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Introduction

▪ The University of East London (UEL) has a long history of supporting 
initiatives and engaging in research within the fields of refugee and 
migration studies. 

▪ Researching ways in which archival collections represent issues of 
refugee-ness and migration and in light of the latest government and 
media discourses associated with the “hostile environment.”

▪ This paper will discuss the above issues within the context of the 
work that we have been undertaking with the Refugee Council 
Archive based at the University of East London and exploring ways of 
utilising existing archival practice around the collection of materials 
on the refugee experience to challenge existing negative discourses.



Archives at UEL

▪ The University of East London is home to several important archival 
collections 

▪ Collecting remit currently incorporates the fields of refugee and 
migration studies; and Olympic history; East London Studies; Theatre 
studies and sports journalism.

▪ Our current collections include:
– The Refugee Council Archive and associated collections
– The British Olympic Association Archive and Library
– The Hackney Empire Theatre Archive.
– Online digital collections incorporating the East London Theatre 

Archive.



Archive Snapshots



What records survive?

▪ The surviving records within the Refugee Council Archive and related 
collections include:

▪ Traditional Archival materials: Including minutes of meetings; 
financial records; correspondence and administration files; limited 
case files; publicity and outreach materials; annual reports and a 
small amount of photographs.

▪ Special Collection materials: Including grey literature; reports; 
journals; conference papers; working papers; magazines; academic 
and policy reports

▪ Collecting from communities still a challenge.  Issues of ethics and 
trust whilst overcoming the “University” as a barrier to engagement.



Refugee & Migration Archives @ UEL

▪ The Refugee Council Archive

▪ VOKIM: Voices of Kosovo in Manchester - Oral History Collection.

▪ Gujarati Yatra - Oral History Collection

▪ Crossing the Borders – Wai Yin Society in Manchester - Oral History Collection.

▪ Healing the Wounds Oral History Collection (Irish in South East London)

▪ Council for Assisting At-Risk Academics (CARA)

▪ Northern Refugee Centre Archive

▪ UNHCR (London Office) Audio-Visual Library

▪ Charter 87

▪ Cambridge Refugee Support Group Archive

▪ Information Centre of Asylum and Refugees (ICAR)



In the last week, 
Hackney Chinese 
Centre: "squatters at 
The Old Bath House 
have destroyed much 
of our precious 
Vietnamese archive. 
This represents the loss 
of 40 years+ of history 
of the Vietnamese in 
Hackney"

Archival Challenges and Historical Loss



Archival Challenges 
and Historical Loss

hackneychinese: We managed to retrieve 
the An Viet Vietnamese archive that was 
thrown on the rooftop by squatters, but 
they remain in a dreadful state. We're now 
looking for advice on how to save these 
valuable documents. Can you help? 
#vietnamesecommunity #historicalsite
#help #archive

Campaign for Voluntary Sector Archives -
https://www.voluntarysectorarchives.org.

uk/

https://www.instagram.com/hackneychinese/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/vietnamesecommunity/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/historicalsite/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/help/
https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/archive/
https://www.voluntarysectorarchives.org.uk/


Archives, Collective Memory & Forced 
Displacement 1

▪ Archives can play a very important role in relation to identity 
formation and collective memory.

▪ Especially within the fields of migration and forced displacement 
within their broadest definitions.

▪ Archives can have a positive role to play in challenging the negative 
discourses on this issues within media and society.

▪ But also need to consider issues of ethics, trust and representation 
and how we as Archivists use the materials entrusted to us.

▪ Archives can also be a nexus of power relations where voices and 
narratives can be either heard or silenced.



Archives, Collective Memory & Forced 
Displacement 2

▪ Memories of refugees are ‘moving’, and digitalised oral history 
archives can be seen as ‘a project of human rights’  

▪ 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.  

▪ The dilemma of accessibility of oral history: how to make an 
archive accessible and powerful at a time without distorting the 
narratives and without affecting the participants and researchers’ 
safety.



The Nature of Archives

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

▪ Notions of Memory and Identity

▪ Role of archives in enabling refugees to have a voice in the social, legal and political empowerment 
of their communities?

▪ Active role in documenting the heritage and hidden narratives of the refugee and migrant 
experience.

▪ Archives, it can be argues, 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). 

▪ The archivist must research his community well and resist the temptation to “romanticize the 
marginalized, or feel elated for saving them from historical oblivion: some do not wish to be 
“rescued” by mainstream archives and seem feel their naming by archivists as “marginalized” only 
further marginalizes them.” (Schwartz and Cook, 2002, p.26).



Community Engagement with Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers

▪ From 2015, we have been undertaking internally funded civic 
engagement projects in an attempt to engage with our local 
communities and develop new partnerships.

▪ Who can accesses these Refugee archives and how can we improve 
access to refugee research archives? 

▪ How does the role of language within the documentary archive 
impact upon refugee and migrant representation?

▪ Are refugee archives well-represented in relation to the preservation 
of lived experience of refugees and migrants? If not, why is this? 

▪ Who get excluded from refugee-archives, and in what ways? 



Civic Engagement Projects

▪ Refugee Mental Health and Wellbeing Portal:  Working with colleagues in the UEL School 
of Psychology to create an online portal for mental health practitioners and refugees 
themselves to enable online access to mental health resources. 
www.uel.ac.uk/schools/psychology/research/refugee-mental-health-and-wellbeing-portal/

▪ The OLIve Course at UEL:  Working with colleagues within our UEL Centres for Narrative 
Research and Migration, Refugees and Belonging to run an Erasmus+ funded project 
providing five free ten-week courses for refugees and asylum seekers as an introduction to 
the UK Higher Education system. www.uel.ac.uk/schools/social-sciences/olive

▪ OLIve a partnership with the University of Vienna and CEU – see:
https://www.ceu.edu/project/olive-weekend-program-olive-wp

▪ Tate Lives:  A participatory community heritage project based in North Woolwich and 
Silvertown exploring how one particular area of East London has changed over time 
incorporating issues of immigration and regeneration. www.tatelivestrail.org.uk/en/

▪ Performing the Archive: A project undertaken with second year performing arts students to 
engage with narratives held within our archival collections to 
develop these as pieces of performance theatre. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WLjQvOZdnjo

http://www.uel.ac.uk/schools/psychology/research/refugee-mental-health-and-wellbeing-portal/
http://www.uel.ac.uk/schools/social-sciences/olive
https://www.ceu.edu/project/olive-weekend-program-olive-wp
http://www.tatelivestrail.org.uk/en/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WLjQvOZdnjo


Democratic Access or Privileged 
Exclusion

• A six month project working with the Refugee Council Archive at UEL, in collaboration with 
academic colleagues from the UEL Centre for Migration, Refugees and Belonging (CMRB).

• Aims:
• To begin preserving and documenting the new refugee and migration testimonies using a 

bottom-up oral history methodology.
• To engage with local communities to establish a Living Refugee Archive and to promote and 

enable accessibility and engagement with our existing collections. This will be documented 
through the collection of oral histories.

• To develop a network for continued discussion on the methodology and ethical 
considerations associated with attempting to documenting the testimonies of vulnerable 
communities.

• Newly Launched Online Journal - Displaced Voices: A Journal of Archives, Migration and 
Cultural Heritage

http://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/
http://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/researchpublications/displaced_voices/


Voices of Kosovans in Manchester (VOKIM)

Oral History 
collection 
developed by the 
Manchester Aid to 
Kosovo now hosted 
by the UEL Archives



OHS Migration Special Interest Group

▪ Oral History Society Migration Special Interest Group –
ohs.org.uk/information-for/migration/

▪ MSIG seeks to bring together oral historians, practitioners, students, 
and researchers who are working within the fields of oral history and 
refugee and migration studies.

▪ Aim to gather and share knowledge and experience on the ethics of 
working with refugees and migrants and to highlight oral history 
projects which are active in this area.

▪ Through the SIG, we were able to support the Wai Yin Society in 
Manchester to successfully apply for HLF funding to undertake an
oral history project called Crossing the Borders.

▪ Link:  http://www.ohs.org.uk/information-for/migration/

https://www.ohs.org.uk/information-for/migration/
https://www.waiyin.org.uk/
http://www.ohs.org.uk/information-for/migration/


IASFM Working Group

▪ International Association for the Study of Forced Migration (IASFM) 
Working Group on the History of Forced Migration and Refugees: An 
International Working Group for Archiving and Documentation.

▪ Working Group exists to serve as a focal point for members of the 
IASFM, and people interested in and/or working within the fields of 
forced migration and refugee archives e.g. documentation, 
preservation and researching the history of forced migration and 
refugees.

▪ IASFM18 Conference in Ghana rescheduled from July 2020 to July 
2021. http://iasfm.org/iasfm18/

▪ Link:  http://iasfm.org/adfm/ /  Twitter: @ADHFM_WG  .

http://iasfm.org/adfm/
http://iasfm.org/iasfm18/
http://iasfm.org/adfm/
https://twitter.com/ADHFM_WG


Conclusions

▪ Aim to continue to develop the Living Refugee Archive as online portal for ethically accessible archive 
materials on refugee and migration issues. (Contributions welcome)

▪ Development of an international Information Hub as part of the IASFM Working Group (still at 
planning stage so suggestions welcome).  Funding application just submitted to the UK National
Archives Collaborate and Innovate Testbed Fund. 
(https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/finding-funding/collaborate-and-
innovate/archive-testbed-fund/) 

▪ The dilemma of accessibility of oral history: how to make an archive accessible and powerful at a 
time without distorting the narratives and without affecting the participants and researchers’ safety.

▪ Ethics of Engagement and Collection – Ensuring our projects are ethical and that we are respective of 
the materials that we collect.

▪ Use of archives to help empower refugee and migrant-led activism and encourage new forms of 
citizen mobilisation and engagement supporting solidarity with asylum seekers and refugees.

▪ Impact of COVID-19 on refugee and migrant communities and also on archival repositories.

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/archives-sector/finding-funding/collaborate-and-innovate/archive-testbed-fund/


Contact Details – Paul V. Dudman

▪ By Email:
– p.v.Dudman@uel.ac.uk

▪ Twitter:
– @PaulDudman / @RefugeeAchive

▪ Address:
– Refugee Council Archive

University of East London
Docklands Campus
4-6 University Way
London, E16 2RD
United Kingdom

– www.paulvdudman.org.uk

mailto:p.v.Dudman@uel.ac.uk
https://twitter.com/PaulDudman
https://twitter.com/Refugee_Archive
http://www.paulvdudman.org.uk/
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Any Questions

▪Thank you so much for listening.

▪Any Questions?

▪Link to Slides:
http://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/
slides-from-ceu-research-seminar-
history/

http://www.livingrefugeearchive.org/slides-from-ceu-research-seminar-history/

