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AHRC CDP studentship topics to start in October 2019 
 
The influence of contemporary culture on young combatants during and after the civil 
conflicts in West Africa (1991–2005), explored through the archives of ‘trans-media’ 
journalist Tim Hetherington 
 
Award-winning conflict journalist Tim Hetherington was killed while covering the 2011 Libyan civil 
war. In 2021, IWM North in Salford, Greater Manchester will open an exhibition focusing on his 
work.  
 
Tim Hetherington’s time spent documenting conflict in West Africa has culminated in a huge 
amount of material, including photography, video, research documents, hand-written journals, 
correspondence and photographic equipment, that has yet to be researched and evaluated. 
Focusing on the young combatants featured in Hetherington’s work, this studentship will provide 
greater understanding of the influence of different forms of culture (including films, music, news 
media and graffiti) on young combatants. The studentship will help establish and promote the 
archive as a major resource for future research. 
 
Mainstream culture, including representations of conflict, influence the behaviour of young people 
around the globe. Imported culture in particular has a notable potential to influence the behaviour 
of combatants in places such as West Africa. By looking at the behaviour and appearance of 
combatants featured in Tim Hetherington’s work, the student will investigate to what extent violent 
films and hip-hop culture imported from the United States were adopted by young combatants, 
informing their behaviour during the extremely violent civil conflicts in Liberia and Sierra Leone. 
Interviews with combatants from these conflicts, discussing their motivations and behaviours whilst 
being actively engaged in the theatre of war, will provide an additional dimension for interrogation. 
 
This research will also examine how graffiti (documented in Hetherington’s photography) was used 
by combatants in the Liberian civil war to communicate and record these conflicts as they unfolded, 
and establish this graffiti intersects with other cultural influences governing the enactment of war. 
 
The direction of the project will be developed in partnership with the HEI co-supervisor and student, 
but potential research projects to be addressed are likely to include: 
 

 To what extent did imported contemporary culture influence young combatants during the 
civil conflicts in West Africa (1991 – 2005)? 

 What were these influences? 

 How were graffiti used to communicate and document these conflicts (and is this in anyway 
linked to other cultural influences)? 

 How did these influences manifest in the young soldiers motivations and behaviours during 
the conflict? 

 How do Tim Hetherington’s photographs, videos, journals and observations further 
advance our understanding of the young combatants and their experiences? 

 
Research will need to establish the context of Hetherington’s images, through his journal-writing 
and discourse. Individual case studies will then be researched in more detail to establish 
connections between the images and their links to contemporary culture. Fieldwork in West Africa 
will be subject to discussion by the supervisory team. 
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Berlin: British Cold War city, 1945-1994  

This project will research the British Forces in the city of Berlin between 1945 and 1994. The 

former capital of Germany was probably the most famous ‘flashpoint’ of the Cold War, where 

East and West met on a daily basis. Its unique status as a divided city deep within Soviet-

dominated territory led to it being a hub for espionage and intelligence activities. West Berlin was 

divided into three Sectors controlled by the Americans, British and French, and each Power left 

its own legacy.  

Much has been published on Berlin in the Cold War, but this tends to concentrate on particular 

periods of crisis or dramatic events. This project offers the opportunity to examine the British 

presence as a whole over this period, and to analyse its legacy. How did the British interact with 

the German community? How did they work with the Americans and French? And with the 

Soviets? How important was Berlin for providing information that influenced British political 

thought? What was the relationship between the British Forces in Berlin and in the rest of 

Germany? What influence did a posting to Berlin have on an individual? What were the social 

effects of German-British inter-marriage? What role did language play in a quadripartite 

community? 

Key sources of information will include publications such as the journals Berlin Air Line published 

at RAF Gatow between 1945 and 1947, and the Berlin Bulletin, published between 1952 and 

1994. These were produced to provide information for the British military community, and give 

some insight into attitudes and events on a weekly basis. IWM also has an extensive collection of 

personal papers and photographs, and the student will have the opportunity to catalogue some of 

these. Material relating to Cold War Berlin is still being actively collected, and the student would 

have the opportunity to contribute to this process.   

The National Archives holds many relevant official records, including those for the Control 

Commission Germany. Other relevant repositories include the National Army Museum, the Royal 

Air Force Museum and the German Historical Institute. There are also be resources in Germany, 

including the Allied Museum in Berlin. 

 
Managing the long term preservation needs of plastics in IWM collections 
 
Using IWM collections as a case study, how can museums better manage the long term 
preservation of plastics. The aim of this studentship would be to identify the key types and 
quantities of varying plastics within IWM collections in order identify the appropriate, effective and 
efficient preservation strategies which could then be applied to museums in general.  An 
assessment of the storage risk matrix according to media type, condition and significance will be 
informed by a greater understanding of the chemical properties of plastics, and how they degrade.  
 
The challenges of working with wide ranging types of plastics centre on three main, inter-
connected, areas: identification, degradation and historical context. Each type of plastic is unique 
in its chemical properties and materiality, which defines its degradation and in turn, its preservation 
needs. Understanding plastics also requires the considering of the history of its use or application 
throughout IWM’s remit. Plastics are not confined to one area of the collection, but can be found 
across a wide area in the form of cellulose nitrate, cellulose acetate, plastics, rubbers, foams and 
PVC. The project would seek to provide an in-depth overview identifying the key types across the 
whole collection, utilising the historical resource and curatorial knowledge to inform and in turn, 
respond in conservation practice and preservation understanding. 
 
This studentship seeks to develop the storage risk matrix based on type, condition and significance 
which shall lead to greater ability to use, display and store this type of collections in perpetuity; this 
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matrix could then be used to support the wider museum sector. The project shall enable the most 
appropriate preservation strategies to be identified and deployed to support the storage and display 
of plastics in the most appropriate environment.  
 
The HEI co-supervisor and student will have space to develop the research according to their own 
interests, but will include the following elements:  
 

 Key collections surveys across all 3D collections and enhance the individual object records 
for each item (IWM) 

 Wider research into the current preservation strategies and recommendations for 
environmental conditions specifically for plastics (UK and Worldwide – but desk based) 

 Develop a matrix that is driven by the three areas: identification, degradation and history 
and develop a deliverable preservation strategy for plastics collections in general (IWM 
and UK) 

 
 
Radioactivity and collections management: exposing the challenges of safe working; 
access and display of Second World War collections 
 
IWM is at the forefront of designing sustainable storage solutions for its radioactive collections. 
This PhD will enable a deeper understanding of the risk management approach to working with 
these collections within museums; their historical context and how current, ever changing, more 
stringent, legislation and regulation drive safe ways of working and challenge ‘use’ in the most 
general of museum terms.  
 
This studentship seeks to deepen the understanding of the challenges of retaining radioactive 
material within museum collections, within safe working practices and within the bounds of UK 
regulations, working with IWMs Radiation Protection Advisor and Radiation Protection Supervisor. 
This knowledge will then inform use, display and storage not only for IWM but for the wider museum 
sector, specifically smaller military museums who are likely to hold similar material.  
 
Dedicated research will enable a deeper understanding of the risk management approach to 
working with these collections; their historical context and how current, ever changing, more 
stringent, legislation and regulation drive safe ways of working and challenge ‘use’ in the most 
general of museum terms. The key questions are how IWM has managed the challenges of 
working with this specific collection type within the stringent legal and safety framework and how 
they can continue to tell the stories from the context they were created and used during the Second 
World War; how can IWM anticipate future issues relating to these collections; how can IWM 
become the sector lead in the management of radioactive collections, sharing knowledge and 
expertise. 
 
Although the HEI co-supervisor and student will have space to develop the research according to 
their own interests, it is suggested that project would focus research in the following areas:  
 
The historical context of their manufacture, use and availability and IWMs collecting (UK-based) 
The change of legislation throughout the course of collecting at IWM (UK-based) 
The current context of legislation and regulation on the management of museum collections (UK- 
based) 
The impact of current scientific research into management of radon and exposure to radiation from 
museum collections (UK-based) 
A review of UK-wide museum collections of radioactive material and the scope of the impact of 
sharing knowledge and expertise (UK based) 
 

 

********************************************************************************************************* 
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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 5pm on Sunday 
25 November 2018 after which they will be judged by a panel selected by IWM.  
 
If you have any queries, please contact Hannah Atkinson, Research Manager on 020 7416 

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


