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Introductions

• The context of our work in relation 
to the Archives at the University of 
East London

• Focus on our work with displaced 
communities and the roles of 
archives in supporting narrative 
inclusion and the working 
collaboratively with communities 
through our civic engagement and 
outreach remit.

• Importance of bottom-up 
methodologies of oral history 
recording and participatory forms 
of engagement with communities 
and life history narratives.



Archives as Stories

• Archives can represent "the basis and validation of the 
stories we tell ourselves, the story-telling narratives that 
give cohesion and meaning to individuals, groups and 
societies." (Schwartz and Cook, 2002, p.13).

• Archives have the power to present a narrative 
determined by the documentary evidence that has 
survived and to empower a certain representation 
through  language.

• Archives incorporate Notions of memory and identity; 
shared histories, community and belonging.  



Archival Silences

• But what of those stories that never make it into the 
Archives.  Those lives deemed to unimportant or 
mundane to be represented int the corpus of our shared 
history?

• How do we record their stories; their history?  How do we 
bring their experiences into the fabric of history and 
empower their voices to be heard?

• What methods and tools are available to us to undertake 
this work, and what should we consider when looking to 
document a lived experience?



Reclaiming Voice …

• “…. What we want is our voice to be heard in the world…. 
We just want our voice to be heard in the world.” 
(KOS1.02A, woman from Syria, Kos).

• “Am I not useless? Anything that is useless is thrown out. 
When I see that I am useless in my country, useless in 
Europe, useless in other countries, then who am I? A hidden 
pronoun?  In the Arabic language we call it a hidden 
pronoun. An invisible subject.” (IST2.28, man from Iraq, 
Istanbul).

• Squire, V. et al. (2021) Reclaiming migration: voices from 
Europe’s ‘migrant crisis’. Manchester: Manchester University 
Press. 



History of the 
Refugee Council 
Archive
• The Refugee Council originated from two 

independent organisations, British 
Council for Aid to Refugees (BCAR) and 
the Standing Conference on Refugees 
(SCOR), which were both founded in 1951 
following the United Nations Convention 
Relating to the Status of Refugees.

• Archive of the Refugee Council as an 
organisation, including correspondence, 
minutes, of meetings, case files and 
related materials.

• Thematic special collection of published 
books and journals, reports and grey 
literature incorporating working papers, 
conference papers, leaflets, newsletters, 
case studies, field reports, statistical 
data, press cuttings and audio-visual 
materials.

• Over 35,000 items have now been 
catalogued and we are still trying to add 
new materials to the collection.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Council_for_Aid_to_Refugees
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Convention_Relating_to_the_Status_of_Refugees


Archives @ UEL

• Archives on Refugee and Forced Migration Issues: 

• Physical Collections

• Inc. Refugee Council Archive; Northern Refugee Centre 
Archive, & UNHCR Audio-Visual Collection, CARA Archive.

• Oral history-based collections:

• Gujarati Yatra Oral History Collection. Exhibition held at the 
Museum of Croydon.

• VOKIM: Voices of Kosovo in Manchester Oral History 
Archive. Manchester Aid to Kosovo.

• Healing the Wounds. Irish Community Services Oral History 
Project documenting the Irish community in South East 
London.

• Crossing the Borders Oral History Archive. Documenting the 
Chinese community in Manchester. 
The Wai Yin Society 

• Eastside Community Heritage:  Projects on Somali Seafarers 
; Ugandan Asians; refugees from the Hungarian Revolution. 



Why Oral History at UEL Archives?

• We have been collecting refugee and forced migration archival 
collections for almost two decades, and this has raised important 
questions :

• Are refugee archives well-represented as regards to the preservation 
of lived experience of refugees and migrants? If not, why is this? 

• Could archives be a creative space for undertaking anti-oppressive, 
accessible and representative research projects for and with the 
people in displacement?

• Led to a civic engagement project on “Democratic Access or 
Privileged Exclusion? Civic Engagement through the Preservation of 
and Access to Refugee Archives,” in partnership with co-researcher 
Dr Rumana Hashem at the Centre for Migration, Refugees and 
Belonging at UEL.



How Do Testimonies “Exist” within 
the Archive?

• “Refugees are the experts of their own experience”* and 
should be enabled to control how their narratives are 
archived and represented.

• Social history and powerful political narratives are situated, 
memories are situated, and ideas about memories and 
identities can be challenged through oral history recording 
of contested lived experience of refugees. Complete new 
social history can be constructed with every single oral 
history.**

• *Hynes, T. (2003). The issue of “trust” or “mistrust” in research with refugees: choices, caveats and 
considerations for researchers.  Working Paper No. 98.  Geneva: UNHCR, Evaluation and Policy Unit.

• ** Hashem, Rumana and Dudman, Paul V. (2016) ‘Paradoxical narratives of transcultural encounters of the 

“other”: Civic engagement with refugees and migrants in London’, Transnational Social Review, 6(1-2), pp. 

192-199. doi: 10.1080/21931674.2016.1186376

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/21931674.2016.1186376


Narrative Engagement in the 
Archive: Representation

• How do communities and individuals want their story to represented 
within the Archive?  

• Ongoing civic engagement and outreach projects looking at bottom-
up oral history approaches towards exploring the “contradictory 
narratives of transcultural encounters of refugees and undocumented 
migrants in London” (Hashem and Dudman (2016) and beyond.

• Multi-modal approaches to collecting life histories.  Think holistically –
life histories are not just oral histories or written testimonies, they can 
be represented in other formats, e.g. theatre, dance, art, design, 
textiles and objects

• Working with community gatekeepers has become a very important 
aspect of our work when working with local communities.  Without 
their support, many of the projects we have undertaken would not 
have been possible.



Co-Production, Agency, and 
Participatory Methods

Critical anti-oppressive methodology, a bottom up 
approach to better balance power relations.

Decolonising knowledge – dialogical, situated and 
reflexive – producing ethically accountable 
knowledge.  

Directly inform our archival collecting policies and our 
community focused engagement work looking to co-
collaborate directly with displaced communities. 



Creating an Anti-oppressive Oral History 
Methodology

• Through our civic engagement and community work we have aimed to:

• Engage with local communities and to promote and enable accessibility and 
engagement with existing collections and to start a process of ongoing 
dialogue archivists, oral historians and the communities themselves as to 
how the refugee experience can be adequately collated, preserved, and 
documented.

• “The bottom-up oral history approach is essential for documenting authentic 
narratives because it enables the voices of the participant to be heard and 
ensure that the original narrator is active when preserving and documenting 
the stories, rather than making them passive storyteller.”*

• * Dr. Rumana Hashem, Creating Space in the Archive for an Anti-oppressive 
Community  Project: Recording Border Control and Subversion, 
https://repository.uel.ac.uk/download/e0b0909b073a865381e93fb391c7bf748f4
1ef86b2c0de584e7e7aa1afca564b/255584/Rumana_21%20June.pdf. 

https://repository.uel.ac.uk/download/e0b0909b073a865381e93fb391c7bf748f41ef86b2c0de584e7e7aa1afca564b/255584/Rumana_21%20June.pdf


Living Refugee 
Archive

• The Living Refugee Archive was 
established as a portal to help facilitate 
access to digital archive materials and 
existing archival collections including the 
Refugee Council Archive at the University 
of East London.

• “Democratic Access or Privileged 
Exclusion: Civic Engagement through 
the Preservation and Access to Refugee 
Archives.” To engage with local 
communities to establish a Living 
Refugee Archive and to promote and 
enable accessibility and engagement 
through the collection of oral histories.

• Link -
https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org

• A collaborative project to establish a 
dialogue with local migrant-community 
about how the Archive can be used to 
develop a living history which is reflective 
of, and incorporates, their needs. 

https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/


DisplacedVoices: A
Journal of Archives,
Migration &

Displaced Voices: Co-
Production

• Displaced Voices: A Journal of Migration, 
Archives and Cultural Heritage

• Volume 1 Issue 2 a Special Issue focusing on: 
In Their Own Voices: Making Visible Lives of 
Refugee Women In Kuala Lumpur.

• Available as a free open-access resource on 
the Living Refugee Archive at 
https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/displac
ed-voices-volume-1-issue-2-winter-2021/

• Participatory action research methodology 
working with academic colleagues (Kiran 
Kaur) in the Netherlands and refugees in 
Kuala Lumpur.

• C0-production in writing leading to co-action 
in research enabling the archivist, researcher 
and refugee women as equal partners in 
knowledge production.

https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/displaced-voices-volume-1-issue-2-winter-2021/


Civic Voice Archive – Vietnamese in 
Hackney

• TNA Testbed Funding Round 6: Addressing representation in archives. a 
collaboration between the University of East London (UEL) Archives and 
Moi Tran, a Vietnamese/Chinese artist based in East London. Through her 
work, Moi Tran aims to explore creative methods to disturb and 
challenge traditional archives usage and structure, including taking 
agency in narrative as activism, promoting conventionally subjugated 
knowledge systems through archival processes and to explore 
contemporary arts practice in a community archive.

• This project will explore innovative new ways of archiving community 
history and narratives through live performance. It will consider how 
multiple elements can be utilised to form an open creative witnessing of 
underrepresented narratives and enable new forms of representation 
within the archive for these communities.

• Supporting Hackney Archives and Hackney Chinese Community Services 
to protect the An Viet Foundation Archive documenting over 30 years of 
the Vietnamese community in Hackney.

https://www.uel.ac.uk/student-life/library/archive
http://www.moitran.com/




Disrupting Traditional Archival 
Paradigms

• What constitutes an `Archive?’  Documents, Manuscripts, 
Paper, Old  Stuff, Dust?

• Challenging paradigms through our “living archive” approach 
to how we collect and document communities.

• Project with Vietnamese performance artist Moi Tran to 
document the Vietnamese community in Hackney through 
performance and song.

• Project documenting the Chilean exile community in London 
through objects and material cultures.

• Looking beyond the manuscript to see what other artefacts 
can tell us?



Current Engagement 
Projects – Documenting 
Chile

• Proyecto Documentando Chile del 
Archivo Viviendo como Refugiado de la 
UEL / Documenting Chile Project on the 
Living Refugee Archive

• Link: 
www.livingrefugeearchive.org/document
ing-chile-project/

• Following on from hosting the Crafting 
Resistance: the art of Chilean political 
prisoners exhibition in July 2018, working 
with the Chilean community in London to 
document their experiences of life under 
military rule in Chile and  issues of 
migration, memory, settlement and 
community belonging in London.

http://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/documenting-chile-project/
https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/exhibition-crafting-resistance-the-art-of-chilean-political-prisoners/


Crafting Resistance 
Living Exhibition

• Project working with the Chilean 
diaspora community in London and 
beyond exploring ways in which we can 
develop and collection an Exile Archive of 
Memory reflecting on the experiences of 
Chileans as political prisoners following 
the 1973 Military Coup in Chile and also as 
exiles abroad.

• Exhibition focusing on over 100 individual 
items brought together for the `Crafting 
Resistance’ exhibition. “These artefacts 
are now testimony to the mental 
endurance of all those who were political 
prisoners under the Pinochet regime.”

• Link: 
https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/cra
fting-resistance-living-exhibition/

https://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/crafting-resistance-living-exhibition/


British Ugandan Asians at 50

• This month we have started supporting  a new project being 
developed by The India Overseas Office and funded by the Heritage 
Lottery Fund on “British Ugandan Asians at 50” documenting the 
50th anniversary of their expulsion from Uganda.

• “British Ugandan Asians at 50 is an oral history project capturing the 
recollections of those who volunteered to help with the reception of 
Asians from Uganda. The project will record the stories of surviving 
volunteers from the reception camps at Greenham Common in 
Berkshire, Tonfanau in Wales, and Stradishall in West Suffolk. “



Oral History 
Society MIG

• We have also established a Migration 
Special Interest Group (SIG) with the 
Oral History Society to explore how we 
can develop, promote and support oral 
history projects within the field of 
Migration.  Details at: 
https://www.ohs.org.uk/migration/

• The Oral History Society 2022 Annual 
Conference will be on the theme of 
“Home” and will contain a strong 
migration focus with themes focusing on 
diasporic homes and displacement.  
Further details available at: 
https://www.ohs.org.uk/

https://www.ohs.org.uk/migration/
https://www.ohs.org.uk/
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