘Critical Theory,’ though this categorization again has limits to its utility, as it does not capture the defining affective characteristics of my interviews, nor does it acknowledge the way that Grounded Theory continued to shape my approach. Larson explains, 
“Critical theory revolves around the concept of representing the underrepresented and giving voice to their views, … most practitioners of critical theory are overt about their politicization, [and] there is also a tendency towards nonbelief in the possibility or (or necessity for) objectivity.”[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Larson, “Research Design and Strategies,” 104. ] 


These traits are definitely aligned with my 2021 interviews and my views of oral history as a political tool. However, these descriptors also are aligned with my 2019 and 2020 interviews, which speaks to the fact that there is something missing in Larson’s categorizations about the subject matter of a project as a whole. Some projects, such as mine, are inherently about “representing the underrepresented and giving voice to their views,” regardless of which theoretical lens one uses. Furthermore, none of Larson’s theoretical categories speak to other dimensions of the oral history interview, such as presence of affect or emotional intimacy.[footnoteRef:20] As I have mentioned a few times in this paper, and discuss in “finding the tidal flats,” my interviews with Wendell, Jess, Haruna, and TL had dimensions of belonging, intimacy, and kinship that I did not expect. These dynamics are certainly not present in all oral history interviews, nor should they be—sometimes emotional distance between narrator and interviewer is a more ethical approach, or better suited to the project’s goals. In this project, which has had deeply personal goals from the start, I suspect that these “feelings of kinship”[footnoteRef:21] were due to the fact that my narrators and I inhabit multiple dimensions of shared identity and were talking about similar life experiences, many of which are emotional. Critical studies scholar Dr. David Eng observes that this phenomenon is common: his monograph was conceived as his students pushed him to interrogate the ways that feelings of kinship often arise from and draw us “to the intellectual and political projects of Asian American and critical race studies, as well as to theories of queerness and diaspora.”[footnoteRef:22] Because of these reasons, the emergent emotional intimacy in my interviews did not raise any ethical red flags for me.  [20:  McHugh discusses affective theory in the context of the oral history interview in “The Affective Power of Sound: Oral History on the Radio” in The Oral History Reader, 3rd edition, eds. Robert Perks and Alistair Thomson (New York: Routledge, 2016), 489–506). It is a helpful primer on affective theory, though she is more focused on how to use affect in the curation of oral history, rather than its presence vis-à-vis interviewing methodology. ]  [21:  David Eng describes the feelings of kinship as “the collective, communal, and consensual affiliations as well as the psychic, affective, and visceral bonds” (Feelings of Kinship: Queer Liberalism and the Racialization of Intimacy (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010), 2). ]  [22:  Eng, Feelings of Kinship, 2] 

Given the limitations of Larson’s categories and the additional dimensions of oral history that are engaged in my thesis interviews, it seems that the best way to understand all of my interviews is through a combination of Grounded and Critical Theory. Unlike during my 2019 and 2020 interviews, I entered my 2021 interviews with research questions, an interview guide, and even a hypothesis about gender being the driving factor behind which perspectives are valued and preserved through familial storytelling. Some narrators, like TL, confirmed my hypothesis, describing the many stories that their father would tell about his past, many of which had a gendered or moralistic lesson. Others, such as Haruna, challenged my hypothesis, as their mother was the primary storyteller, in part because she was a single parent for most of Haruna’s life. However, by the second or third interview of noticing the emergent feelings of kinship, my “hypothesis” was once again thrown out of the window. Engaging my intuition-informed “two-channel listening” and returning to elements of Grounded Theory and following what naturally arose instead of my “preconceived theory.”[footnoteRef:23] I leaned into the emergent feelings and themes of belonging and kinship. Later, when reviewing Baik’s engagement with the Intergenerational Korean American Oral History Project, I realized that I, too, was witnessing “silence’s ability to open up and avail itself of new ‘ways of listening’ and modes of relationality among aural history participants.”[footnoteRef:24] My original questions, driven by a desire to understand familial silences, were fueling an “overlapping process of sharing and listening,” which in turn “produce[d] a diasporic sense of kinship cemented through social  rather than biological bonds.”[footnoteRef:25] I continued to engage the values of Critical Theory and follow aspects of my interview guide through the rest of my interviews, but my pre-prepared questions served more as a pushing off point for meaningful stories than anything else.  [23:  Larson, “Research Design and Strategies,” 108.]  [24:  Baik, Reencounters, 84. ]  [25:  Baik, Reencounters, 85. ] 

[bookmark: _4f1a758azr3h]III. Process: Writing the Pilot
	After two months of conducting interviews during the winter of 2021, I turned my attention towards synthesizing my experiences and tape into a pilot episode of an audio documentary/podcast. The questions of form were at the front of my mind: What is the difference between ‘audio documentary’ and ‘podcast’? What does an oral history audio documentary or podcast sound like? How does that differ from how a journalist might produce these pieces? I also had a diverse array of material with which I wanted to work—16+ hours of interviews with my narrators, each of whom went in slightly different directions with the interview questions and reflected the dynamic nature of the interviews as discussed in Section II; interviews with my family; theoretical frameworks from Eng to Dr. Saidiya Hartman to Dr. Homi Bhabha; and a dozen half-started script fragments from my first years and a half of work. 
My intended first step in finding direction for my pilot episode was a communal curating process with my narrators. Again seeking to enact my guiding principles of co-creation and sharing authority, I was curious about how Haruna, Jess, Wendell, and TL would react to each other’s interviews. I think I also hoped to extend the feelings of community and belonging to my narrators—to learn whether those affective experiences also surfaced for them in listening and talking to each other. Creating a communal space would also facilitate those feelings and give some structure to talk about the why and how of the emergent kinship that I/we felt. I offered the options of a group listening party or a pre-listening-then-discussion format about two weeks before the end of my interviews, and received enthusiasm from Haruna, TL, and Jess. However, as we started to get into the specifics of executing this communal process, the logistics quickly became complicated. Two of my narrators were in the midst of moving, and two were starting new jobs. We were unable to find a mutually-available time with even just three of us. I offered the possibility of a completely asynchronous process, where they could listen on their own time and post comments on a group Google Doc, but this was still too much labor and time for my narrators, given the other events in their lives. I was disappointed, but also understood—I have been That Person before who has to drop out at the last minute, or who overcommits my time. I was also happy that the joint process was something that they were interested in and excited about—that they too were invested in the idea of community—even though  the logistics stood in the way (this time). While we did not have our group curating and community-building session, I still conducted a separate transcript-review process with my narrators. Narrators had the opportunity to review the tapes and transcripts from our interviews for any material they wanted removed and we discussed clip usage—did they want to approve each clip and its context before the whole episode was made public?
On the most basic level, this challenge in executing the community process speaks to the very condensed timeline on which I was working this semester. If I were to attempt this in the future, I would plan farther ahead, and have greater flexibility about when we could conduct the community event (I only had a ~10 day window during which I could do this event, based on my thesis deadlines). At the same time, I think this experience also speaks to a greater tension in oral history about narrator participation, one for which I do not have an easy answer. As oral historians, many of us love the idea of narrator participation at multiple steps of the process. We want a pre-interview, we want the interview, maybe follow-up interviews, and then we want to be sure to get narrator approval on the ways we have translated their spoken words into written text. Perhaps we also want their input on the ways their interviews will be used and archived, or even want them involved during the early stages of project design. We want to practice what we preach when it comes to sharing authority. It is all well and good to aspire to this level of co-creation, but is there a point at which our qualms about sharing power became more onerous than liberating for our narrators? Could this end up ultimately doing more damage to narrators, movements, histories, etc. than good? Are there ways to feel secure in our processes of sharing authority that do not require additional labor from our narrators—or, that compensate them? I do not have an answer to these questions, and there is definitely no one-answer-fits-all-narrators/projects solution. Ideally, it is something that is discussed and negotiated with each person we interview (and discuss throughout the process—narrators sometimes commit to a process during a pre-interview without knowing their later availability). I also think it would be beneficial to  consider and debrief with past and potential narrators (compensated in some way, so as not to fall into yet another demand for free labor!). These would be good steps towards truly enacting continuous consent, rather than assuming that we know what our narrators want, can give, and value. 
 With the communal curation process scrapped, I was flustered and unsure about how to begin my writing process, bogged down with questions of form and overwhelmed with the many different things I wanted to achieve in this one pilot episode. I listened to several podcasts in the months before writing my script, an amalgam that included  well-known and lauded shows, friends’ suggestions, and some of my own favorites. These included Serial (Serial Productions, a New York Times company), This American Life (Chicago Public Media), RadioLab (WNYC Studios), Throughline (NPR), How to Survive the End of the World (Autumn Brown and adrienne maree brown), S-Town (Serial Productions), Mythology (Parcast), Louder than a Riot (NPR), Resistance (Gimlet), The Messenger (Spotify Studies), and It’s Been a Minute with Sam Sanders (NPR), among others. I began to get some vague sense of podcast versus audio documentary, particularly with shows like RadioLab which spend at least an hour on each story, if not more. I was most drawn to the styles of Serial, Louder than a Riot, and The Messenger, which all focus their seasons on one overarching story, told by breaking it down into episodes that each take on one specific perspective, aspect, or vignette of the overarching story. I was reminded of ‘Prestige TV’ shows like ABC’s Lost (2004–2010) or Netflix’s Orange is the New Black (2013–2019) and Daredevil (2015–2018), which frequently zoom in on one character’s backstory or emotional arc in each episode. These individual close-ups then inform our understandings of all the other episodes. As I described to one of my advisors, Nicki Pombier-Berger (paraphrasing): “It’s like each episode picks up a rock, looks at it, familiarizes itself with it. Then you move on to other rocks, then maybe you return to the first rock with a new understanding, or you need to examine it more closely again.”  This was the approach I wanted to take… but how do you do that in a pilot, where the purpose is to give some sense of the overarching story? And, how would oral history inform the editorial decisions I made? 
	Another issue with which I struggled while trying to start writing was the structures and demands of narrative. What are the narrative mandates of an oral history-based podcast/audio documentary? All of the podcasts and TV shows that I wanted to emulate—they all seemed to have a narrative. One of the most popular non-news podcasts, This American Life, demands narrative, writing on their submissions page, “Don’t send us essays. … We do stories with a plot.”[footnoteRef:26] What are our expectations of narrative within oral history? Many practitioners of oral history, myself included, value the methodology for the ways it allows narrators to be expansive and not feel boxed into narrative linearity. Linear time, narrative arcs (ie., conflict then resolution), cause-and-effect: oral histories do not always fit these molds. Yet many oral historians, including foundational names in the field such as Prof. Alessandro Portelli and Dr.s Luisa Passerini, and Ronald Grele frequently laud the application of narrative and narrative theory to oral history.[footnoteRef:27] They argue that whatever shape an oral history takes, even if it includes a defiance of narrative norms, the interview can be analyzed and better understood through the lens of narrative theory. The importance of narrative is implicated in our use of “narrator” to describe the people we interview. And Dr. Brian H. Greenwald and Brianna DiGiovanni have gone a step farther, replacing the term ‘oral history’ with ‘narrative history’ to address the Ableist and anti-Deaf connotations of the former.[footnoteRef:28]  [26:  “Submissions,” This American Life, accessed May 2, 2021, https://www.thisamericanlife.org/about/submissions. ]  [27:  A fairly short but rigorous discussion of narrative and oral history is found in Ronald J. Grele’s “Narrative” subsection of “Oral History as Evidence” in History of Oral History: Foundations and Methodology, eds. Thomas L. Charlton, Lois E. Myers, and Rebecca Sharpless (Lanham, MD: Altamira Press, 2007), 55-61. Some highlights in the extensive literature regarding narrative and oral history that he discusses: Ronald J. Grele, ed., Envelopes of Sound: Six Practitioners Discuss the Method, Theory, and Practice of Oral History and Oral Testimony (Chicago: Precedent, 1975); Wallace Martin, Recent Theories of Narrative (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986); Luisa Passerini, Fascism in Popular Memory: The Cultural Experience of the Turin Working Class, trans. Robert Lumley and Jude Bloomfield (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987); Alessandro Portelli, “The Peculiarities of Oral History,” History Workshop Journal 12 (Autumn 1981): 96–107; Raphael Samuel and Paul Thompson, Introduction to The Myths We Live By (London: Routledge, 1990), 1–22; Elizabeth Tonkin, Narrating Our Pasts: The Social Construction of Oral History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). ]  [28:  Brian H. Greenwald and Brianna DiGiovanni, “Deaf NYC Spaces and Stories” (presentation at the OHMA Spring 2021 Oral History and Power Workshop Series, New York City, NY and Zoom, April 8, 2021). For more on the oralist tradition of Deaf education and its harm to the Deaf community, see https://oralismandthedeafcommunity.weebly.com/what-is-oralism.html#:~:text=Oralism%20is%20the%20idea%20that,to%20as%20the%20oral%20method.. ] 

Though both the podcasting field and oral history generally value the principles of narrative and narrative theory, I felt constrained and confused by some of the traditional demands of narrative, such as plot. I was reminded of the Narrative Medicine courses I had taken in the past year, during which we discussed the limitations and impossibilities of narrative as much as we discussed its types and value. I thought back to disability and literary studies scholar Dr. Rebecca Garden, who writes,
“Narrative places particular constraints on embodied experience. As literary studies scholar Peter Brooks explains, narrative ‘demarcates, encloses, establishes limits, orders’ (p. 4). The limits and order of narrative exert pressure on the shape of published accounts of illness and disability and, in particular, their resolutions or endings.”[footnoteRef:29] [emphasis mine] [29:  Rebecca Garden, “Telling Stories about Illness and Disability: The Limits and Lessons of Narrative,” Perspectives in Biology and Medicine 53, no. 1 (Winter 2010): 122-123. ] 


Did my thesis, which originated with and was driven by my Ah-Ma’s illnesses, and which  had come to focus on emergent, embodied feelings of kinship—did it really have a ‘narrative’? And, did it need a narrative, to be successful? If so, what narrative do I tell? The “story” of my Ah-Ma’s health felt too depressing and unresolved to form any kind of narrative basis. My interviews were engaging but not a cohesive plot—it was the wide heterogeneity of what emerged that made them so interesting. All the materials that I had for my thesis felt connected, but not in a linear or easy-to-order way. 
	These concerns are ultimately what led me to lean into the form of collage, eventually combining with elements of audio documentary to yield my documentary collage. “finding the tidal flats” did gradually develop a ‘plot’ and narrative, as I told the meta-story of how the project itself changed over time and came to inform my grieving process with my Ah-Ma. However, it was only by releasing myself from the constraints of plot and allowing myself to be inspired by other modes of creation, such as collage, that the narrative was able to blossom. I started with a creative freewrite, returning back to my early metaphor of rocks with this prompt from one of my advisors, Nicki:  
“Work with our image of you picking up stones. Are you wading in water, are you in a creek or river, or at the edge of a lake or the sea? As you pick up stones, Hold in mind a memory or a feeling or a place or a person for each stone—you can write those, or keep them off the page, for yourself. Write a list poem, or name each stone, or describe each in its weight and color and texture, and take some action with each. Pocket it, or put it down gently, or throw it in the water, or make a circle out of some.”[footnoteRef:30]  [30:  Nicki Pombier-Berger, “Prompts for Liú_20210303,” Mar. 3, 2021, accessed May 2, 2021, https://docs.google.com/document/d/15kYO5-o6dlC5c5NMNXD_a3OKCE_wOuBzGbdrno6ktMQ/edit?usp=sharing.] 


 With this prompt, I was immediately transported to a specific place: Dashpoint Beach, minutes away from my Ah-Ma and Ah-Kong’s house in Washington state.  I was again reminded of Wheeler, who discussed the ways that land can facilitate the acts of remembering and storytelling during her recent 2021 OHMA workshop, noting, “the land is mnemonic.”[footnoteRef:31] As I navigated Dashpoint Beach’s psychic and emotional landscape, I conjured up specific memories from my oral history interviews for each “rock” that I described—learning about Chinese philosophy with Jess; exploring the nature of polyamorous love and desire with Haruna. As I decided what ‘action’ to take with each rock, I considered how I am integrating the things I learned and experienced from my interviews into my life.  [31:  Winona Wheeler, “Land Back! The Importance of Oral History in First Nation Land Claims Cases” (presentation at the OHMA Spring 2021 Oral History and Power Workshop Series, New York City, NY and Zoom, Feb. 18, 2021). ] 

Though only a handful of interview clips are included in “finding the tidal flats,” I was shaped and changed by each minute of those nine interviews, and wanted the script to reflect that. I was reminded of Martha Norkunas’s engagement with what anthropologist Paul Stoller describes as a between state: 
“...she has been so changed by the experience of knowing [narrators or anthropological subjects]... that she is no longer what she was before. There is a sense of excitement in the possibility of personal transformation resulting from an intense engagement with others. … This between state, or embodied presence, that oral historians experience in the interview, carries over to the transformative process of letting the stories change them. All subsequent interviews are different because the listeners are different.”[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Martha Norkunas, “The Vulnerable Listener,” in Oral History Off the Record, 78. ] 


This between state was not just something I experienced during my interviews; I, as an entire person and in my everyday life, was changed and transformed by these interviews. Heding my “two-channel listening” of my narrators and my intuition (and how my intuition was changed by my narrators), the Dashpoint Beach creative nonfiction piece became the backbone of my pilot, onto which I tethered additional aspects of my research. I gathered a number of theorists from my graduate coursework who informed my thinking and process, only some of whom ended up in the pilot. I followed each rock’s description with the interview clips that I had recalled while writing. I added reflections on what the beach represented for me as a whole, striving to honor my narrators’ words, time, and impact on me in my extended metaphor of ‘the tidal flats.’ Through seven iterations of my script, my advisors Nicki and Dr. Baik, and two peers, Courtney Scott and Jennie Morrison, helped me balance these different elements of my documentary-collage: my creative nonfiction writing; interview excerpts; academic references and frameworks; analytical commentary about race, gender, diaspora, and power; and the underlying emotional arc of illness, grief, loss, longing, and kinship related to my Ah-Ma and the Hakka femme ancestors I would never meet. Ultimately, this narrative of “queer diasporic wandering,” was only possible through the genre of documentary-collage.[footnoteRef:33] It was only through a synthesis of these varied stories that allowed me to even understand the ‘plot’ of mourning and chosen family and healing. In many ways, this feels precisely in line with the ways that we value narrative and narrative theory in the field of oral history: as a tool and as guidance, but not to the point where we put limits on how a narrator recounts their histories. Narrative, in moderation.  [33:  Chen, “finding the tidal flats,” 16. ] 

Before moving on to my section on production, I want to briefly elaborate on the academic theoretical frameworks that informed the writing of my pilot. The most important theoretical frameworks which guided my writing and helped consolidate the different components of my script were Eng and Dr. Gayatri Gopinath. Hartman, Stuart Hall, Maxine Hong-Kingston, and adrienne maree brown also shaped my general approach to the project and script with a mandate towards imagination (Hartman), an insistence of the beautiful heterogeneity and hybridity of diaspora (Hall), a beautiful example of blending fiction and memoir in an account of Asian femme experience (Kingston), and an insistence on intuition and following desire (brown). However, Eng and Gopinath provided the central glue in my documentary collage with their conceptions of queer kinship, queer diaspora, and the racialization of intimacy. 
In the introduction to her monograph on queer diaspora, Gopinath explains the etmylogical and traditional connections between diaspora and patriarchal progenation, as well as the links between diaspora, nationalism, and global capitalism.[footnoteRef:34] Queer diaspora, then, [34:  Gopinath, Impossible Desires, 1–28. Particularly shocking in her explanation is this quotation from Stafan Helmreich’s analysis of the etymology of ‘diaspora’: “‘The original meaning of diaspora summons up the image of scattered seeds, ... metaphorical for the male ‘substance’ that is traced in genealogical histories. The word ‘sperm’ is metaphorically linked to diaspora. It comes from the same stem [speirein, in Greek meaning to sow or scatter]... Diaspora, in its traditional sense, thus refers us to a system of kinship reckoned throughout men and suggests the questions of legitimacy in paternity that patriarchy generates’” (qtd. in Gopinath 5). ] 

“...recuperate[s] those desires, practices and subjectivities that are rendered impossible and unimaginable within conventional diasporic and nationalist imaginaries. A consideration of queerness, in other words, becomes a way to challenge nationalist ideologies by restoring the impure, inauthentic, nonreproductive potential of the notion of diaspora.”[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Gopinath, Impossible Desires, 11.] 


Given my research’s partial origins in my alienation from my Taiwanese family and their overwhelming heteronormative patriarchy, Gopinath elaborations helped me understand how I could simultaneously long for and disdain the traditional notions of diaspora. Furthermore, with queer diaspora, she provided a framework to express my desire to understand and embrace my heritage, and connect to others who share it, without reifying the patriarchal implications of non-queer diaspora. That longing and connection are at the center of “finding the tidal flats.” Eng’s use of queer kinship similarly refutes the primacy of genealogy, bloodlines, and filiation in our understandings of kinship, instead prioritizing autonomous and reciprocal choice in his examination of“collective, communal, and consensual affiliations as well as … psychic, affective, and visceral bonds.”[footnoteRef:36] Queer kinship helped me understand the way that my interviews with Wendell, Jess, Haruna, and TL were still very much related to the emotional journey I was on regarding my Ah-Ma and my other Hakka ancestors. Though the connection between my interviews and my Ah-Ma may seem obvious from the outside or in hindsight (especially as I talk about them in conversation throughout this paper!), I needed Eng’s language to understand and name those connections.  [36:  Eng, Feelings of Kinship, 2.] 

The racialization of intimacy further informed my thought process as I tried to understand my own racialized experiences and how they fit into my thesis project. Again, the alienation from my Taiwanese family and culture, but also my difficulty feeling deep trust or belonging with my white family members. The complicated ways in which I “hid in whiteness” to escape the fear and violence I experienced with my Taiwanese family, yet still did not feel at home within whiteness.[footnoteRef:37] The ways it is still very difficult to have an honest conversation with my white mother about race. Bi-racial identity was not a huge part of “finding the tidal flats,” but I think it would be an interesting dynamic to zoom in on with current and future narrators. It is a discussion topic that I started to unearth with Jess and Haruna—both of whom are half-Japanese and half-Taiwanese, a dynamic of particular note due to Japan’s 50 year colonial occupation of Taiwan. I look forward to continuing our discussions on the ways that race influences familial and kinship relationships, as well as with other narrators.  [37:  Chen, “finding the tidal flats,” 11.] 

[bookmark: _2gpz3pbcm8wq]IV. Process: Producing the Episode
After a month of writing and refining my script on paper, I moved on to recording and producing the episode. As we often discuss in the field of oral history, traveling between the mediums of writing and oral/aural communication is not always a direct line—it is a process that I prefer to think of as translation between senses, rather than transcription.[footnoteRef:38] With a consideration of all that orality/aurality offers and which our field so values—the things that we often bemoan how to translate from interviews onto the written page, like pacing, pauses, affective connections, and other non-verbal communication—I took to recording voice overs, cutting interview clips, and even arranginging and playing the musical tracks for my pilot episode, “finding the tidal flats.” [38:  Some literature that engages the difficult task of transcription/sensual translation include Nien Yuan Cheng, “‘Flesh and Blood Archives’: Embodying the Oral History Transcript,” Oral History Review 45 (2018): 127–42; Elinor A. Mazé, “The Uneasy Page: Transcribing and Editing Oral History” in History of Oral History: Foundations and Methodology.] 

The component for which I most frequently wondered, ‘how would an oral historian do this? How does that compare to how journalists and other audio producers do it?’ was cutting interview segments. As most of us who have conducted interviews or edited short clips can attest, human speech is not as fluid and error-free as depicted in movies, or even on the radio. One of the most eye-opening materials that we were assigned in Starecheski’s Curating Oral History course was a 12-minute story by On the Media’s John Solomon, discussing the ways that NPR producers make internal cuts to every piece that they put on the radio—even daily news segments.[footnoteRef:39] Producers will cut the ‘um’s and ‘you know’s; they typically blend ambient sound with studio narration for field pieces after they do their reporting (field pieces are not typically the ‘live-and-on-scene’ pieces we assume they are); and producers cut down and combine sentences to make their source’s answers sound cleaner and pithier than they do in the raw interviews. Solomon discusses the ethical dimensions of this in “Pulling Back the Curtain”: he and his sources generally agree that it’s a pretty small sin in the world of journalistic wrongdoings, “below misdemeanor and just above jaywalking.”[footnoteRef:40] I agree with them in the context of NPR—I have no issue with it on a general or moral level.  [39:  John Solomon, “Pulling Back the Curtain,” On the Media, May 25, 2007, accessed May 4, 2021, https://www.wnyc.org/story/129437-pulling-back-the-curtain/.]  [40:  David Carr, quoted in “Pulling Back the Curtain.” ] 

But NPR is created almost exclusively by journalists, and I am an oral historian. For my documentary collage, constantly “erudite and witty” wasn’t the tone I was aiming for.[footnoteRef:41] I wanted the long pauses and struggling to find words, the tangents and side notes. These things carry meaning too, informing the listener’s experience.[footnoteRef:42] As a long-time musician, I am also taken by the rhythms of speech and everything that is conveyed by the aurality of our words. These unique rhythms can easily get lost when one edits for succinct, punchy clips. While I did occasionally opt for a more aggressive editing approach with some clips—for example, shortening some of the extremely long (~30sec.) pauses in the interview with my Ah-Ma down to ~10 seconds, and removing some mouth sound and extraneous details from Wendell’s first clip—I tried to preserve the general aural patterns of my narrators. I kept in my voice—questions or exclamations or comments—as I wanted to maintain that relationality and intersubjectivity which is so important to us as oral historians. I also included some of the more tangential comments and stories in my longest clip,[footnoteRef:43] because it really beautifully shows all of the different forms of engagement—teaching, humor, pop culture references, affective connection and kinship—that often occurs simultaneously in my interviews. [41:  David Carr, quoted in “Pulling Back the Curtain.” ]  [42:  For a thoughtful reflection on constructing audio documentaries from oral histories, with particular attention to components besides the main narration and narrative, see McHugh, “The Affective Power of Sound,” in The Oral History Reader, 489–506. ]  [43:  The conversation with TL around the 40:00 mark. ] 

With my decisions around clip usage and editing, I again leaned into the “two-channel listening” of my intuition and my narrators. Though my narrators were not available for idea-bouncing during this process, I often thought back to my interviews and other experiences with them, contemplating about how they would react to and feel about how the documentary collage was coming together. I embodied that “between state” discussed by Stoller and Norkunas, that “personal transformation resulting from an intense engagement with others.”[footnoteRef:44] The between state is not something that happens or needs to happen in all oral history interviews, but it did in these, and I tried to draw on that during production. I am not sure the extent to which journalists and other audio producers think about how the people that they interview will react to a finished piece in which they are quoted, and I would guess that it varies by story and by program.  Still, the words we use to describe those people that we interview vary by discipline/training, and they seem to at least give some indication: “narrators” feels like it conveys much more authority than “interviewees” or “sources.” For example, did Chana Joffe-Walt and the rest of the editorial staff behind Serial’s fourth season, “Nice White Parents,” discuss clip usage and context with their sources/interviewees/narrators? How did those people feel when they listened to the full episode? How might the series have been different if it was produced by oral historians instead of journalists? I do not mean to suggest that Joffe-Walt and all journalists are always wrong in viewing the people that they interview as mere ‘sources’; can you imagine reporting on the January 6th insurrection, and then needing approval from all these white supremacists on how you frame their treasonous actions? [44:  Martha Norkunas, “The Vulnerable Listener,” 78. ] 

Even so, it is another interesting line of discussion when it comes to co-creation, continuous consent, and sharing authority, a discussion that is usually murkier than seeking approval from white supremacists. I point to the specific example of “Nice White Parents” because the racial power dynamics in the story are mirrored by the racial power dynamics between the white reporter/producer and the predominantly-Black and brown narrators/interviewees/sources. Even when the racial power differential of producer(s) and narrators are not so stark,  such as in my documentary collage,[footnoteRef:45] the producers automatically have significantly more institutional/structural power in the curation process. The range of stories that you can tell with a set of interviews is huge, and we are the ones who cull and craft and refine. If narrators do give feedback, it is usually still within the realm of the story that we decided we wanted to tell. Dr. Siobhán McHugh discusses these many decisions that producers make while creating an audio documentary in “The Affective Power of Sound,” emphasizing Dr. David K. Dunaway’s insight that “Selection is the heart of art.”[footnoteRef:46] I am aware of and humbled by the immense trust that my narrators put in me when they opted to simply review the finished product before I turned it in. Because this project is so personal, because of the way that these interviews enacted Stoller and Norkunas’s between state,[footnoteRef:47] and because of the relationships that I built with each of my narrators, I felt confident that I was producing a piece that my narrators would resonate with and enjoy. This has been affirmed as I have started to receive their reactions to the finished piece. However, not all oral history-based audio documentaries allow for such intimate relationships between narrators and interviewers, so considering the curation of final products is another point to discuss when negotiating degrees of narrator participation.  [45:  My narrators and I are all Asian-American, but that there is still tremendous heterogeneity within Asian-American identity, and so there can still be power imbalances in episodes like “finding the tidal flats.” I think it is less of a power imbalance than Black and white, but it’s important to still attend to intra-group power dynamics as well. ]  [46:  Qtd. in McHugh, “The Affective Power of Sound, 498.]  [47:  Martha Norkunas, “The Vulnerable Listener,” 78. ] 

A combination of copyright law obstacles and “two-channel listening” shaped my creative decisions regarding music and sound effects for my pilot. I had not planned or even considered playing the music for my documentary-collage; I grew up playing guitar and clarinet, starting at ages 4 and 10 respectively, but have not played very much of either instrument in the past several years. I expected to draw from digital libraries such as the Free Music Archive (FMA) and FreeSound, where artists upload music and sound effects under Creative Commons (CC) Licenses for general use.[footnoteRef:48] As I neared the end of my writing process, I started looking for music and other sound effects on these two databases—I know from experience that it can take a while to find the right music for a piece. I had already planned to use the sounds of a beach for my middle segment and found those clips relatively easily, but I struggled with finding music that was really clicking. I began looking at some “royalty-free” music on databases such as NeoSounds, Epidemic Sound, and Pond5. These are the sorts of databases that professional podcasters will use, and their search functionalities and volumes of material are much more thorough than community/non-profit libraries like FreeSound and FMA. However, the term “royalty-free” is a bit of a misnomer. In the vernacular, we assume this means completely free. What it actually means is that after the initial permission (i.e., “license”) is obtained, usually through a paid transaction, you can use it as many times as you want (you do not have to pay ‘royalties’ on a per-use basis). I found some music that better fit my documentary-collage on these royalty-free databases, but did I really want to pay a minimum of $30 for one song? I thought, again, to Gumbs and her emphasis on priorities: “All decisions are creative decisions. The only real questions are about your values and your practice of those values.”[footnoteRef:49] Production costs like music licenses is certainly something that can be budgeted for, but given the nature of the project and my values of co-creation and sharing authority, I would rather compensate my narrators with any spare money in my budget than use better music.  [48:  Creative Commons (CC) is a type of public copyright license, that enables a creator to give the general public the right to use their work but without relinquishing all of their copyrights to their creations. Different types of CC licenses put different restrictions on how users may use the work in question. For more on CC licenses, see https://creativecommons.org/. ]  [49:  Gumbs, discussion with OHMA students prior to workshop, “‘Necessary as Water,’” 2019. ] 

	I settled on using the CC offerings on FMA and FreeSound, but the inspiration I gleaned from the royalty-free music databases and from the CC tracks jolted my own musical creativity. I still did not intend to play the whole soundtrack; I was rusty, and I have a complicated emotional relationship with playing music because of its prominence during my childhood. But I slowly engaged that “two-channel” listening, telling myself that it was worth a shot. I had a chord progression stuck in my head from a song I had been trying to learn several months prior, so I quickly recorded it on my phone and tried laying it under the beginning of my narration. It sounded pretty cool. I played it again, this time on my professional microphone, then dropped it in. I found a bass riff from a user on FreeSound, josefpres, that I wanted to modify slightly, so I decided to see if I could just play it myself. I slowly built up the soundtrack in “finding the tidal flats” like so, knowing that I could fall back on the plethora of CC music if it became too stressful to play it all myself. Though it was, admittedly, more levels of production stress to manage—sorting through the music that was familiar enough to relearn relatively quickly, practicing, recording myself in a far-from-ideal 3-roommates-during-a-Pandemic situation—I fell in love with this process of arranging music for the episode. It was another kind of translation: deciding how I would tell this same wandering story in the language of music, and listening to a part of my intuition that I had forgotten existed.[footnoteRef:50] I found myself pulling on music theory I had learned from high school band and Reddit threads, using my math brain to think through keys and rhythms and chord progressions. My complicated, often-angsty, semi-nostalgic relationship to playing music actually elevated the themes of “finding the tidal flats” in an embodied way, tapping into the longing and tensions that I discuss in the piece. A 7th chord resolving into its root chord is just as powerful as a perfectly worded passage of narration when trying to express desire and ache. My guitar and its music became yet another component of the collage, yet another voice amidst mine and my narrators. And remembering, in my brain and in my body, the ways in which I loved playing music was yet another discovery/rediscovery that washed in with the tides. It made me realize that my approach to oral history—and, perhaps, my love of it—is as connected to my fundamental identity of musician, as it is to my fundamental identity of historian.  [50:  McHugh reflects on the use of music in audio documentaries, both for cuing specific associations (ex., church bells) and for more general emotional impact, “through bodily sensations rather than through any defined ‘meaning.’” McHugh, “The Affective Power of Sound,” 504.  ] 

[bookmark: _igmxlwljr1gy]V. Further Work and Concluding Thoughts
	The two year long process of researching and interviewing for, then producing the first episode of the tidal flats has been immensely rewarding. I have honed my interviewing and technical skills, gained insights into my methodological preferences, and gotten a glimpse at what it could be like to work in radio/podcast production as a career. My interest in audio production is one of the reasons I pursued an oral history degree, and I am very satisfied with my decision to lean into that interest with my thesis project. 
	I know that there remain areas for further work with my documentary collage. As I discussed in Section II, I interviewed only non-Black East Asian American narrators for the first episode, wanting to better understand my identity as a non-Black East Asian person before adding additional dimensions of power and difference to the project. This was the right decision, given the abbreviated time frame during which I was creating the pilot, “finding the tidal flats.” However, I intend future episodes of the tidal flats to include Afro-Asian narrators, as well as South Asian American, West Asian American, Central Asian American, and Pacific Islander American narrators. I did not include excerpts from any of my discussions with narrators about anti-Blackness and white supremacy in the pilot, feeling that, without having the perspective of Afro-Asian narrators, there was no way I could properly discuss any of my touchpoints related to anti-Blackness and white supremacy within the Asian community. I also did not feature a glimpse of this theme like I did with others through the ‘rocks in the sandbar’ metaphor; a summarization of anti-Blackness and white supremacy as simply another ‘rock’ feels like an insultingly reductive representation of race. While I did not feel there was a way to include these components of my interviews in the pilot, given the other demands and constraints of this one episode, I know that an anti-Blackness and white supremacy-centric episode will be one of the first episodes that I produce with my existing tape and the tape that I get from future Afro-Asian narrators. I also hope to produce an episode unpacking the heterogeneity among the label of “Asian American” using Afro-Asian, and South, West, Central, and Pacific Islander Asian American narrators. 
	Creating “finding the tidal flats” has also taught me valuable lessons regarding production time and expectations. I was overflowing with ideas for this pilot, but one episode can only do so much. Forcing one episode to tell a longer story than it wants to will ultimately lead to a poorer piece overall. At the same time that I moderated my expectations for each episode, this process also showed me how long each episode takes to create! As I discussed in Section III, this process would be even slower if I engage my narrators and/or other community members in any or all of the production stages of any given episode. If I had a full time production job, these circumstances would be much different—multiple editors work on one story and tasks are delegated among many hands. But in the more likely scenario for me, where I try to work on this as a passion project during my free time (while also holding down a full-time job or multiple part-time jobs), I will still be responsible for every step of the production process. As I think ahead to further work on the tidal flats, I am keeping these tempered expectations at the forefront of my mind. 
	Reflecting back on all of the theoretical and methodological questions I have considered while conducting my thesis project, from narrator participation to the demands of narrative within the field of oral history, the ones that stick with me most are the ones about silence and absence. It has been both unexpected and rewarding to see the ways that silence can, in the words of Baik, “open up and avail itself of new ‘ways of listening’ and modes of relationality.”[footnoteRef:51] It is fascinating to me that I independently reached these same results as Baik—though she advised me on my project, I had not read her monograph’s section on ‘Listening for Silences’ prior to my interviews and we did not discuss this specific dynamic during our meetings. It is also notable that we both focused on East Asian American narrators, who navigate stereotypes that cast us as “quiet and well-behaved model minorities.”[footnoteRef:52] Is there any  significance to how this impacts our experiences of silence? Most East Asian cultures are also shaped by Confucianist values, among which obedience and ‘remaining in one’s place’ rank high.[footnoteRef:53] Do the model minority myth and/or the influences of Confucianism shape East Asian Americans’ experiences of and relationships to silence? Or would any investigation into silence yield similar kinship-building that “disrupt[s] the normative ways in which certain concepts, such as postmemory, privilege or prioritize blood kinship”?[footnoteRef:54] How are South, Central, Western, and Pacific Islander Asian Americans impacted the model-minority myth and their cultures when it comes to questions and forms of silence? How are Afro-Asian Americans? How similar and/or different are our experiences within the Asian American conglomerate?  [51:  Baik, Reencounters, 84. ]  [52:  Baik, Reencounters, 83. ]  [53:  Judith A. Berling, “Confucianism,” Center for Global Education: Asia Society, accessed May 6, 2021, https://asiasociety.org/education/confucianism#:~:text=The%20imperial%20family%20and%20other,practice%20the%20ethics%20of%20farming. ]  [54:  Baik, Reencounters, 86. ] 

These are some of the many questions that I am still left with at the end of this project. I look forward to seeing the textures of silence taken up by other oral historians and in a wide array of contexts, whether in the scope of Asian American identity or in another circumstance entirely. I intend to continue my study of these many textures of silence myself. It is in this way that we can challenge “the power and authority of the archive and the limits it sets on what can be known, whose perspective matters, and who is endowed with the gravity and authority of historical actor.”[footnoteRef:55]
 [55:  Saidiya Hartman, Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Riotous Black Girls, Troublesome Women, and Queer Radicals (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2019), xiii. ] 

[bookmark: _wf44nmgj3nmf]Appendix A: Legal Release Form 

Liú Chen’s Oral History Interview Project
 
Participant’s name and pronouns: _______________________________________________
Phone: _______________________________________________________________________
 Email: _______________________________________________________________________
Date(s) or period of interview: __________________________________________________
I voluntarily agree to be interviewed for Liú’s oral history thesis project. I understand that the following items may be created as part of my interview:
· audio and/or video recording(s)
· edited transcript(s) and summary(s) of my interview(s)
· a photograph of me
· copies of any personal documents or additional photos that I wish to share
· 1-5 podcast episodes, available to the public
 
Some or all of the materials produced will be archived in the Oral History MA Thesis Collection [at the Columbia University Oral History Archives, housed at the Rare Book & Manuscript Library in Butler Library].
 
 I would like to be referred to by a pseudonym in the interviews and podcast:
____Yes, please use: __________________
____No, but only use my first name
____No, but only use my initials
____No, and you can use my whole name
 
Please initial:
______ I understand that my clips of my interview (and other items above) will be included in Liú’s thesis podcast, which will be available to the public online.
______I understand that I can decide whether my full interview(s) is available to the public (see below).
______I understand that I will have 30 days after receiving the materials for my interview to review my interview and identify any parts I would like to close, delete, or discuss edits.
 
Please initial one of the following three options regarding your full interview(s):
_____I agree to have my full interview(s) placed on the internet with transcript(s)
_____I agree to have my full interview(s) place on the internet with transcript(s) on a password-protected page. I will have the password to give to people I trust, and I have approval over anyone else who gets the password.
_____I DO NOT agree to have my full interview placed on the internet. I understand clips of my interview will still be included in Liú’s podcast, which will be publicly available on the internet.
 
I agree to freely share my interview (and other items above) under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 3.0 Unported License. This means that I retain the copyright, but that the public may freely copy, modify, and share these items for noncommercial purposes if they include the original source information.
 
In return, the interviewer promises to send one copy of the interview(s) recording(s), transcript, podcast episode(s), and any other related items to my email above.
 
Any exceptions to this agreement must be listed below:
 
 
 

 
 
Permission granted:

 __________________________________________________ _____________
Participant’s signature           	                            	date
 
__________________________________________________ _____________
Interviewer’s signature                                          	date
 
Questions? Contact Liu 劉 Chen, (206) 482.9923, awc2149@columbia.edu.
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