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Knowledge Production in 
Displacement and Forced 
Migration

Workshop at the University of California, Santa Barbara, 
April 17–18, 2023. Co-spon sored by the Pacific Office of 
the Ger man Historical Institute and the University of Cali-
fornia, Santa Barbara. Organizers: Joshua Donovan (GHI, 
Pacific Office), Vitalij Fastovskij (GHI, Pacific Office), Vlad-
imir Hamed-Troyansky (University of California, Santa Bar-
bara). Participants: Evren Altinkas (University of Guelph), 
Roy Bar Sadeh (Yale University), Nadezhda Beliakova 
(University of Bielefeld), Barbara Henning (University of 
Mainz), Rustam Khan (Mas sa chu setts Institute of Technol-
ogy), Jan Lambertz (U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum), 
Charis Marantzidou (Colum bia University), Nour Munawar 
(Doha Institute for Graduate Studies), Martin Nekola (In-
dependent), Phi Nguyen (Swiss Federal Institute of Tech-
nology, Lausanne), Ben ja min Tromly (University of Puget 
Sound), Nino Vallen (GHI, Pacific Office), Ramon Wieder-
kehr (University of Neuchâtel), Ani Yeremyan (Jawaharlal 
Nehru University).

In recent years, the focus of the Ger man Historical Institute 
Washington on knowl edge in tran sit has ini ti ated fruit ful 
dia logues between the his tory of migra tion and the his tory 
of knowl edge. Taking its cue from these con ver sa tions, this 
two-day work shop brought together his to ri ans from Asia, 
Europe, and the United States to dis cuss knowl edge pro-
duc tion in dis place ment and forced migra tion. Historical 
research about ref u gees and forced migra tion has been 
booming in recent years. Yet, as the work shop orga niz ers 
underscored in their open ing remarks, existing schol ar ship 
tends to con cen trate on the pro duc tion of knowl edge about 
displaced per sons rather than the knowl edge they them-
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selves use and pro duce. Shifting the per spec tive toward the 
lat ter can con trib ute to chang ing our under stand ing of the 
ways in which those who were displaced grap pled with the 
myr iad chal lenges they faced because of their dis place ment 
and con trib uted to the soci e ties where they arrived, either 
tem po rar ily or per ma nently.

But the study of knowl edge pro duc tion among ref u gees 
and displaced per sons also raises a series of the o ret i cal and 
meth od o log i cal ques tions. What do we mean when we talk 
about knowl edge? How do we pre serve a mean ing ful dis tinc-
tion between knowl edge, infor ma tion, and expe ri ence? What 
knowl edge did displaced per sons pre serve, pro duce, and 
trans mit, and how was it shaped by their expe ri ences of being 
relocated? In what ways did dif fer ent actors use this knowl-
edge? What archi val resources can be used and how do we 
deal with diverse epis te mo log i cal and onto log i cal posi tions? 
These ques tions resurfaced again and again over the course 
of the two- day work shop, in which pairs of par tic i pants pre-
sented two of the other pre-cir cu lated papers.

In the first panel Ani Yeremyan and Ben ja min Tromly dis-
cussed papers by Martin Nekola and Phi Nguyen. Nekola’s 
research explored the expe ri ences of Czech ref u gees in 
Bavar ian ref u gee camps after the Communists took con-
trol in Czechoslovakia in 1948. In addi tion to discussing the 
chal lenges and hard ships, Nekola zoomed in on ref u gee 
news pa pers and edu ca tion pro grams established to fos ter 
com mu nal sen ti ments and increase the chances to acquire 
a visa. Phi Nguyen’s work exam ined the urban and mne-
monic land scape of the Viet nam ese city of Hue, focus ing 
on the role of the River Hương in the cre a tion of a con se-
crated land scape that was shaped by the dif fer ent migrant 
groups that had arrived in the region over the past mil len-
nium. Although the papers dealt with dif fer ent top ics, they 
prompted a lively dis cus sion about the ten sions between 
nation-mak ing and migrant knowl edge, inter-gen er a tional 
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trans fers of knowl edge, and the chal lenge of presenting to 
broader audi ences the knowl edge about ref u gees aca dem-
ics pro duce.

The sec ond panel focused on the role of ref u gees in dif fer ent 
mod ern i za tion pro jects. Jan Lambertz and Nour Munawar 
commented on papers writ ten by Evren Altinkas and Charis 
Marantzidou. Altinkas’s paper stud ied Ger man schol ars of 
Jew ish ori gin and their role in the for ma tion of the Turk ish 
higher edu ca tion sys tem. According to Altinkas, the arrival 
of ref u gee pro fes sors like Ernst E. Hirsch, Fritz Neumark, and 
Ernst Reuter in the Turk ish Republic con trib uted strongly to 
the efforts of the Turk ish gov ern ment to mod ern ize sci en tific 
edu ca tion and research. Marantzidou’s paper explored the 
involve ment of Rus sian ref u gees flee ing the Octo ber Revolu-
tion and the Rus sian Civil War in Bulgaria’s edu ca tional and 
pro fes sional world dur ing the 1920s and 1930s. Marantzi-
dou argued that these ref u gees’ knowl edge and exper tise, 
together with the pres tige they enjoyed as for mer agents of 
the Rus sian empire, allowed them to nego ti ate their role in 
Bul gar ian soci ety. The papers raised ques tions about the 
per for ma tive nature of exper tise, col li sions between dis tinct 
knowl edge tra di tions, and the kinds of knowl edge that gave 
some ref u gees advan tages over oth ers.

The third and final panel of the day pro duced a dis cus sion 
about dis tinct types of migrant knowl edge pro duc tion, with 
Martin Nekola and Rustam Khan commenting on papers by 
Roy Bar Sadeh and Barbara Henning. Based on a study of 
Soviet muhajirs’ (ref u gees) ideas about “minor ity rights” dur-
ing the early 1930s, Bar Sadeh argued that muhajir activ ism 
and knowl edge pro duc tion were a means for Mus lim think ers 
to recon sider the prem ises of global gov er nance in the Middle 
East. Through the legal cat e gory of “minor ity rights” muhajirs 
shaped sol i dar ity as well as anti- and pro-Soviet sen ti ments 
in the Middle East. Henning’s paper explored a dif fer ent 
knowl edge regime, cre ated around the cen tury-old tra di-
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tion of mem bers of the Ottoman impe rial elite trac ing their 
ori gins back to the Prophet. Henning contended that fam i lies 
that were displaced as a result of the col lapse of the Otto-
man Empire used this regime to cope with far-reaching and 
mul ti lay ered shifts that char ac ter ized this period of con flict. 
Ancestral knowl edge, embed ded in nar ra tives and gene a log-
i cal archives, pro vided anchors for con ti nu ity as bor ders were 
being redrawn and new orders pro duced new epistemologies. 
A con ver sa tion ensued about the inter ac tion between dis-
place ment sta tus and knowl edge pro duc tion, the typ i fi ca tion 
of the knowl edge pro duced by muhajirs at the General Islamic 
Congress in Jerusalem (1931), and the role of women as pro-
duc ers of gene a log i cal knowl edge.

The fourth panel explored ref u gee news pa pers and their 
role in the pro duc tion of knowl edge about and by displaced 
per sons. Roy Bar Sadeh and Phi Nguyen discussed papers by 
Ramon Wiederkehr and Ani Yeremyan. Wiederkehr’s paper 
stud ied two Swiss peri od i cals (Über die Grenzen and the 
Informations-Dienst für Rück- und Weiterwanderung) and 
their role in the dis sem i na tion of ref u gee knowl edge. Wie-
derkehr underscored the impor tance of these peri od i cals as 
an expres sion of a trans-national refugeedom, open ing a 
trans na tional space in which infor ma tion linked to ref u gee 
inter ests and neces si ties cir cu lated. Ani Yeremyan adopted 
a dif fer ent per spec tive on the func tion of diasporic news-
pa pers in her paper on iden tity-mak ing in the Arme nian 
dias pora. Engaging with Jürgen Habermas’s idea of the 
pub lic sphere and Benedict Anderson’s notion of imag ined 
com mu ni ties, she argued that news pa pers writ ten in the 
ver nac u lar helped shape a new global Arme nian diasporic 
iden tity grounded in national con scious ness, a com mon cul-
tural ori gin myth, and the deploy ment of knowl edge in the 
col lec tive fight for rec og ni tion of the Arme nian geno cide. 
These detailed stud ies of ref u gee news pa pers prompted 
debate about the agency and voice of ref u gees and the 
impor tance of shared out lets in the forg ing of sol i dar ity. 
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Participants also reflected on how these cases revealed 
the sig nif i cance of col lab o ra tions with the (impe rial) state 
in the mak ing of ref u gee com mu ni ties, and the role for eign 
lan guages played in the pro cess, thereby contradicting 
com mon ideas about the rela tion ship between ver nac u lar 
lan guage and the build ing of national com mu ni ties.

In the fifth panel Barbara Henning and Charis Marantzidou 
commented on papers by Rustam Khan and Nour Munawar. 
Khan’s paper explored the expe ri ences and social strug gles 
of labor migrants in Belgium between the 1950s and 1970s, 
against the back ground of the coun try’s energy tran si tion. 
Khan argued that the increas ing dom i nance of oil over coal 
and the devel op ment of car manufactur ing cre ated con di-
tions in which dis courses about human rights pro duced a 
new alli ance between tra di tional left activ ists and migrant 
work ers. Munawar’s work, by con trast, explored the knowl-
edge that is pro duced in the mak ing of a sense of home 
among Palestinian ref u gees in Syria. Comparing stories of 
forced dis place ment pro vided by a third-gen er a tion Pales-
tinian ref u gee fam ily, media nar ra tives, and auto bio graph-
i cal accounts, Munawar showed how and what knowl edge 
peo ple pro duce as they recon sider and reframe their con-
cep tions of home and home land. Grappling with dif fer ent 
post co lo nial leg a cies, the papers inspired fur ther reflec-
tions on the mean ing and racialization of the migrant cat-
e gory as well as the inter gen er a tional and multi-lay ered 
con stel la tions of dis place ment that colo nial ism pro duced. 
The con ver sa tion also turned to ques tions about her i tage, 
both mate rial and imma te rial, of dis place ment, and the 
kind of knowl edge that is invoked when talking about both 
human rights and home.

The sixth and final panel grap pled once more with the 
instrumentalization of ref u gee knowl edge, with Ramon 
Wiederkehr and Evren Altinkas discussing papers by 
Jan Lambertz and Ben ja min Tromly. In her work on two 
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Swed ish repatriation ships, the MS Gripsholm and the SS 
Drottningholm, Lambertz exam ined the role of migrants 
and ref u gees com ing from Japan and Europe in spread-
ing “Holocaust knowl edge” across the globe. Although the 
cata logu ing of atroc ity stories never was an objec tive of 
gov ern men tal agencies, and ref u gees were reluc tant to tell 
them out of fear for retal i a tion, such nar ra tives did none-
the less find their way to the Americas, con trib ut ing to a new 
kind of knowl edge trans fer. Tromly’s work explored pop u-
lar and schol arly dis course on the Soviet general and Nazi 
col lab o ra tor Andrei Vlasov in the United States and Ger-
many in the first two post war decades. The paper dem on-
strated how the col lec tive mem o ries of for mer Vlasovites 
became the build ing blocks for nar ra tives that were suited 
to the new real ity of the Cold War. With both papers pro-
vid ing fas ci nat ing insights into the ways in which migrant 
knowl edge was instrumentalized in the con text of World 
War II and the Cold War, par tic i pants discussed the ten sion 
between insti tu tional and ref u gee knowl edge, as well as the 
agency of ref u gees in shap ing nar ra tives that were sub se-
quently instrumentalized by state actors.

There is no doubt that the use of the migrant knowl edge lens 
opens new per spec tives onto the his tory of spe cific migra-
tory or ref u gee move ments. The empir i cally rich papers 
discussed dur ing this work shop tes tify to this poten tial. 
They revealed the many dif fer ent forms of knowl edge that 
migrants and ref u gees pro duced, often in coop er a tion with 
non-migrant actors. They also showed the vary ing ways in 
which this knowl edge was used by states, orga ni za tions, and 
displaced per sons them selves to affect chang ing real i ties. 
Still, some doubts about the uses of this approach remained. 
During the final round table, par tic i pants brought up the 
neces sity to fur ther unpack what is meant when we speak 
about knowl edge. The term was used to speak about dif fer-
ent forms of infor ma tion, stories, rumors, and expe ri ences, 
but are these truly the same things? Several par tic i pants 
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advo cated for more ter mi no log i cal clar ity, while oth ers 
warned that a focus on knowl edge could be too restric tive. 
One way in which these doubts could be addressed would 
be by pay ing more atten tion to the ways in which spe cific 
groups them selves under stood knowl edge and what it was 
sup posed to do. Ultimately, the round table did make clear 
that these dis cus sions help us under stand much bet ter the 
agency of displaced per sons not only in the mak ing of the 
places to which they arrived but to migra tory and ref u gee 
regimes as well. I am looking for ward to the con tin u a tion of 
these dia logues as the co-orga niz ers pro ceed with the pub-
li ca tion of selected papers.

Nino Vallen  
(GHI Pacific Office)


