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AHRC CDP studentship topics to start in October 2018 
 
The First World War and the Senses 

Using material from across IWM’s vast First World War collections as the basis of its 

research, this project will investigate the sensory engagement of participants with the First 

World War. The project will encompass ‘senses’ in the broadest meaning of the word.  

The First World War had a seismic impact on the way in which people experienced their 

environment through their senses. This was made explicit in literary and artistic 

interpretations of the war, but is implicit in a much broader range of source material. It has 

become an academic convention that the war subverted the traditional, Aristotelean, 

hierarchy of the senses, previously accepted by most in the Western world. Hearing, and 

also touch and smell acquired an enhanced power and importance. The informed 

engagement of these senses could mean the difference between life and death. However, 

despite the fundamental nature of this subject, surprisingly little research has been directly 

focused on it. 

It is clear that the war created a new and unique sense-scape. This took multiple forms: new 

environments like trenches and tunnels; the topsy-turvy world of the front line, where the 

ravages of war and the vestiges of peace were strangely mixed; the noxious and dangerous 

environment of armaments factories; the outdoor life which men were obliged to live at the 

front; the very food and drink which people consumed - not only at the front but on home 

fronts stricken by food shortages. This was a sensory world that could be experienced as 

much through smell, taste and touch as through seeing and hearing. While many of these 

smells, tastes and haptic sensations were unpleasant or even repellent, others were capable 

of invoking feelings of well-being. 

The senses were also integral to the way in which different groups of individuals perceived 

one-another – be they their allies, the enemy or, indeed, the dead. Touch might be the only 

way to identify friend from foe in the dark; touch and smell the only way to locate bodies for 

burial at night. The attribution of a particular smell became a way of ‘othering’ both enemy 

and (sometimes) ally – a concept which even spawned pseudo-scientific theories.  

The five senses provide the basic means by which humans engage with their environment 

and are the markers and indicators of our most basic needs, such as eating, drinking and 

excreting. But this project can potentially embrace another meaning of sense, as an 

awareness, a consciousness or an apprehension – the intangible and often fugitive ‘sense’ 

of something. Such a psychological ‘sense’ can be created from a combination of any or all 

of the physiological senses. It might take the form of a presentiment of danger, a sense of 

foreboding or gloom or, equally, a more enjoyable sense of comfort, nostalgia or 

comradeship. 
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Basing their research on the collections of Imperial War Museums, the student will 

investigate sensory engagement with the First World War, with the aim of answering the 

following questions: 

• How was people’s engagement with their senses impacted by their involvement in 
the First World War? 

• How did individuals develop a personal consciousness of the war sense-scape? 
• Can we draw general conclusions about reactions to the war sense-scape, or were 

responses purely individual? 
 
Confronting a masculine military ideal: the experiences of LGBTQ service personnel 1914-

now 

Using material from across the IWM’s collection including the sound collection, and with a 

particular focus on the museum’s private papers and oral history archives, this project will 

examine the narratives of LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, Queer/Questioning) identity 

and discrimination from 1914 to the present day.  

Fifty years ago there was a watershed moment in British history. The 1967 Sexual Offences Act 

decriminalised same-sex acts between men in England and Wales. Policy makers in the armed 

forces agreed that decriminalising the acts would affect discipline and threaten the safety of low-

ranking servicemen. As a result, they remained punishable by military law, even though they 

ceased to be illegal for consenting civilian men over 21. For three decades the MOD stood by its 

decision, despite arguments and petitions in opposition. Until very recent history there have been 

few dissenting voices to break out of the monocultural picture. Fear of condemnation and notions 

of moral distaste inhibited a significant number of personnel from coming forwards and sharing 

their stories. Their stories are difficult to trace and to a large extent the stories remain hidden. 

This is in part due to systematic ignorance and in part because a broader social dialogue that 

moves in a non-linear trajectory from pragmatism to the realms of morality, criminality and 

psychiatry. 

Changes in the understanding of same-sex relationships, and public discourse around sex and 

identity have enabled LGBTQ personnel to be franker and more truthful about their experiences 

in the armed forces. The student would be encouraged to interview past and current serving 

military personnel about their experiences and perceptions of being LGBT in the forces, and 

engage with published and unpublished academia and expertise in a network of possible 

partnerships fostered with IWM. It is anticipated that research would feed into a future IWM 

public programme season around sex and war. 

The project will address specific case studies, including the Montagu trial which centred on the 

testimony of two airmen and triggered the Wolfenden report, to potentially consider:   

 Accepted and hidden same-sex and homosocial experiences in war. IWM’s private papers 

and oral testimonies as well as published works will be key to this foundation element of the 

study; 

 The impact of the experience of serving in the armed forces on individuals’ sense of their 

own identity; 

 The presentation of homosexuality in the press and cultural outputs from the First World War 

to the present; 

 Specific aspects related to women, notions of femininity and the treatment of and attitudes to 

LGBTQ personnel from the First World War to the present; 
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 Narratives of sanction, tolerance, degeneracy, ‘passing’ and prejudice in the armed forces of 

the past and present; 

 The role and responsibility of museums and IWM as a space and forum for excavating these 

narratives. 

These and other questions will be looked at in association with other material in IWM’s 

collections. It is anticipated that other organisations and repositories for research would play a 

part, including The National Archives, the National Maritime Museum, the National Army 

Museum and Tate. While the main focus will be on the historical resources to be found within the 

IWM collections, it is also anticipated that the student would to engage with new perspectives 

from serving personnel. 

Surviving modern war: the experience of British armed forces personnel during the 

Falklands Campaign, 1982 

This project will study the impact that participating in the Falklands Campaign in 1982 had on 

British armed forces, including the subsequent consequences for servicemen and women.  

The project will look at the ways in which troops reacted to the stressful environment of the 

campaign in the Falklands.   

In particular, the project will look at the effects on the troops of taking part in operations 

during the post-1945 era, not only in terms of serving in harsh terrain but also the horrors of 

and pressures exerted by modern warfare: How were the soldiers on the ground able to 

cope with the pressures, tensions and traumatic nature of modern warfare?  What was the 

attitude of the troops towards their experiences and how did they affect morale and shape 

the ability of the troops to operate as the campaign progressed? The thesis would explore 

how armies and individuals manage and react to the effects of modern war.  In particular, it 

will examine copying strategies: the ways that individual fear was expressed and controlled, 

providing the troops with the resilience and stoicism to cope with fear, hardship and death.  

How did late twentieth century models of courage and perceptions of manliness assist?   

The project will also investigate whether pre-war doctrine, equipment and training was 

suitable to meet the rigours of the campaign.  In particular, the project will focus on how well 

pre-war doctrine and training for conventional warfare against Soviet forces in Central 

Europe prepared the troops for the ordeals of the campaign in the Falklands.  How well were 

they prepared by their training for the stress and trauma of modern conventional warfare?  

Did group cohesion within the regimental system help to maintain morale and to provide the 

troops with the resilience to cope with their ordeals?   

In addition to work on IWM collections, looking at the private papers and listening to the 

sound recordings of men and women who served in the Falklands, the research would 

require visits to The National Archives to study the official records and various other 

repositories in the UK, such as the National Army Museum, the National Maritime Museum, 

the RAF Museum, and the Welcome Collection. 

 

********************************************************************************************************* 

Application forms and guidelines are available to download from our website: 

www.iwm.org.uk/collections-research/research-programmes/doctoral-awards.   

http://www.iwm.org.uk/collections-research/research-programmes/doctoral-awards
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The application will provide an opportunity to elaborate on the strengths of the proposal, and 
any shared research interests. The deadline for completed applications is 5pm on Sunday 
10 December 2017 after which they will be judged by a panel selected by IWM.  
 
If you have any queries, please contact Hannah Atkinson, Research Coordinator on 020 

7416 5461 or email: hatkinson@iwm.org.uk. 


