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AHRC CDP studentship topics to start in October 2020 

Diversifying and decolonising conflict photography: an exploration of how 

accompanying textual information can influence the reading and understanding of 

photographs 

Using material from across the IWM collection with a particular focus on the photograph 

collections this project will examine the language used to describe and contextualise 

collections. It will focus on the portrayal of diverse experiences within the context of war and 

conflict and how original captions and museum-ascribed descriptions have consciously or 

unconsciously built or reinforced colonial narratives and influenced audience 

understandings.  

This project will look at the contemporaneous descriptive language associated with 

photographs and engage with critical theory on photography and visual literacy.  

The IWM Photograph Archive is an internationally significant collection that supports 

understanding of the causes, course, and consequences of modern conflict from multi-

national perspectives. It includes material illustrating the experiences of both civilians and 

military participants.  

This project will look across the IWM Photograph Archive and examine different types of 

photography produced during times of war and conflict. Examples could include:  

 The British Official photographs of the Second World War, which shaped the way 

wartime societies in Britain and across the then Empire understood the war  

 Private photographs generated by individual soldier and civilian photographers, 

and how these collections reflect personal and societal attitudes 

 Commercial photographs such as the stereoscope collections generated by 

companies such as Realistic Travels and Underwood & Underwood  

 

This project will go back to the original interpretation applied to these photographs by their 

creators and those who disseminated them, and at what the language of the photographs 

can reveal about attitudes and their role at time of production.   

The direction of the project will be developed in partnership with the HEI co-supervisor and 

student, but key research questions could include: 

 What can descriptive information accompanying photographs tell us about 

attitudes at the time of production?  

 How do captions and accompanying texts shape the way photographs are read 

and understood? 

 What can accompanying texts tell us about how pressures arising from conflict 

affect what gets photographed and how?  

 Can original/historic language create barriers for contemporary audiences?  
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 How can museums look to maintain the historic integrity of collections, 

specifically photographs, while challenging biases or outdated attitudes present in 

their descriptions? 

 

It would be anticipated that there would be critical engagement with other photograph 

collections and archives, both in the UK and overseas.   
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Application forms and guidelines are available to download from our website: 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/research/doctoral-awards   

 
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 *deadline 
extended* - 5pm on Friday 6th December 2019 after which they will be judged by a panel 
selected by IWM.  
 
If you have any queries, please contact Hannah Wills, Research Manager on 020 7416 5461 

or email: hwills@iwm.org.uk  
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