
25/11/2010 1

Archives, categories, gender and 

ethnicity: uncovering twentieth-

century refugee histories

Gaby Weiner

Centre for Educational Sociology

Edinburgh University

18 March 2009



25/11/2010 2

Narrative research

• Captures individual experience, voice and 

identity

• Bridges gap between personal 

experience and social structure

• Embodiment of social factors such as 

gender, ethnicity, social class, disability 

etc. 

• Renders the ordinary extra-ordinary
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Family history 

• Sub-branch of narrative research

• Biography of a family over generations 

against backdrop of wider society 

(alternatives: one-name/one place study)

• History from the bottom up

• Enhanced by digitalisation of archives 

and development of genealogy software
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Narrative research

Drawbacks

• Places individual at centre of events

• Can exaggerate the impact of individual 

action

• Can produce ’victory’ or ’triumph over 

adversity’ narratives



25/11/2010 5

Aims of the study

•Make visible the lives of ordinary 

immigrant women in London in 

1940s and 1950s

•Explore the experiences of first 

generation immigrants
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Sources

•Documentation & artefacts associated with country 
of origin, e.g. passport, birth certificate, exit 
documents

•Personal records and possessions, e.g.photos, 
correspondence, medical records, accounts 

•Official documentation in Britain, e.g. Home Office, 
police and registration documents.

•National archives in Britain & Belgium

•Interviews

•Other (e.g.Jewish refugee organisations, Internet 
databases such as that of Yad Vashem)
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The family: Uszer Frucht (b. 1900), Steffi 

Dinger (b. 1903) and daughter Gaby (b. 1944)

1950 

1963
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The three sisters in Britain
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The Dinger family business

1920s
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Life in Vienna in the 1920s & 1930s
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Dinger siblings (1931)
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Uszer Frucht
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Uszer family details, 

1928
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Uszer’s family in 1935

Wanted by police,1937
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Identified as a Jewish

Communist revolutionary 

Expulsion order, 1938, 

found living with sister in law & 

imprisoned in Antwerp
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Letter from British Embassy 

seeking to deport Uszer back 

to Belgium, 1939
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Steffi, entry visa, 1938
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Application for  visa, 1938
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Steffi Dinger’s police record, from 1938
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Steffi Dinger’s police record cont.
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Refugee social club, 1944
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Request on behalf of Uszer to 

be allowed to return to Belgium, 

1946
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Death notification, 1947
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Death notification, 1947
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Uszer Frucht: Lewes prison record, 1948 

(source AJR)
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Steffi’s 1st application for naturalisation, 1950
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Application for naturalisation cont.
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Application for naturalisation cont.



25/11/2010 29

Official investigation, 1951
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Casual discrimination, 1953
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Involvement of MI5, 1951
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Case for naturalisation
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Case against naturalisation, 1951



25/11/2010 34

Case against naturalisation



25/11/2010 35

Case against naturalisation
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MI5 intervention, 1951
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Naturalisation decision (2nd), 1955
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Security rating, 1966
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Issues raised by the study

•Power of narrative

•Struggle over access to sources and documentation

•Management (or manipulation) of categories in the 

interests of the state

•Historicity of bureaucratic categories

•Xerox (and digital) democracy (since 1960s)

•Archival cultures (e.g. controllers of discourse, spaces of 

memory, spaces from which to speak)

•Human consequences
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Final points

•Ordinary is never ordinary. 

•Individual stories personalise and make real 
historic events.  Important contribution to history

•Existence of different archive cultures (in 
Britain and Belgium)

•Ownership of the public record

•Important to protect and enhance human rights 
by encouraging access to the public record
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