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Teaching Empire and War: Animating marginalised histories in the 

classroom 

 

Introduction 

 

How can we teach ‘forgotten’ histories of war and empire in the classroom, responding to 

urgent needs to ‘decolonize’ the curriculum and pedagogic  practice?  As social and cultural 

historians of colonial war experiences – one of us specialising in the First World War, the 

other in the Second – we had come to realise the importance of our scholarship not only 

in broadening the framework for research on global conflict but also in forging new 

pedagogical approaches. We had embarked upon our research projects in the midst of the 

First World War centenary between 2014 and 2018, where the sheer scale of engagement 

on multiple levels and in multiple forms – television programmes, social media, video 

games and online portals – left little time to reflect on whether research projects and 

initiatives to uncover global histories had successfully made inroads to deepen public 

understanding of race and empire during the conflict.1 Had the stories of Black, Asian and 

other racialised people been more ‘assiduously pursued’, as the Imperial War Museum’s 

Whose Remembrance? Project asked? 2  Had these slipped into the ‘celebration’ against which 

Santanu Das had cautioned?3 Had we been able to get to stories that sufficiently included  

greater attention to the minutiae of history in all its asymmetries and messiness, as well as 

to  moral and cultural complexities’?4 There were tensions in the instrumentalisation of 

combatant service over that of non-combatants, and of how participation in past wars was 

made to count in the present. The centenary was, after all, a memory-making project that 

took place against the background of Brexit, the Windrush Scandal, Black Lives Matter, 

and racist and xenophobic discourses around migration.  
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We were also teachers of history in UK universities employed at this time on various 

temporary and precarious contracts. In our classrooms, with our peers, in our departments, 

we were engaged in ongoing discussions about what ‘decolonizing’ meant for us in  

teaching practice and curricula design, which was often constrained by what we had been 

assigned to or inherited.5 We were keen to establish an understanding of the past where 

people of colour (a shorthand here which requires disaggregation) were represented as 

actors of historical significance. We also sought to explore the network of connections 

forged by imperial rule and other geographies of power in order to navigate their post-

imperial afterlives.  With the release of the RHS report on Race and Ethnicity in 2018, the 

overwhelming whiteness of our discipline was foregrounded as well as the consequences 

of this analysis for the working and learning environments in which history was taught.6 

We started reflecting on what an anti-racist, feminist pedagogy and classroom might look 

like, and where and how we could practise it.7 With the overwhelming demonstration for 

the need for the academic pipeline to be repaired as part of the toolkit of dismantling white 

dominance, our engagement in ‘widening participation’  activities were also at the forefront 

of our minds: work with schools and the curriculum therefore seemed essential.  

 

Heritage and historical memory profoundly influence understandings of self and 

belonging, especially in the classroom, with the impact of one’s absence from this story so 

powerfully communicated by the poet and theorist Adrienne Rich. 

When someone with the authority of a teacher, say, describes the world and you 

are not in it, there is a moment of psychic disequilibrium, as if you looked into a 

mirror and saw nothing. Yet you know that you exist and others like you, that this 

is a game with mirrors.8  

We knew from the work of the WWI in the Classroom project, which ran from 2013 to 2014, 

that many secondary school-level History and English teachers struggled with teaching 
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colonial experiences of the world wars.9 This stemmed from both ‘the continued inability 

(or refusal) to confront a history of imperial exploitation and racial hierarchy’, but also the 

lack of familiarity with source material pertaining to colonial experience. 10  While the 

activities of the First World War have produced many more resources to turn to for 

support, the atomistic nature of much of the work being done and its digital dissemination 

makes it difficult and time-consuming to bring together all available material, never mind 

reviewing it with a critical eye. If this was the case, then black students and students of 

colour were not seeing themselves in the classroom; they were not being shown how the 

lives of their ancestors had historically mattered or how they had been made to not matter. 

Furthermore, students, regardless of their ethnicity, were consuming a history of the world 

wars which did not engage critically with concepts of race, racialisation and colonialism.  

 

It was in these currents and slipstreams that we applied for funding to run a project,  

Teaching Empire and War, during the summer of 2019. The project aimed to demonstrate a 

more global and ‘messy’ understanding of the role of empire in the First and Second World 

Wars and their commemoration, an opportunity to tie together syllabus strands on 

migration, empires and peoples with those on conflicts and tensions. We ended up with a 

reasonably-sized classroom of around 12 students aged 15-17 in roughly equal numbers 

from two London schools, who attended on and off across our sessions. The students 

were predominantly women (like us) and came from a cross-section of ethnic, class and 

national backgrounds: some were first-generation immigrants to the UK, others had longer 

migration stories. This was a classroom where being white was in the minority.11 The 

students were accompanied by one teacher from each school. Teachers were invited to 

participate in the session as learners, rather than chaperones or support staff, which we 

will discuss in fuller detail.  The sessions were chronologically ordered: moving from the 
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First and Second World Wars to the commemoration of the conflicts, not to create a 

teleological thrust towards the present but to provide a loose organising frame.  

 

Giving students the opportunity to have hands-on contact with archival material was 

fundamental to this project – a way of getting straight to the heart of colonial experiences 

in these wars and exploring the traces that remain. Rather than mediating these lives and 

voices through the historiography, we wanted to give students an opportunity to play and 

experiment with their own interpretations of sources. In each session we shifted our 

subject focus. The first, ‘Men at War’, explored the experiences of colonial troops and their 

service away from home. The second looked at colonial women’s service in its multiple 

forms, from Una Marson’s work at the BBC to wartime writing from the Indian home 

front. In our third session, we explored the role of memorials in colonial commemoration 

and through creative modes like fictional writing and artistic media. Each session, in turn, 

had three activities, two based on critical inquiry into various genres of source material and 

a final activity which invited students to engage imaginatively with what they had discussed 

with us.12 Following the workshops and feedback from teachers and students, we produced 

a digital resource pack for teachers, with lesson plans, archival source material and 

signposting to further resources. 

 

Our article reflects critically on this exercise of pedagogic experimentation at a politically 

significant moment. The Black Lives Matter movement in 2020 in particular has galvanised 

institutional and disciplinary soul searching regarding exclusionary practices, anti-racist 

teaching approaches and curriculum transformation. What light can our project, then, cast 

on these important aspects of knowledge production and how might these be scaled up? 

To address this question, we are reversing the chronology of our workshop structure and 

starting where we ended – with the students’ creative responses to the workshops. In doing 
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so, we aim to foreground student outputs as key factors in the co-constitution of 

knowledge about marginalised histories, and seek to evaluate our methodological approach 

to teaching through their findings. 

 

Using student creativity as a tool for generating deeper historical understanding  

 

A poem, a short story and artwork – these responses were generated by creative design 

processes embedded into our workshops, where students had the freedom to ‘play’ with 

historical material. 13  The creative responses were not prescribed as an extrinsic 

motivational factor, i.e. as a homework assignment that needed to be completed, but as 

optional. Furthermore, they explicitly drew upon empathy as an intrinsic motivational factor 

for the purposes of creativity.14 Students were free to imagine themselves on the battlefront 

in Mesopotamia in the First World War, for example, or as a female nurse in the colonies 

during the Second World War, or could think of new ways of representing memory and 

forgetting. There were few rules. These three responses focused on battlefront experience 

and war remembrance, and also revealed an understanding of the two world wars as the 

sites where other types of struggles – racial or gendered ones, for example – were being 

articulated. The poem and short story were read out loud, and the artwork displayed by its 

creator to everyone for discussion, in a continuation of our practice of sharing textual and 

visual material with one another in the classroom. 

 

The first contribution, entitled simply ‘A short story’, shows the influence of First World 

War literature teaching in schools, as the familiar tropes of trench experience, male 

friendships, longing for loved ones, the untimeliness of death and the transcendent beauty 

of the natural world  are focused on. The student writes: 

 



 

 6 

The fear dissipates into the water. As I begin to float my body shrivels like a bud, 
my limbs hang heavy with anticipation. My blood flows thickly like a fountain 
spreading onto the contaminated mud. My brothers cradle me, each of us bathing 
in my crimson blood. They become contaminated with grief, but I focus on the 
silver light. The sinful sounds disappear into the surroundings as I’m captivated by 
the pure essence. The sky lay clear, the moon hung like a luminous pearl calling me 
home. I stare at the moon with content. 

 
The highly stylised story generates an immersive, surreal dreamscape for the reader, 

through which the suffering male body in wartime is communicated. Although not 

explicitly evoking colonial experiences, it uses rhetorical devices discussed in the 

workshops – writing in the present tense and the effects that this may generate on the 

reader, nature and its connections with and separations from the human, the evocative 

force of similes and metaphors – to show how literary writing  can re-imagine historical 

events to generate a sense of emotional immediacy. The use of prose creative writing here 

lends primacy to the subjectivity of war experience, as male comradeship is foregrounded 

through a gesture of maternal affection – ‘my brothers cradle me’. The student writer here 

is not only revealing their own empathy in inhabiting the perspective of a dying soldier 

who is strangely at peace, but is also dramatising an empathetic community on the 

battlefront. It is a tableau of grief, loss and death. 

 

The second contribution, the student poem ‘The war wasn’t white, it was worldwide’, 

directly addresses some of the issues surrounding colonial war commemoration. It does 

not simply seek to put the ‘world’ back into the wars, as it were, but recognises some of 

the barriers in doing so. The student writes: 

 
 The bloodshed and pain that the soldiers endured, reminds society of the horrors 
 that occurred. 
 Soldiers are commemorated, but not all. 
 Their efforts, contributions, sacrifices despite being crucial are not a nationwide 
 memory 

Their memories are shared with their families, but not shared in the nation’s history 
 We say lest we forget, but we have already forgotten. 
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The lines highlight the student’s awareness of the importance of colonial participation and 

the trauma of soldiers’ battlefront experiences, but their silencing when it comes to British 

national remembrance and the historical processes that craft dominant narratives. The 

poem also showcases how private memory can persist, even if it is at odds with national 

history. The separation of family from state  reveals how charged the notions of belonging 

and citizenship are. Anger punctuates. It echoes the form and style of George A. Borden’s 

‘The Black Soldier’s Lament’:  

 The peace restored the battle won 

 Black sweat and toil had beat the Hun. 

 Black blood was spilled, black bodies maimed 

 For medals brave no black was named, 

 Yet proud were we our pride unshamed.15   

The student poem ends by playing on the classic words of First World War remembrance, 

from Kipling’s poem ‘Recessional’ (1897) – ‘Lest we forget’ – and converts them into a 

memento to public amnesia – ‘we have already forgotten’. This poem does not offer a 

redemptive or reparative view of history, but instead recognises the deep racialised  

asymmetries of war memory. 

 

The third contribution, in the form of artwork, highlights the broadening out of war 

experiences to include different types of freedom. The first piece declares stridently, in a 

shade of crimson that matches the colour of the lipstick shown in the image, that women 

‘fought our own war’. Next to the words is the image of a nurse from somewhere in the 

British Empire, turning her gaze slightly away from the viewer, looking weary and yet 

resolute. The smudge of red on her right cheek blurs the distinction between blood and 

make-up, signifying not only the entry of violence into traditional gendered spaces but also 

a battle for more rights and freedoms for women in return for their war service. 
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Both contrasting and complementing the image of the nurse is the second piece of artwork, 

this time of a colonial soldier presumably wearing a First World War helmet, and looking 

determinedly  and directly at the viewer. Although his illustration is in black-and-white, the 

background colour of the image is red, with the words ‘for our freedom’ scrawled in white. 

This draws attention, once again, to how colonial participation broadens the framework 

of how we understand and remember the two world wars: the freedom being fought for 

was not simply against the Central Powers or Axis forces, but against oppressive forces of 

all kinds, including British colonialism. The student’s sophisticated understanding of little-

acknowledged racial and gendered perspectives of war find strong visual representation 

here. 16  In these individualised figures, we see the transformation of official war 

photography of servicemen and women – homogenised, en masse – into individuals who 

stand alone, to whom political and emotional agency has been restored. This student’s 

artwork, then, is testament to the politics of colonial enlistment and advocates for a new 

form of war remembrance.  
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These three responses showcase the capacity of students to engage in the co-constitution 

of knowledge and to transform their learning about the past into modes of making, which 

in turn generate fresh narratives of war experience. In doing so, the students join the long 

traditions of framing historical imagination in terms of the present. The importance of 

recognising varied types of war experience, of articulating the need for freedom from all 

forms of repression, of claiming the war as ‘our own’ is powerfully invoked, gesturing to 

the students’ empathetic identification with historical agents. They take up the mantle of 

work which artists, poets and writers, such as Andrea Levy and Annu Palakunnathu 

Matthew,17 have set in motion: the creative reconstruction of the past to fill gaps in the 

historical record; the re-constitution of subaltern voices to allow them to ‘speak’; the turn 

from textual to visual to change the comparative frame, and ultimately, to read the world 
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wars differently. As Levy commented in the introduction to Uriah’s War (2014), a short 

story of West Indian participation in the First World War: 

The centenary of the outbreak of World War One made me want to add the 
experience of West Indian troops to the record. The more I researched, the more 
I was struck by the patriotism and courage of the West Indian men who 
volunteered to fight for the British Empire.18 
 

In many ways, then, our sessions were designed to mirror Levy’s process, to offer students 

both fresher and deeper understandings of empire and war, along with the tools by which 

to transform this learning into new forms of expression and representation.  

 

Pedagogic approaches that solicited these creative responses: an analysis 

 

In these three creative pieces, we can trace the archival materials used in our workshop 

sessions as generating new modes of re-imagining the past. Through their use of different 

genres for communicating their learning, the students reflected back to us the 

heterogeneity of approaches which our workshops had employed. This was a necessary 

function of excavating colonial experiences from asymmetric archives, and of re-reading 

and re-interpreting previously known material. The mass mobilisation of millions of people 

from within the British Empire during the course of two world wars offered exceptional 

conditions for the representation of colonial experience, not least in the mechanisms 

through which the state recorded these movements, and surveilled and censored colonial 

letters and postcards. Yet the uneven spread of literacy and archival recording, which 

minimises first-hand accounts, requires an exploration of different forms of writing and 

non-textual sources. We wanted students to understand the complexities involved in the 

processes of recovery: to move between genres to open up the less visible world of colonial 

experience, and the various methodological tools required to navigate and negotiate such 

a range of archival and textual material. We sought to eliminate some of the ‘gatekeeping’ 
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around archival sources and empower our students as historians in action by giving them 

direct access – to feel, even briefly, the joy, trauma and frustration of immersion in colonial 

archives. How might they account for the lack of first-hand written accounts in large 

numbers? We were inevitably shortening the journey of discovery and mediating the 

modes through which the students engaged with sources – printing out transcribed 

passages and images, made easy to read, and extracted from their original context – but we 

wanted students to work their way up from the archive.  

 

Colonial photographs, wartime recruitment posters, oral histories, third-person 

recollections, newspaper articles, military censorship reports, radio broadcasts and poetry 

were showcased to students alongside one another to encourage reflection on both the 

range of source material offered and the need for such variety. These included colonial 

photograph collections from both world wars, housed at the Imperial War Museums,; 

Indian letters from the Second World War, exchanged between home-front and 

battlefronts, and intercepted, translated and excerpted by the colonial censor; educationist 

and teacher Muriel Wasi’s memoir The Narrow Corridor (2005) on life on the Indian home-

front during the Second World War; Stimela Jason Jingoes’s oral history A Chief is a Chief 

by the People (1970), on his experiences in the South African Native Labour Corps during 

the First World War; and the recollection From the Islands of the Sea (1918) by the English-

born chaplain Alfred Horner, who served alongside a battalion of the British West Indies 

Regiment in the First World War.  Rather than seeing such a diverse spread of material 

solely as  components of a recuperative approach, we sought to invest this material, 

especially the visual, with the same significance as the textual: these were not inferior 

substitutes but necessitated the same level of critical scrutiny. In our close focus on reading 

the text for what Hermione Lee has called ‘moments of intimacy, revelation or particular 

inwardness’,19 we established launch points from which to interpret the emotional worlds 
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and mentalities of our narrators, and to draw suggestive and inventive conclusions about 

the context and conditions in which these texts were produced. We consistently read aloud, 

producing a soundscape of the war in a contemporary classroom, letting our sources and 

their subaltern voices speak. Driven by the source materials, our workshops steered away 

from traditional lecture formats, and instead lightly introduced each session’s activities, 

posing questions for inquiry so that students and teachers could work together in small 

groups. Furthermore, our pedagogic approach was built on students not having prior 

knowledge or undertaking preparatory reading for the sessions. This, we felt, allowed 

students to be adventurous and ambitious in their responses: there were no wrong answers, 

just different ways of reading.  

 

Our focus throughout was on encouraging and developing these new reading practices, 

where reading, as Elleke Boehmer terms it, is “taken as an inventive, border-traversing 

activity”, 20  mirroring the imperial borders that were crossed to make the global 

contribution to both world wars possible in the first place, as well as negotiating the limits 

of genre and form, historical sources and literary material, by placing them alongside each 

other in a comparatist approach. This was very much a postcolonial reading practice, 

deliberately breaking away from canonical works on the two world wars – of which there 

are many – and focusing instead on making meaning from the marginalised and the 

unheard. In discussing the Postcolonial Writers Make Worlds project, Elleke Boehmer and 

Erica Lombard speak of the “agency of reading” as opposed to a passive reception of the 

text.  Reading, they argue, “allows us better to understand and direct our interrelations 

with and within the world. Through reading, we identify ourselves within our various 

communities, and navigate our relationships.”21 The fresh literary and historical material 

that we were placing before our students, then, could not by its very nature conform to 

conventional modes of reading that apply to the established historical and literary canon, 
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because such a canon underpins “a weighty background of entrenched  national and 

cultural value”.22 This is precisely what we were teaching our students to challenge. 

 

Many of our source materials were necessarily retrieved from colonial archives, which 

meant that they were mediated by colonial languages and editorship, and often filtered by 

eyewitness accounts. However, as historians Kim Wagner and Ricardo Roque explain, 

‘Approached as a productive condition of possibility, and not as a harmful obstacle to 

historical understanding, colonial knowledge enables, rather than deters, the writing of 

history of other cultures and events.’23 Throughout the series of workshops, we attempted 

to open up to students colonial archives as precisely such an enabling resource, albeit one 

with limitations, in recovering war experiences from across the British Empire.  We also 

sought to stimulate in students the beginnings of critical engagement with such knowledge 

by drawing attention to its conditions of production. While analysing a war recruitment 

poster, for example, that urged Kenyan women to volunteer their support for the Navy, 

Army and Air Force in non-combatant roles during the Second World War, we drew 

attention to the types of roles being advertised and their gendering. The women were 

represented, through a series of stick figures, as performing a range of jobs, from 

‘accountant’ to ‘nannie’ to ‘telephonist’ and ‘farm girl’. We asked students to discuss 

whether these roles would have been thought of as conventional, and to what extent 

wartime could have reframed colonial women’s presence in the public sphere.24 
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‘Women of Kenya – It’s Up to You’. © IWM. Art.IWM PST 15356. 
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While discussing how to read colonial archives, Wagner and Roque also alert us to how 

‘many colonial accounts emerged from situated bodily encounters that were unforeseen 

and unpredictable; encounters that mattered for the internal contents of colonial 

description.’25  Bearing in mind this importance of the colonial body, we asked students to 

undertake formal analysis of a photograph that showcased West Indian troops stacking 

eight-inch shells at a dump on Gordon Road in Ypres during October 1917, and 

encouraged them to address the following questions. Why did the photograph focus on 

black male bodies undergoing physical labour? Were some forms of war work, and 

therefore certain war fronts, prioritised over others? Who was observing these men, and 

what sort of relationship might he have had with the men he was photographing? And 

what could the photograph tell us about ideas of colonial masculinity that were circulating 

at the time? 26 

 

‘West Indian troops stacking 8 inch shells at a dump on the Gordon Road, 
Ypres, October 1917’. © IWM (E(AUS) 2078. 
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These discussions on the racialised aesthetics of photographs led us on to the limited use 

of West Indian troops as labour corps during the war, the functioning of racial hierarchies 

within a colonial military structure, and the damaging psychological effect this may have 

had on West Indian servicemen. We also presented archival material that could potentially 

counter students’ preconceived ideas of resistance from the colonies to imperial wars. An 

extract from a letter written by an Indian woman in Punjab in 1943 to her soldier-husband, 

urging him to display his ‘loyalty’ by serving the British government well and to showcase 

his military skills on the battlefield, generated important discussions as to how relationships 

of mutual benefit between traditional military recruiting areas in India and British imperial 

authorities continued to be forged during wartime.27 By making image and text, historical 

material and literary responses ‘speak’ to each other in this way, we aimed to provide our 

students with the critical tools necessary to begin unentangling the legacy of the British 

Empire in the two world wars.  

 

Sources were selected largely from our own research; material we had scoured for specific 

purposes in the construction of historical arguments. Evidently, we needed to be selective 

in our material; these were only three workshops, lasting an hour-and-a-half each, with 

much to cover. We were asking the students to trust in our expertise, in our choices. But 

this material was ripe and open to new interpretation. The students we taught were 

enthusiastically without disciplinary boundaries, and their openness and curiosity about 

modes of reading enabled the classroom to become a site of imaginative practice. This 

practice was supported by the connections we forged with more contemporary 

presentations, through the frame of commemoration, as we considered the diverse ways 

by which modern memory, both personal and public, is able to engage with past global 

wars, particularly in reanimating ‘ ‘unremembered’ colonial experiences. This meant 

discussing twentieth- and twenty-first-century war memorials, pertinent to the recent 
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dismantling and de-platforming of statues. We talked about the significance of the 2017 

war memorial for African and Caribbean men and women located in Windrush Square in 

Brixton, and  steered students towards addressing the following questions: Why was such 

a memorial created only in 2017? What might have influenced its location? How was the 

memorial’s design different to others, such as the Memorial Gates on Constitution Hill in 

London, and why did they think this was the case? Late twentieth-century short stories 

and art installations were juxtaposed, foregrounding shifts in our understanding of 

national/colonial remembrance in public spaces, and initating discussions on how 

literature and art can bridge critical gaps in our knowledge by imaginatively exploring the 

subjectivity and agency of colonial men and women during wartime. That extracts from 

Levy’s Uriah’s War had been read with and connected to the words of Corporal A. L. Henty 

of the British West Indies Regiment, as published in the Daily Gleaner – ‘I felt like a man: 

my spirit was suddenly up and in a reckless way I dashed into the thick of it’ – offered 

students a mode through which to consider the translation from archive to memory-

making activity, which inspired their own creative responses.28  

 

‘Decolonizing’ the curriculum and the classroom by foregrounding the 

marginalised: an anti-racist teaching approach 

 

This process of encounter – with the past, with structures of memory making, with the 

racialised trauma of the colonial archive – took place within a particular curriculum and a 

particular classroom. Rather than ‘diversifying’ the curriculum, our approach was based 

upon a curriculum driven from what has previously been marginalised, where each element 

of the course addressed colonial experience, and used race and gender as core categories 

of analysis. In doing so, we acknowledged that, as Meleisa Ono-George has argued, ‘the 

content and diversity of the curriculum do not map directly onto issues of B[A]ME 
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equality’.29 Though not working entirely within the university system which Ono-George 

is critiquing, we were conscious that our classroom was not a neutral space: we had brought 

students, both white and BAME who were identified as requiring ‘widening participation’, 

into the institution of the academy from our position of power as ‘experts’ in the field. As 

such, we wanted to incorporate anti-racist teaching practice in ways that might challenge 

racism in our wider communities.30 While the project undoubtedly mapped on to ‘diversity’ 

agendas in relation to both curricula and academic culture (explaining its funding, perhaps), 

it was not limited to these factors: we enjoyed the freedom to practise and instil the values 

of anti-racism and inclusivity. Running this project as a shared, collaborative and co-taught 

endeavour gave us – two early-career academics – the opportunity to reclaim aspects of 

our teaching where we were empowered: to establish core principles rather than reform 

those which we had inherited.  

 

Student responses to our workshops foreground that that there is merit is breaking away 

from traditional classroom hierarchies. The most productive aspect for one student was 

‘the calming atmosphere of getting to know each other’; another said that they ‘had a lot 

of fun with the other students’ and ‘felt very welcomed’. The joy and energy of the 

classroom, much of which came from the students themselves, was our shared highlight 

from the project. It also raised further questions for us. What does it mean to feel welcome 

and calm in the classroom? Why was this something to be remarked upon? We were 

conscious that the university is not always a welcoming or comfortable space, so we aimed 

to achieve this goal through the collaborative and active participation of all attendees, 

striving to remove existing power structures and to place classroom learning with the wider 

context of student lives. At each session, we served refreshments; eating and drinking 

together fostered an atmosphere of hospitality and conviviality. By co-facilitating and co-

teaching each session, we demonstrated models of collaborative exchange and learning in 
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practice, including the fact that our ‘expertise’ could be debated and discussed, or that 

there might be multiple ways to approach and think about a topic. From the beginning, 

therefore, we designed interactive sessions that functioned more as workshops: this was 

possible as we were not involved in assessing these students’ work or preparing them for 

exams. Rather than formal classroom etiquette, we all addressed each other by our first 

names, including the teachers who accompanied the students.  

 

We were grateful to the two teachers who participated in our workshops for their 

willingness to relinquish  the power dynamics of their classroom, and to engage in critical 

discussion with their students about the curriculum and how history was taught. The 

enthusiasm with which they responded to our initial requests and their commitment to this 

work was crucial: they were interlocutors and co-creators of knowledge with us and the 

students. Moving beyond the inability or ‘refusal’ that the WW1 in the Classroom team had 

identified, the teachers had already been resourcing this material beyond the curriculum.31 

We know that the work we were able to do in these workshops and the dynamics within 

which we were able to collaborate were based on conversations taking place in these 

schools – one of which we had already engaged in other ‘widening participation’ work. It 

was for this reason, above all others, that we did not ‘get slammed’, but aimed instead to 

overcome the alienation and estrangement that the classroom can create.32 For teachers to 

show themselves as learners too, and to open themselves up to their students for future 

conversations in their everyday classroom, was a necessary vulnerability.  

 

The students’ own ‘cultural capital’, from their schools, homes and communities, were 

readily employed, forging connections between family stories of military service and 

migration with the primary material in front of them. They sought to make links with the 

past through modes that refuted the growing historical distance between ‘living’ familial 
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memory and the war. 33  While approaching schools about the project, we had asked 

teachers to select students based on the latter’s reflective statements highlighting their 

reasons for participation. Much of this response, which we discussed in our first session, 

revealed that the students were eager to move beyond their curricula or conventional 

textbooks; they were hungry for material that might be considered supplementary but for 

them was fundamental – and which had not been sufficiently part of their education to 

date. Their interest was driven by a desire for connection, not only familial but also based 

on gender and ethnicity, which fuelled empathy in the classroom, stemming from a sense 

that marginalised voices from these conflicts are important and need to be heard. This 

impulse to recognise a ‘forgotten’ history, and the care that the students invested in such 

work of recovery, enriched their imaginative readings of the material.  

 

It should be made clear that these students are by no means exceptional. The activism and 

initiative of young people around their history and decolonising the curriculum is and has 

been phenomenal: the Young Historians Project and Fill in the Blanks to name just two 

such projects.34 Young people are organising to get themselves to the places their curricula 

cannot. Their disillusionment with the canonical ‘pale, male and stale’ literature and history 

that Boehmer and Lombart comment on, 35  has energised projects of their own. As 

academics, we cannot become gatekeepers  bestowing our experise on young people. 

Instead, we must open up space through which we can share and collaborate and learn 

from the young people who are energizing and organising, and  join them in their activism.  

 

Conclusion: A Critical Reflection 

 

The extra-curricular nature of this project perhaps explains the reasons for its success in 

its classroom iteration: the freedom and creativity of the sessions, and the engagement 
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from learners who had chosen to be there. Students arrived to sessions already equipped 

with some of the analytical tools we had anticipated having to teach them. Consequently, 

we were able to delve directly into source material that allowed them to test their 

interpretative and critical skills. Responses one might anticipate from a classroom having 

to confront the role of racism in structuring our knowledge of the past – guilt, anger, 

frustration, disillusionment, disorientation – were little present in our workshops. The 

‘difficult conversations’ and discomfort that might arise in discussing race and colonialism, 

of deconstructing structures of power and difference, had either taken place or were 

ongoing elsewhere: we benefitted from that labour with great results.  

 

Our project, however, does not simply exist as as a teaching and learning experience that 

now is past, and whose memories today, in a pandemic-ridden world, have perhaps taken 

on a utopian gloss. It continues to live digitally, as a website offering resources to students 

and teachers alike, in the workshop structures within which they were taught, and includes 

outlines of our learning activities: https://teachingempireandwar.wordpress.com/. We 

have also provided links to other useful resources for teachers and students alike to 

develop their knowledge. The website was created as an imaginative space for a project 

not designed to be static or complete but open for reuse, recycling and re-interpretation to 

anyone who wishes to challenge how we organised our sources by cutting them up and 

putting them back together in different ways. We conceived of sharing our resources freely 

as an opportunity for scaling up our work in the classroom, of the project being valuable 

to others who sought to engage in decolonizing curricula or changing the perspective from 

which they viewed the world wars.36 In fact, our website is now part of the open access 

digital repository ‘Teaching Race, Empire and Migration - A Resource Bank’, hosted by 

the Institute of Historical Research in the wake of the Black Lives Matter response in 2020.  
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Nonetheless, scaling up  the scope and methodology of our project could be problematic. 

For some students and teachers, this may be their first encounters with colonial histories: 

will these be understood to be a starting point for developing tools to extend these 

approaches beyond the wars? How far is this resource being used as an ‘add and stir’ 

approach to ‘diversifying’ course content: extra or further material to be navigated by 

students in their own time, taking up one lesson rather than challenging the fundamentals 

through which the world wars (and history more broadly) is taught.37 Are we providing a 

resource that could be used to ‘globalise’ while leaving conceptual categories of race and 

colonialism untouched?38 This work is an optional extra: it is not on the curriculum. Would 

the project have had more impact if we had spent our time lobbying for curriculum reform 

rather than finding space beyond the curriculum to engage?  

 

The 2020 Black Lives Matter revolution, the public conversation about the role of history 

and its rewriting39,  a reckoning about the versions of Britain and Empire that are taught 

in schools, the revitalised demand for curriculum reform, for decolonizing40, for academic 

institutions to move beyond ‘optical allyship’, has created an expanded appetite for projects 

like ‘Teaching Empire and War’. In addition to newer initiatives around curriculum 

reform41, those who have long been working with academics and policymakers on this area 

of work, like the Runnymede Trust, are continuing the conversation and collaboration.42 

Achieving that embeddedness at both secondary and higher educational levels, in ways that 

retain its connectedness to the political circumstances in which education is taught, how it 

is taught and who is teaching it, would render projects like this redundant: that is, 

ultimately, what we should be striving for.43  
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