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Abstract
In this talk, Peter Gatrell draws on the confidential individual case files generated by UNHCR between 
1951 and 1975 to analyse the encounters between its eligibility officers and refugees from different 
vintages and backgrounds (European and non-European) who sought its assistance and protection. 
These case files provide an opportunity to see UNHCR in operation in Geneva and beyond during the 
quarter century since its creation, including its relations with states and non-governmental organisa-
tions. The paths of refugees and officials usually crossed only for a few moments, but Gatrell argues 
that they left an imprint on both. Gatrell shall therefore discuss what refugees learned from their inter-
action with UNHCR, and vice-versa. His talk is thus a contribution to the historiography of the interna-
tional refugee regime and to the growing field of refugee history.

About the Speaker
Peter Gatrell taught modern history and economic history at the University of Manchester from 1976 
until his retirement in 2021. He was a founding member of the University’s Humanitarian and Conflict 
Response Institute. He directed several collaborative research projects including between 2018 and 
2021 the AHRC-funded research project, “Reckoning with refugeedom: refugee voices in modern his-
tory, 1919-1975”. He is a Fellow of the British Academy, a Fellow of the Academy of Social Sciences, 
and a Fellow of the Royal Historical Society.
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