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Activists make use of emotions so that their message is imbued of a deeper significance and urgency. As 
a vehicle of advocacy worldwide, human rights testimonial discourse presents several features that are 
worth noting. First and foremost, the pronoun “I” is meant to represent a collective identity, that of a 
community that is oppressed, at risk of exclusion... Testimony, thus understood, is a form of life writing, 
and, as such, it explores avenues for change by focusing on stories that are told in the first person but 
represent the collectivity. Testimonial narratives may be written texts, but they increasingly rely on the 
affective power of images. Living in an age of online communities and networks, new ways of self-
narration have emerged that offer promising pathways for social activism. The possibilities that the 
digital paradigm opens up, such as immediacy and reach, renders it a useful tool.  

Refugees’ mediated testimony relies on several key strategies, most notably the use of English as a 
rights lingua franca, the presence of a coauthor who is frequently well-known beforehand and a native 
speaker of that language, and, particularly nowadays, a narrative that is produced offline but distributed 
online via advocacy-prone platforms such as YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, and so on. Testimony may 
thus reach wider audiences, though admittedly susceptible to what some may deem mere hacktivism or 
clicktivism. This paper focuses on the challenges and opportunities a rather understudied genre – TED 
talks – represents for refugees’ testimonial purposes. Building on previous research on the subject 
(Martínez García 2017a, 2017b), I analyze some TED talks by young women activists who have escaped 
their country and become refugees elsewhere. In particular, I pay attention to their self-presentation 
mechanisms, in line with theories of auto/biography, showing how their storytelling process is part of 
their life-writing project. In narrating themselves, they epitomize the plight of refugees. The length of 
the TED talk will be taken into account, as it encompasses a life in the space of but a few minutes, and 
the key aspects the speakers choose to discuss are emblematic of the identity they are constructing.      

The role of the witness will also be addressed. As Gillian Whitlock has argued, testimony needs a 
witness; otherwise, it fails. The theory of narrative empathy proposed by Suzanne Keen may provide 
some clues that help elucidate a way forward. The paper looks at the strategies authors use in shaping 
their narratives so that they are successful in conveying the full force of their message (quite often of a 
socio-political import). 

Finally, mediation will be considered from various points of view. On the one hand, media has an 
undeniable impact on the distribution of the text. On the other hand, not a single refugee provides 
testimony without the help of a collaborator of some sort, be that a coauthor, editor, translator, etc. 
While this presents some drawbacks, mainly to do with unreliability, testimony in the form of TED talks 
tends to succeed in raising awareness – its main goal. 


