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 AFRICA 

n EGYPT 
Shubra’s Archives  
Mina Ibrahim, founding director 
of Shubra’s Archives based in 
Cairo, writes about the origins of 
an initiative that he hopes will 
provide a template for community 
archival hubs in, and beyond, 
Cairo. Community archival hubs 
can act as sustainable centres for 
situated scholarship, grounded 
mentorship and public history 
making.  

‘In 2019, I joined a doctoral 
summer school in Rome and Cairo 
as part of the MisSMO (Missions 
chrétiennes et sociétés au Moyen-
Orient [Christian missions and 
societies in the Middle East]) 
consortium project. This 
experience led to the foundation of 
Shubra’s Archives: I found that the 

missionaries’ “fieldwork” was 
“archived” and documented in 
other countries, away from its 
origins. In contrast, the mission of 
Shubra’s Archives is to situate 
academic scholarship in situ, by 
building archival collections of 
neighbourhoods in Egyptian cities 
through oral history interviews 
and paper and audio-visual 
materials, and to curate 
sustainable conversations, 
exhibitions and publications for 
and by local residents.  

‘Located in northern Cairo and 
urbanised since the middle of the 
nineteenth century, the 
neighbourhood of Shubra Misr, as 
it is publicly known, is featured in 
many Western academic books 
and journal articles and also 
Egyptian newspaper articles, 
periodicals, movies, soap operas 
and songs. I have found stories of 

the neighbourhood’s people and 
streets in archives and libraries in 
Rome, Berlin, New York, London 
and Beirut.  

‘Against this backdrop, the 
absence of situated comprehensive 
archives, research centres and 
libraries in Shubra that could link 
its everyday histories to other parts 
of Egypt and to the world has been 
my concern. The point has been 
never to isolate Shubra or to make 
it a distinctive case study, but it is 
about curating a space where what 
historian Francesca Trivellato 
called a “global microhistory” can 
function on a daily basis – an 
ongoing space, in situ, for public 
history.  

‘During Shubra’s Archives’ 
first year (2021-2022), we co-
hosted a workshop, following 
existing and past leisurely spaces 
and practices in Shubra. We 
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Closing ceremony of ‘Leisurely Shubra’ workshop, March 2022. Photo: Menna Elasayed, © Shubra’s Archives.



Spring 2024 ORAL HISTORY 37 

invited a group of its ahālī 
(residents) to share their stories. 
For Shubra’s Archives, thus oral 
history is not a method to produce 
knowledge about people’s 
everyday lives and then publish 
and share it elsewhere. We own a 
physical space in the middle of 
these lives, and so Shubra’s 
Archives invites its neighbours to 
engage with, and contribute to, its 
archival collections, rather than 
turning this public into mere 
“subjects” or “topics” for future 
archival and historical projects. 
We produce books, podcasts, 
graphic stories, maps and open 
museums as sites of public history 
making. 

‘During our current, second 
learning-research programme in 
2023-2024, our student 
researchers brought their families’ 
photo albums, video cassettes, 
magazines, antiques, cooking 
recipes and electricity bills to 
assemble a grassroots, open-
ended and collaborative archive of 
Shubra and other districts in 
Cairo. The programme reflects 
our passion to design innovative 
means to keep a material legacy 
and base of what people from 
these neighbourhoods do and say.’ 
l Further information: website 
https://shubrasarchive.com, 
Instagram @shubra.archive,  
X (Twitter) @Shubra_Archive 

 ASIA 

n INDIA 
Oral history at the National 
Centre for Biological 
Sciences 
Hari Sridhar and Venkat 
Srinivasan introduce the oral 
history programme of the Archives 
at the National Centre for 
Biological Sciences (Archives at 
NCBS) in Bengaluru, a public 
collecting centre for the history of 
science in contemporary India. 

‘The oral history programme 
of the Archives at NCBS is aimed 
at building a collection around the 
history of science in 
contemporary India, which 
includes life stories of individuals 
as well as their personal accounts 
of the histories of institutes, 
campaigns and research 
programmes. Currently, our 
collection contains approximately 
350 hours of audio recording of 
130 individuals.  

‘The Archives at NCBS started 
its efforts in 2016 as an 
institutional archive, with seventy 
short interviews with the faculty 
and staff of NCBS to document 
the institute’s history. Following 
that, starting in 2017, it 
broadened to be a collecting 
centre for the history of biology in 
contemporary India. During those 
initial years, the bulk of our oral 

history work has been in the area 
of ecological research and 
conservation practice. Since 
2020, we have collaborated with 
the Making of Indian 
Conservation Project, which is 
examining the impact of the 
Wildlife (Protection) Act 1972 
over the last five decades by 
chronicling the lives of people who 
helped shape and implement the 
Act, such as scientists, 
bureaucrats, foresters, activists 
and politicians, as well as those 
whose lives have been shaped by 
the Act such as cultivators, 
Adivasis (Indigenous peoples), 
and forest-dependent people. 
Since 2022, we broadened further 
to being a collecting centre for the 
history of science in contemporary 
India. To this end, we have also 
recently been supported by 
Arcadia, a charitable foundation, 
to further build the ecology and 
conservation collection, and 
eventually to expand into other 
areas of science in India. 

‘More recently, in 2022-2023, 
we have been part of a new three-
way partnership between oral 
historians in India and England: 
Newcastle University Oral History 
Unit and Collective (OHUC), 
Centre for Public History (CPH) 
at Srishti Manipal Institute and 
Archives at NCBS. We are 
together designing a research pilot 
to gain a better understanding of 
climate consciousness and 
activism through intergenerational 
conversations.  

‘In addition to these thematic 
projects, we are always looking to 
add to our collection by conducting 
and commissioning stand-alone 
oral histories as and when 
opportunities arise. Such 
interviews are conducted by in-
house staff, commissioned 
freelance oral historians as well as 
interns who come to work with us 
for short periods of time. Interns 
also help us with the post-
processing including writing 
interview summaries, preparing 
catalogue documents and editing 
transcripts. We also welcome 
donations of oral history 
recordings and transcripts related 

A half-deserted amusement park in Shubra. The photo was created during ‘Leisurely 
Shubra’ workshop, courtesy of Hassan Emad Hassan, 2022. 

https://shubrasarchive.com
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to the history of science in 
contemporary India. One such 
donation we recently received was  
a set of about thirty transcripts of 
interviews with Indian conservation 
biologists conducted in the late 
1990s by the historian Michael 
Lewis.  

‘Oral histories are central to the 
focus of the Archives at NCBS, 
with an emphasis on trying to 
reach out to under-represented 
communities as it seeks to develop 
a nuanced understanding of the 
history of science in contemporary 
India. We look forward to 
collaborations with scholars and 
communities across the world to 
help build collections for future 
generations.’ 

l Further information, email 
harisridhar@ncbs.res.in, or 
archives@ncbs.res.in, website 
https://archives.ncbs.res.in 

 
The Citizens’ Archive of 
India 
The Citizens’ Archive of India 
(CAI) was founded in 2017 just 
before India’s seventieth 
Independence Day in a bid to 
preserve personal stories through 
oral history and material memory. 
Today, CAI houses more than 300 
eyewitness accounts of life on the 
subcontinent and about 4,500 
digitised photographs and items of 
memorabilia. Malvika Bhatia, 
archive director at CAI, provides 
an update on CAI activities since 

its last report written for this 
section in May 2020. 

‘The Covid pandemic hit CAI 
fairly hard, however it did force us 
to innovate. Senior citizens, part 
of our flagship “The Generation 
1947 Project” were able to adapt 
to online communication, and we 
now quite easily conduct oral 
history interviews over Zoom. 
This shift has enabled us to reach 
interviewees all over the world 
with a method that never worked 
well before the pandemic. 

‘We used the period of 
lockdown to bring our entire 
backlog of transcription and 
catalogues up to date, which we 
are proud to say was 
accomplished. This enables people 
to search almost the entirety of our 
archive, and we can see the 
difference this has made with our 
material being accessed, used for 
research and featured in various 
publications, such as Branded in 
History by Ramya Ramamurthy, 
The Chowpatty Cooking Club (a 
children’s story about the Indian 
freedom struggle) by Lubaina 
Bandukwala, a yet-to-be-
published book about the Gujarati 
community by Salil Tripathi, and 
the TV Show Ms Marvel. These 
are just a few examples of how the 
archive is used, and for the CAI 
team, this represents success and 
validation for our work. We hope 
to continue working in such a way 
that our material is valued within 
India and internationally. 

‘The pandemic provided some 
independent oral historians with 
time to pursue their passion 
projects, and in 2021 we took on 
the project Soboicar, in 
partnership with Jane Borges and 
Sheena Maria Piedade. The 
project documents the stories of 
Catholic communities from the 
west coast of India who made 
South Mumbai their home. 

‘A key consequence of the 
pandemic has been that the 
archive’s founding donors are no 
longer able to fund CAI, however 
they do continue to support our 
work in other ways. They very 
graciously handed over the reins to 
Malvika Bhatia, who built the 

A poster hanging near the entrance of the archives at NCBS captures its broad 
vision: to enable diverse stories about the history of science in India. Courtesy of Ria 
Patel/ Archives at NCBS.

mailto:harisridhar@ncbs.res.in
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archive from its inception, and a 
charitable company, Arkheia 
Foundation, has been set up, 
under which CAI now functions. 
This means our biggest challenge 
going forward is to get an entirely 
new funding and donation plan in 
place. 

‘We have been busy with 
outreach to support fundraising 
and have conducted multiple 
online talks, lectures and 
workshops. Our biggest 
achievement in terms of outreach, 
however, was a beautiful 
exhibition held at If.Be, Mumbai, 
in August 2022, titled Voices of 
Freedom, which celebrated 
seventy-five years of 
Independence.’ 
l Further information: website 
www.citizensarchiveofindia.org, 
Facebook www.facebook.com/ 
citizensarchiveofindia, Instagram 
@citizensarchiveofindia 

n LEBANON 
Palestinian Oral History 
Archive (POHA) 
The American University of 
Beirut’s (AUB) libraries team 
introduce the Palestinian Oral 
History Archive (POHA), which is 
housed within the AUB library. 
The AUB libraries team are: Mona 
Assi, director of library systems 
and applications, Basma Chabani, 
associate university librarian for 
cataloguing and metadata 
services, Fatme Charafeddine, 
associate university librarian for 
research and academic 
collaboration services, and Elie 
Kahali, director of digital 
initiatives and scholarship. 

‘The Palestinian Oral History 
Archive (POHA) stands as a 
critical repository, particularly in 
this tumultuous time marked by 
the intense conflict in Gaza. 
POHA serves as an invaluable 
resource, offering a searchable 
digital platform hosting 
approximately 1,000 hours of 
testimonials from the first 
generation of Palestinian refugees 
who fled Palestine during Nakba 
(“the catastrophe”). During the 
1948-1949 Arab–Israeli war, 418 
Palestinian villages were destroyed 

and about 750,000 Palestinians 
living in Palestine were displaced 
and driven out from their homes 
to neighbouring Arab states or 
other localities in historic 
Palestine. The state of Israel was 
declared on 15 May 1948 and it 
then controlled seventy-seven per 
cent of the territory of Mandate 
Palestine. 

‘POHA stands as a poignant 
chronicle, documenting the life 
stories of Palestinians, particularly 
those living in refugee camps in 
Lebanon and various other 
communities. The primary focus 
of the Archive remains centred on 
the personal narratives 
surrounding the Nakba, but the 
collection also records life 
accounts pre-dating the Nakba in 
the pre-1948 Palestinian era, 
inclusive of folktales and songs. It 
also includes accounts depicting 
the experiences of women in the 
aftermath of the Israeli invasion 
and destruction of Ein el-Helwe 
camp in 1982. 

‘This archive emerged from a 
collaboration between various 
groups committed to 
documenting this critical 
historical period. In the late 1990s 
and early 2000s, the Beirut-based 
Arab Resource Center for Popular 
Arts (AL-JANA) and the Nakba 
Archive commenced initiatives to 
systematically record the 
experiences of the first generation 
of Palestinian refugees. Motivated 
by a sense of urgency due to the 
passage of time since 1948-1949 

and the advancing age of the 
population, these organisations 
were dedicated to amplifying the 
voices of grassroots individuals. 
Local communities were directly 
involved in the project, with 
interviewers recruited from these 
communities, shaping 
questionnaires and identifying 
interviewees. Thus, the project 
was deeply rooted in the very 
communities whose stories it 
aimed to document. Interviewees, 
representing diverse socio-
economic backgrounds from over 
130 Palestinian villages, cities and 
localities, comprised an equal 
distribution of men and women. 

‘In 2011, POHA found its 
home at AUB when AL-JANA and 
the Nakba Archive partnered with 
AUB’s Issam Fares Institute for 
Public Policy and International 
Affairs (IFI) to archive and 
preserve their oral history 
collections, making them publicly 
accessible. The University 
Libraries became responsible for 
hosting, describing, preserving 
and providing online access to the 
interviews. Easily accessible 
through the AUB Libraries 
website, the Palestinian Oral 
History Archive stands as the 
second most accessible site among 
our top ten digital collections. It 
has attracted significant attention 
and usage from a diverse spectrum 
of international, regional and 
national researchers. 
Consequently, direct 
communication often follows, with 

Palestinian refugees driven out of Palestine, 1948. Photo © American University of 
Beirut’s libraries.
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requests to utilise the interviews 
for research or teaching purposes, 
alongside appeals for potential 
English translations of these 
invaluable testimonials.’ 
l Further information: email 
ulcontactus@aub.edu.lb, website 
https://libraries.aub.edu.lb/poha 
 
n OCCUPIED PALESTINIAN 
TERRITORIES 
Protecting intangible 
cultural heritage in conflict 
The ‘On Our Land’ team at the 
Centre for Trust, Peace and 
Relations (CTPSR) provide an 
update on a Coventry University 
project first featured in this section 
in Spring 2018. The team includes 
Dr Mahmoud Soliman, Dr Aurélie 
Broeckerhoff, Dr Marwan 
Darweish, Dr Laura Sulin, Dr Elly 
Harrowell and Dr Patricia Sellick, 
researchers based in the UK and 
Palestine. 

‘The “On Our Land” project 
has trained thirty youth 
researchers since 2017 in oral 
history methods and enabled them 
to record and document their 
communities’ intangible cultural 
heritage at risk from conflict. The 
cultural heritage practices of 
people in Masafer Yatta are 
intertwined with the farming and 
shepherding way of life. 

‘Their cultural heritage 
practices have been at risk for a 

long time. In 1980, Israel 
designated a large section of 
Masafer Yatta, including twelve 
villages, as Firing Zone 918 – an 
area for its military to practise with 
live ammunition. The residents of 
these villages have been fighting a 
legal battle for their communities’ 
right to remain ever since, which 
was finally rejected by Israel’s 
Supreme Court in May 2022. 
Settler attacks and intimidation, as 
well as evictions and military 

violence, have challenged how 
people go about their everyday life, 
often leaving these farming and 
shepherding communities without 
access to their land. The escalation 
of violence in the Israel–Palestine 
conflict since 7 October 2023 has 
had ripple effects for civilians in all 
parts of the occupied territory, 
including in Masafer Yatta.  

‘This is why the documentation 
and recording of everyday heritage 
practices by the youth researchers 
has come at an important time for 
these communities. Since 2017, 
the youth researchers have 
recorded over 100 hours of oral 
history. The resulting collection of 
videos, transcripts, translations 
and pictures was deposited with 
the Palestinian Museum in 
Ramallah and also featured in a 
public exhibition. While the youth 
learnt about archiving and 
indexing during the project, 
museum staff are continuing this 
work now so that it can be made 
available to the public, both 
physically and digitally. Some 
materials are already available 
online as part of the Palestinian 
Museum Digital Archive (Arabic). 

‘Since their participation in the 
project, the youth have used the 
repository of oral histories and the 

Children from Dbayeh refugee camp (established in 1956 in East Beirut) at UNRWA 
supplementary feeding centre. Photo © American University of Beirut’s libraries.

Screenshot of researcher Ali Nawab’s recent article in the New York Times.

mailto:ulcontactus@aub.edu.lb
https://libraries.aub.edu.lb/poha
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skills that they have learnt along 
the way, to advocate for their local 
communities. Some are writing for 
newspapers such as the New York 
Times or being asked to speak 
internationally as experts on behalf 
of their local communities. Others 
have gone on to study at 
Palestinian universities, some in 
related subjects such as oral 
history and education. 

‘This project has been funded 
between 2017 and 2022 as part of 
the British Council’s Cultural 
Protection Fund, aimed at 
protecting cultural heritage at risk 
from conflict.’  
l Further information: email  
Dr Mahmoud Soliman (Mahmoud. 
soliman@coventry.ac.uk) in 
Palestine; Dr Aurélie Broeckerhoff 
(aurelie.broeckerhoff@coventry. 
ac.uk) in the UK. Read youth 
researcher Ali Nawab’s recent 
article in the New York Times: 
www.nytimes.com/2023/11/20/ 
opinion/israel-west-bank-
palestinians.html; explore the 
project resources on the Palestinian 
Museum Digital Archive: 
https://palarchive.org/index.php/
Detail/collections/978/lang/en_US#; 
watch a short film made by the 
youth researchers: www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=TO9lIusw09w; 
learn more about other projects in 
Occupied Palestinian Territories 
funded by the British Council 
Cultural Protection Fund: 
www.britishcouncil.org/arts/ 
culture-development/cultural-
protection-fund/projects/occupied 
-palestinian-territories 

 EUROPE 

n FINLAND 
My Countryside: an oral 
history project 
Maria Vanha-Similä, postdoctoral 
researcher at the University of 
Jyväskylä’s Department of History 
and Ethnology, introduces the ‘My 
Countryside: Intergenerationality, 
Place and Gender in the Finnish 
Countryside Oral History Project’. 

‘“My Countryside” is a three-
year (2021-2024) study of rural 
memories funded by the Kone 
Foundation. The University of 
Jyväskylä and the Finnish Museum 
of Agriculture Sarka are closely 
collaborating on this project. 
Maria is a researcher in the 
University of Jyväskylä’s “My 
Countryside” project and co-
ordinates the university–museum 
partnership. Maria previously 
worked at the Sarka museum as 
curator, so she knows both sides 
very well. The project’s other 

researchers are academy research 
fellow and senior lecturer Kaisa 
Vehkalahti and postdoctoral 
researcher Ville Pöysä. 

‘“My Countryside” is a multi-
method oral history research 
project that includes interviews, 
life writings, photographs and 
memory workshops. In 2021, 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the project and the Finnish 
Museum of Agriculture Sarka 
organised a nationwide thematic 
campaign entitled “My 
Countryside”. The aim was to 
encourage participants of different 
ages to recollect and write their 
personal memories of the Finnish 
countryside and to ponder what 
the countryside means for them in 
the present day. 

‘The researchers also 
interviewed people from rural and 
urban areas, collected 
photographs and organised 
memory workshops for people of 
different ages. Most of the 

A 2019 group photo in Al-Twani village, south Hebron hills, occupied West Bank. Photo © Mahmoud Jamal.

A workshop for older people, using photographs to provoke memories and stories. 
Photo: Maileena Vaajoensuu, © Finnish Museum of Agriculture Sarka. 
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interviews were held face to face, 
but during the difficult Covid-19 
situation, interviews were also 
conducted via Teams and Zoom.  

‘Finland became urbanised 
relatively late in comparison to 
other European countries, and 
even today, Finland is one of the 
most rural OECD (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and 
Development) countries. The 
Finnish countryside continues to 
be important for many urban 
dwellers as the location of a 
second home or as a holiday 
destination because they have 
family roots in the countryside. 
Many people have experienced 
living in the countryside and so 
this project proves significant for 
all those involved. 

‘The project focusses on 
involving people and 
disseminating research findings to 
the public. Working with the 
museum has created opportunities 
that the university would not have 
had on its own. For example, the 

museum has excellent facilities for 
our workshops, and good 
networks and communication 
channels so that people can find 
our events. The museum has been 
able to participate in oral history 
research for which it would not 
have had the resources were it not 
for co-operation with the 
university.  

‘We researchers are currently 
working on a publication on rural 
areas and research articles. 
Together with the museum staff, 
we will also produce an exhibition 
for the museum on the research 
results. This exhibition will focus 
on childhood and youth in the 
countryside, and will be based on 
the memories and experiences of 
the people who participated in the 
project. The exhibition, which will 
be on display for more than a year, 
will open at the museum in 
autumn 2024.’ 
l Further information: email 
maria.a.vanha-simila@jyu.fi, 
website www.minunmaaseutuni.fi  

n ITALY 
The Archivist’s Memory Oral 
History Project 
Patrick Urru (librarian and 
member of the Italian Oral History 
Association), reports on a 
partnership project which started 
in 2019. The project is led by 
Professor Leonardo Mineo 
(associate professor of archival 
science at University of Turin) and 
Professor Andrea Giorgi 
(professor of archival science at 
University of Trento). 

‘This project is founded by the 
Italian Archivists Association 
(ANAI), the Central Institute for 
Archives (ICAR) and the 
Department of Literature and 
Philosophy at the University of 
Trento. Since 2019, we have been 
collecting video interviews, 
twenty-seven so far, to highlight 
the variety of experiences, insights 
and perspectives of those who have 
worked in state archival 
administration and/or in 
universities since the early 1950s. 
Interviewees held leading positions 
within state archives or influenced 
the remarkable transformation and 
development of the archival 
discipline with their studies. 

‘The aim of the project, the first 
of its kind in Italy, is to understand 
and preserve the life, decision-
making processes and historical 
events of the national archival 
community. These testimonies 
provide insight into the hidden 
aspects of archivists’ lives, a 
community generally known 
through their (institutional) 
publications rather than their daily 
work practices, and their 
interactions with colleagues, 
territory and cultural context. One 
of the most significant aspects of 
this project is the opportunity to 
gain an overview of the evolution 
of the archival discipline in various 
regions in Italy and how archivists 
dealt with the most important 
changes within archival 
administration. 

‘Thanks to a professional 
camera operator, we recorded 
video interviews to add context 
and meaning to the spoken word. 
We decided to avoid remote 
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Interviewees were asked to bring photographs of rural themes that were important 
to them to reflect their relationships with the countryside. This photograph was 
taken in south-west Finland in the early 1960s. Photo: Irma Pukki, Finnish 
Museum of Agriculture Sarka, My Countryside Collection.
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interviews, interrupting the project 
during the coronavirus pandemic, 
because we believe that distance 
alters the embodied encounter and 
the intersubjective relationship 
between interviewer and 
interviewees, which is the core of 
oral history interviews. Narrators 
had the opportunity to choose the 
location for the interview, and 
their decisions revealed important 
aspects of social life and the 
meanings of the participants’ 
interactions with people, events 
and places discussed in the 
interview. 

‘Interviews generally started 
with a recollection of the 
interviewee’s biography, school 
experience and the encounter with 
archives and/or archival 
administration. Narrators were 
free to describe their professional 
experience, addressing major 
themes related to their job such as 
historical sources and methods, 
disclosure and confidentiality, and 
the involvement of the archive in 
the local territory. All interviews 
ended with a recollection of their 
retirement and some 
considerations about the present 
and future of the archive sector. 

‘At the end of the interview, we 
used software, AVIndexer, to 
provide metadata and index –
personal, place and corporate 
names, events, and subjects – that 
are available online. Some of the 
interviews collected for this project 
are hosted on the digital library “Ti 
racconto la storia”; for the future, 
we plan to upload and index all the 
interviews. This digital library, 
founded by the National Archival 
System (SAN), provides a national 
access point to preserve and 
promote oral history sources from 

different projects founded by 
universities, public institutions and 
associations, which otherwise 
might remain unknown.  

‘Considering the multi-sited 
nature of our research, we believe 
that a fully searchable and indexed 
virtual space could make oral 
histories more accessible. The 
portal allows researchers to easily 
find relevant parts of the 
interviews and helps us better 
organise project information, 
present metadata in different 
formats (Dublin Core and MPEG-7) 

Outside the Central Archives, Rome. Photo © Professor Leonardo Mineo.

Some of the narrators from the Archivist’s Memory Oral History Project. Photo © ANAI and ICAR.
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which provide context for each 
interview, and foster accessibility, 
which is a fundamental element for 
the valorisation of (oral history) 
archives.’ 
l Further information: email 
patrickurru@gmail.com, website 
https://tiraccontolastoria.cultura. 
gov.it/ 

 LATIN AMERICA 

n BRAZIL 
The 22nd IOHA Conference 
Fernando Cesar Sossai and Juniele 
Rabêlo de Almeida, president and 
vice-president, respectively, of the 
Brazilian Oral History Association 
report on the twenty-second 
International Conference of the 
International Oral History 
Association, which was held in Rio 
de Janeiro from 25 to 28 July 2023. 

‘The theme of the conference 
was “Oral History in a Digital and 
Audio-visual World”, covering 
debates on the multiple challenges 
and possibilities of oral history in a 
world of ubiquitous digital 
technologies. 

‘In a series of roundtables, 
workshops and panels, in-depth 
debates were held and experiences 
were shared regarding theoretical, 
methodological and conceptual 
issues, particularly about how the 
ways of practising oral history have 
become increasingly flexible in 
contemporary societies. 

‘Furthermore, the conference 
gave its participants the 
opportunity to discuss inequalities 
in the access and use of digital 

technologies on our planet, directly 
affecting who is or is not able to 
effectively produce digital oral 
sources in our societies. In this 
context, it is important to highlight 
that the event took place in a 
country where access to computers 
is a significant sign of social 
inequalities. According to data from 
the Brazilian government, while 
computers are present in almost all 
class A households (the wealthiest), 
among the poorest groups, 
computers are available in only 
thirteen per cent of households 
overall. Also, access to the Internet 
by the most economically 

vulnerable people is exclusively via 
cell phone (ninety per cent), while 
in the richest group this happens to 
only eleven per cent of people 
(source: Agência Brasil, 2021). In 
this sense, it is important to 
highlight that, in some areas of the 
conference, moments of reflection 
were created about the production 
of an oral history in a universe not 
only of inequality, but also of digital 
misery. 

‘Also, in the context of the event, 
the Brazilian Forum of Oral 
History Collectives was held. 
Bringing together institutions, 
researchers, teachers and students 

The Brazilian Forum of Oral History Collectives. Photo: © ABHO. Above right and below: Artwork for the IOHA conference.

mailto:patrickurru@gmail.com
https://tiraccontolastoria.cultura.gov.it
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who have in common the fact of 
dedicating themselves to the 
collective and shared production of 
oral sources, the Forum was a 
meeting to reinforce and 
consolidate cooperation networks 
for oral history in Brazil. We look 
forward to the next edition of the 
conference with enthusiasm!’ 
l Further information: websites 
www.historiaoral.org.br/, 
https://eventos.fgv.br/en/22nd-
ioha-international-conference 

 NORTH AMERICA 

n USA 
Observing Change in 
Alaska’s National Parks: an 
update 

‘Everybody talks about – I mean, 
there’s the little glacier. 
Our little glacier.  
Every day, we see it and we’re 
like, it’s tiny, it’s disappearing.’ 

– Elaine Furbish, Skagway, Alaska 
resident, 2018 

Leslie McCartney, curator of 
oral history at the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks (UAF), and 
Karen Brewster, research associate 
in the oral history programme at 
UAF, provide an update on the 
online project ‘Observing Change 
in Alaska’s National Parks Project 
Jukebox’.  

‘In the International Work 
section of the Spring 2021 edition 
of this journal, we reported on the 
project website which features 
interviews with residents of 
Skagway about their observations 
of environmental change in and 
around the Klondike Gold Rush 
National Historical Park located in 
the south-eastern portion of 
Alaska. It also features interviews 
with residents, subsistence 
hunter/fishers, scientists and 
National Park Service employees 
about their observations of 
environmental change around the 
Bering Land Bridge National 
Preserve located on the northern 
side of the Seward Peninsula in 
Alaska. 

‘Recent updates to the website 
include three further interviews 
and an abundance of new 
educationally focussed content, 

which brings interview extracts 
together with images under 
themes. The themes covered 
include: weather, seasonal change, 
ice conditions, permafrost, 
vegetation, wildlife, life in coastal 
Alaska, climate change and 
Alaska’s National Parks, and 
climate change and you. The 
following extract relates to the 
impacts of thawing permafrost: 
“It’s one thing to say, yeah, we can 
head out earlier, a week earlier 
next year hunting, but sometimes 
you’re not always thinking of that. 
You’re thinking, I have a giant 
puddle under my house and my 
house might get swallowed by a 
sinkhole, which is very real here in 
Nome. There are houses that need 
fill year after year. So it’s very real, 
because sooner or later things are 
going to change, and they’re going 
to change so fast people can’t 
adapt” (Jacob Martin, Nome, 
2019). 

‘The “Research Change Over 
Time in Local Communities” 
portion of the website is created in 
such a way to encourage middle-
school students (ages eight to 
twelve years of age) to record their 
own oral history interviews, as well 
as engaging with existing 
materials. The lesson plans, 
created by the National Park 
Service, include a number of 
classes covering learning about 
oral history interview research 
methods, practising interviews, 
analysing interviews, introduction 
to sources and creating a 
presentation.’ 
l Further information: 
Observing Change in Alaska’s 
National Parks Project Jukebox: 
https://jukebox.uaf.edu/akpark 
change 
National Park Service Web Article 
Series ‘Conversations About 
Change’: https://home.nps.gov/ 
articles/000/akchangeprjjuke.htm  
Bering Land Bridge National 
Preserve Climate Change: 
www.nps.gov/bela/learn/nature/ 
climate-change.htm  
Researching Change Over Time in 
Local Communities Lesson Plan: 
www.nps.gov/teachers/classrooms
/changeovertime.htm 

 OCEANIA 

n AUSTRALIA 
Telling histories of travelling 
Asian care workers 
Victoria Haskins, a historian at the 
University of Newcastle in 
Australia, reflects upon the use of 
recorded oral histories in the 
project ‘Ayahs and Amahs: Trans-
colonial Servants in Australia and 
Britain 1780-1945’. This project, 
funded by the Australian Research 
Council, explores the historical 
experiences and cultural memories 
of these early global domestic 
workers in order to illuminate a 
broader trans-colonial history of 
domestic work. 

‘Indian, Chinese, and other 
Asian nursemaids accompanied 
colonial families along the circuits 
of the empire between Australia, 
Asia and the UK for over two 
centuries. In the course of our 
research, we have encountered 
many recollections of those who 
were formerly cared for by ayahs 
and amahs. The ayah and the 
amah occupy a cherished place in 
the colonial childhood 
imagination, and we are grateful to 
those who are eager to share their 
memories with us. These fond 
memories tell us much about the 
symbolic and real significance of 
the ayahs and amahs for the 
families that employed them and 
for the larger colonial society. 

‘Much less easily found, 
however, are recollections of the 

Chinese amahs of Shunde origin. 
Photographer unknown, circa 1930s.  
Photo © Ayahs and Amahs (ARC 
DP200100375).
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Indian and Chinese nursemaids 
themselves. Sociologists who 
study global domestic work in the 
present can interview workers 
themselves, but our subjects have 
in most cases long since passed 
away. They were mostly not 
interviewed in their own lifetimes, 
and we have struggled to find 
descendants who are keen to share 
their memories of their ancestors’ 
work caring for the families of 
others. 

‘There is however a rare and 
special exception in the National 
Archives of Singapore (NAS). The 
NAS collections include a series of 
oral history interviews with 
Chinese women who worked as 
amahs in Singapore between the 
1930s and the 1980s, in the 
Chinese Dialect groups collection. 
They include the recollections of 
Lee Lin Oi and three other Chinese 
amahs of their experiences as 
travelling workers and their 
relationships with their employers. 
Their interviews, recorded in 
Cantonese at different times 
during the 1980s, provide us with a 
unique opportunity to hear the 
women speak in their own voices. 

‘With the permission of the 
Oral History Centre at NAS, we 
arranged for the translation and 
transcription into English of the 
interviews, which had been 
previously transcribed in 
Cantonese by NAS. We engaged 
and paid accredited translation 
services (Ethnolink). We provided 
the full English translated 
transcripts to NAS, and made a set 
of short extracts with links to the 
spoken sections of the recordings 
available on our project website in 
a Resources section aimed at 
researchers (see https://ayahsand 
amahs.com/transcripts).  

‘We also developed a special 
segment for our award-winning 
digital history exhibition “Ayahs 
and Amahs: Trans-colonial 
Journeys” (this ran between 
September 2022 and December 
2023). Featuring photographs and 
images, viewers could listen to a 
voiceover of extracts from two of 
the interviews, with Leong Ah Hoe 
and Lee Lin Oi, and read a 

transcription of their translated 
words scrolling underneath. In this 
segment the two women talked 
about their decision to choose 
their occupation. The segment 
struck a chord with many visitors 
to the site. Indeed, the interviews 
emphasise a key message of both 
our exhibition and the larger 
research project: that the ayahs 
and amahs were distinct and 
extraordinary individuals who 
worked hard and made many 
sacrifices as they made their way 
in the very challenging worlds of 
empire. 

‘To build and maintain a 
positive reciprocal relationship 
with NAS, we included the link to 
the original NAS records on both 
our website and the exhibition site. 
We are so fortunate that someone 
had the foresight to carry out the 
original oral history interviews 
back in the 1980s, and that NAS 
preserves the collection and allows 
us to use them.’  
l Further information: website 
www.ayahsandamahs.com  

 GLOBAL 

A life history project with 
prominent female musicians 
in six countries 
Research into the lives of women 
undertaking multiple professional 
musical roles in several countries 
is limited. The Institute of 
Education (IOE) at University 
College London (UCL) has 
initiated a life-history research 
project with prominent female 
musicians (composers/producers/ 
conductors) based in the United 
Kingdom, France, the United 
States, Canada, Singapore and 
China. Luna Xinlu Zheng, a PhD 
student at UCL-IOE, introduces 
this project, which she took the 
lead on. 

‘I was born on the “Island of 
Music” in China and learned 
classical, folk, and contemporary 
music from early childhood to 
adulthood. I studied international 
economics at Zhejiang University 
where I also led the university 
chorus. I came to the United 
Kingdom in 2015 for 

postgraduate study at UCL-IOE.  
‘During the Covid-19 

pandemic when travel restrictions 
and social distancing were in 
place, I conducted online life 
history interviews with eight 
prominent female musicians 
whose lives span from the post-
Second World War period (the 
1960s) to the Covid-19 pandemic 
(the 2020s) and across three 
generations. Purposive sampling 
methods were used to contact 
female musicians who had 
achieved financial independence 
and a level of reputation in each 
musical role. The project 
successfully invited a cohort of 
female musicians who are not only 
established but also prominent in 
their respective musical roles (with 
distinctive chart records, 
international awards, and wide 
platform and media 
collaborations) as research 
participants.  

‘One important finding of the 
research was that, contrary to how 
these prominent female musicians 
were portrayed in the media as 
“exceptional”, “talented” and 
“prodigious”, their life histories 
revealed the detailed processes of 
how they established their 
professional identities since early 
childhood through everyday 
learning and practice, and how 
they experienced multidimensional 
and intersectional inequalities 
embedded in the music education 
systems, industry infrastructures 
and wider societies, which added 
barriers or challenges in their 
educational and professional 
development.  

‘Alongside their public 
performances and music 
publications that have inspired 
many, these female musicians 
have been working as education 
or executive leaders in renowned 
music education institutes and 
music companies, and are active 
in supporting musicians at early 
career stages and from diverse 
backgrounds. One participant 
commented that, “If you are 
concerned about leaving the world 
a better place than it was, then you 
do that with no matter what career 

https://ayahsandamahs.com/transcripts
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you choose and be conscious 
about what you put into the 
world, whether it is your 
thoughts, words, deeds or your 
music” (Tinecia [pseudonym], 
composer, producer, and music 
institute leader in the United 
States). 

‘The study has identified 
issues, causes and consequences 
of the social inequalities in these 
female musicians’ lives, which the 
team (including research 
participants and colleagues at 
UCL-IOE) hope to publish and 
contribute to the musical, 
educational and social 
development of children, young 
people, women and minorities in 
domestic and international 
communities.’ 
l Further information: email 
xinlu.zheng.15@ucl.ac.uk 

Stories of Girls’ Resistance  
Jody Myrum, co-founder of Our 
Collective Practice and one of the 
co-creators and many 
collaborators on ‘Stories of Girls’ 
Resistance’ introduces the largest 
ever collection of oral and 
narrative history of adolescent 
girls’ activism.  

‘Since time immemorial, girls 
have been pushing back – in their 
homes, their families, their 
countries and across the globe. 
They have pushed back against 
the everyday oppressions that are 
so often synonymous with 
girlhood, and against the forces 
that define and form the nature of 
that oppression. Girls resist 
marriage, violence, they fight to 
stay in school, they push back 
against how others name them, 
and shame them, and seek to 
separate them from the platforms 
and resources that are their right. 
They fight to take up space, to 
access space and to reshape 
space. Girls resist because to 
resist is to live, to breathe and to 
be in the world as a girl. 

‘And yet through history their 
stories have been erased, co-opted 
and ignored. Too often girls are 
positioned as passive victims in 
need of saving or as heroines 
standing up against all odds in a 

single act of defiance – and these 
narratives are embedded into our 
cultures and drive how girls are 
treated and how decisions are 
made about them. “Stories of 
Girls’ Resistance” was created by a 

group of feminist activists, 
scholars and practitioners, all 
committed to replacing these 
narratives with one that is 
grounded in girls’ lived 
experiences, their power and the 
resistance strategies they use daily 
to navigate the world around them.  

‘The co-curated collection of 
over 150 individual stories are 
from more than ninety countries 
across the world and it captures 
the stories of girls, non-binary 
people and women ranging in age 
from eleven to seventy. This 
project is grounded in global 
South-rooted feminist 
epistemologies and committed to 
counter-storytelling. It uses oral 
history to gather and uplift stories 
from those who have been most 
often marginalised or whose 
voices are silenced or ignored in 
traditional knowledge production. 
The individual stories were 
curated by twelve regional story 
curators in partnership with local 
story collectors, each deeply 
embedded in feminist movements 
in their local contexts. Each 
regional story curator identified 
whose stories they wanted to 

Malala Yousafzai with the Stories of 
Girls Resistance book at the Women 
Deliver conference, Kigali, Rwanda, 
July 2023. Photo: Hickmatu Leigh, © 
Stories of Girls’ Resistance, 2023. 

Front cover. Artwork by Vidushi Yadav, © Stories of Girls’ Resistance, 2023.

mailto:xinlu.zheng.15@ucl.ac.uk


48 ORAL HISTORY Spring 2024

include, drawing on their personal 
relationships and activist networks 
woven over time. In 2023, we 
launched a website and an 
accompanying book that weaves 
together the collective narrative 
analysis on why girls resist, what 
sparks and sustains their 
resistance, the strategies and 
tactics they bring to their 
resistance, and the expansive ways 
girls are contributing to the 
world’s most powerful movements 
for change. In 2024, we will 
publish a second book honouring 
each individual story. 

‘Through “Stories of Girls’ 
Resistance”, you discover the 

multiple ways girls are resisting, 
and transforming their homes, 
communities and the world, from 
the smallest, most invisible acts of 
defiance in the home to the role of 
girls in shaping some of the most 
powerful revolutions and social 
justice movements of the last 
century. Our hope is that these 
stories will transform narratives 
and reshape how girls are seen, 
how they see themselves and how 
decisions affecting girls are made. 
Now that “Stories of Girls’ 
Resistance” is out in the world, we 
will continue to document, amplify 
and harness the stories, knowledge 
and strategies of girls and young 

feminists. We are also now actively 
working to translate this narrative 
and knowledge into tools and 
strategies for funders, policy 
makers and programmers, and use 
it to advocate for change across 
movements and sectors.’ 
l Further information: websites 
https://girlsresistance.org, 
https://girlsresistance.org/about/
books/  
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