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The topic for my dissertation was chosen due to my past interest in ethics within the heritage field. I enjoy challenging my own past perceptions of heritage, and have asked some difficult questions as a result of this topic. To clarify, in my experiences of visiting museums and heritage sites, I have often taken the information and artefacts as gospel and have not questioned the politics, honesty or truth behind them. I have previously had a strong faith in museums and heritage sites to present honest historical information, as it has been curated by experts who have conducted thorough research. In the past year however, I came across the Crimes of Britain social media account[footnoteRef:1][footnoteRef:2] that ‘tweets’ (regularly uploads information to thousands of ‘followers’) snippets of negative events undertaken by the British armed forces and government. This piqued my interest in how British colonial history is taught to the public, and whether the majority of the public audiences actually knew of such negative events or believed they were accurate. Therefore, my dissertation is an attempt to uncover whether museums in the UK are honest with the general public about the colonial history of the British empire.  [1:  Twitter, Crimes of Britain (2017) [online] Available: https://twitter.com/crimesofbrits?ref_src=twsrc%5Egoogle%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor.]  [2:  Crimes of Britain, Crimes of Britain (2017) [online] Available: https://crimesofbritain.com/.] 


The topic I have decided on has been narrowed since I have started researching in more depth. Originally, I did not have a main focus on the British empire; it was simply around negative histories that Britain has played a part in. Previous difficult histories that I had considered researching and writing about included the British army’s actions in Ireland during the Troubles, and the colonisation of Native American tribes after the move across the Pacific. I realised that the theme of negative histories was too broad and could cover a huge range of events, and thus I concentrated on the historical events specifically of the empire. In regards to feedback since first conceiving my dissertation idea, I have received comments from two lecturers and a number of fellow students. Both lecturers have commented that it is an interesting topic that can make a good dissertation with the right direction and focus. Students have remarked that they have not considered the presentation of the empire in museums before, and that they would be interested in reading the final product. The feedback has helped me to focus as it has provided me with confidence in my chosen topic, and assured me that there will be an abundance of source material covering the topic. 

To date, I have a small skeleton of a plan that is likely to dictate my dissertation chapters and layout. To introduce the dissertation, I will define what I understand the phrases ‘negative’ and ‘difficult histories’ to be, and what scholars and experts have defined them as. There are three areas that I would like to focus on for case studies, and will discuss them in further detail now. 

1. The British empire’s colonial rule in India 

From 1858 to 1947 the state of India was under British rule[footnoteRef:3]. This year marked the 70th anniversary of the partition of India, which meant lots of articles were being circulated. I had very limited knowledge on colonial rule in India but have been aware of the social and economic links between Britain and India; for example, the migration of Indian peoples to British after the partition, India’s presence in the Commonwealth Games. With initial research, I found an intriguing and damning article[footnoteRef:4] on author Shashi Tharoor’s views on heritage representations on colonial rule. Dr Tharoor called for a museum that educates the public on the destructive and murderous campaign controlled by the British government, and accused the British rule of turning India into painfully poor, diseased and illiterate country. I would like to analyse British heritage responses to the country’s rule of India and see if museums glorify and make positive colonial rule, or whether they are honest about the brutalities and exploitations that occurred during that time. Dr Tharoor has also published books on his beliefs, so I will try and find copies for a much deeper scholarly analysis than from the original online article. The colonial rule and partition is also well within peoples living memory, so I will be able to find both primary and secondary sources of people’s negative experiences of British rule. There are opinion polls available on whether the empire was a good or a bad thing, and whether it was something to be proud of – I am able to work these into my thesis. [3:  Michael Edwardes, High Noon of Empire (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1965), p. 7. ]  [4:  The Independent, Build a museum that educates people on British Empire's murderous rule over India, says acclaimed author (2017) [online] Available: http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/build-museum-british-empire-murderous-divide-rule-india-shashi-tharoor-author-mp-a7626611.html.] 


2. ‘Birmingham and the British Empire’  

There is currently a new exhibition at the Birmingham Museum and Art Gallery called ‘The Past is Now: Birmingham and the British Empire’[footnoteRef:5], which has put together a host of narratives, from curators of various backgrounds, to present the relationship between the city of Birmingham and the British Empire. It presents mixed media stories and items to tell the story of how the city took part in the empire, but also how Birmingham residents have had ancestors either complicit in colonial rule or ancestors who were affected as a result. This exhibition is very local to me, which makes the idea and negative history of empire much more personal. I will also be able to visit the exhibit many times, and I hope to be able to speak to any of the curators to tell me their motivations behind its conception and presentation. Visiting the museum personally will also allow me to listen to any comments made by other visitors – I imagine the exhibition will warrant a number of divided opinions. Hopefully, I may also be able to ask visiting audiences what their opinions are on presenting histories such as the empire, and whether they can see any strengths and weaknesses of the exhibition.  [5:  Birmingham Museums Trust, The Past is Now: Birmingham and the British Empire (2017) [online] Available: http://www.birminghammuseums.org.uk/bmag/whats-on/the-past-is-now-birmingham-and-the-british-empire ] 


3. Comparisons of museum representations of the Nazi regime

I would like to present an in-depth analysis and comparison of how the Nazi regime is presented in German museums to how British museums present British colonial rule across the globe. I plan to explore the theme of countries owning up to past mistakes and negative historical events, and then using them in heritage presentations in order to become more tolerant states and to educate their audiences to prevent similar events from happening again in the future. The ‘Topography of Terror’ museum in Berlin[footnoteRef:6] is a heritage site where visitors can see the past headquarters of the Gestapo and the SS, where traitors to the Nazi state were documented and could also be imprisoned there. It is interesting to me to note that Berlin is also home to the Memorial to the Murdered Jews in Europe[footnoteRef:7], and the Jewish Museum[footnoteRef:8], which presents a range of Jewish histories including the events leading up to and during the Second World War. A similar British museum I can compare this to is the International Slavery Museum[footnoteRef:9] in Liverpool, which will confront similar notions of second-class citizenry, brutality, and death. Other British examples I would benefit from researching are Sandringham House and its colonial gifts room, and any presentations of British run concentration camps, which I have been totally unaware of up until the past year. The gifts room caught my attention on a trip to the house in summer; it reads as though the colonies were so grateful to be a part of the empire, that they showered the crown with gifts. Using statistics from museum visitor numbers and feedback comments will provide an insight into whether displaying negative histories (and likely providing jarring views to what audiences already believe) influences footfall.  [6:  Topographie des Terrors, Topography of Terrors Documentation Center (n.d.) [online] Available:  http://www.topographie.de/en/.]  [7:  Stiftnung Denkmal für die enmordeten Juden Europas, Foundation Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe, (n.d.) [online] Available: https://www.stiftung-denkmal.de/en/home.html.]  [8:  Jewish Museum Berlin, Visit (n.d.) [online] Available: https://www.jmberlin.de/en.]  [9:  International Slavery Museum, Hear the untold stories of enslaved people and learn about historical and contemporary slavery (2017) [online] Available: http://www.liverpoolmuseums.org.uk/ism/.] 


I will be taking a revisionist historical stance in order to produce and research my thesis – this is because I’ll be arguing that museums should revise their histories in order to be honest and transparent with audiences, and present the histories of minorities and those whose voices are not necessarily heard in the heritage industry. 

Thus far, I have been reading both explicitly historical accounts and heritage interpretation books. The history books have only been on the empire’s rule of India at this point in my research, and I am cross-referencing to see if the accounts of events match up. The books I am reading by heritage practitioners cover a big range of issues, such as the ethics of displaying objects from other countries in the UK, to the ethics of places of pain where populations have suffered. The collection of essays Places of Pain and Shame: Dealing with 'Difficult Heritage[footnoteRef:10]' is the key book I am reading currently to get a varied understanding of how heritage sites across the world are communicating with communities who have suffered and turning those narratives into exhibitions. Another book that I am enjoying is Making Representations: Museums in the Post-Colonial Era written by Moira G. Simpson[footnoteRef:11]. The book was originally published in 1996 and was revised in 2001, so it is interesting to note how museums have or have not developed and progressed since the book’s publication. I have messages the Crimes of Britain website author to ask where they get their source material from, so I can do further research from their answers. [10:  William Logan and Keir Reeves (eds.), Places of Pain and Shame: Dealing with ‘Difficult Heritage’ (Oxon: Routledge, 2009).]  [11:  Moira G. Simpson, Making Representations: Museums in the Post-Colonial Era, Revised Edition (London: Routledge, 2001).] 

The dissertation still needs a lot of research to be undertaken, and I need to make a more coherent plan than the basic one I have at the moment. I will make plans to travel around the country when and where possible to undertake first hand visits to museums and heritage sites. It is useful for museums and heritage sites to have websites and other online presences to provide me with an overview of their collections, but to understand their motivations behind exhibitions and to see the language and style of their exhibits, I cannot rely on just literature and their own websites. This is a big hinderance to my work at present – being at university full time means that I have limited resources for researching the dissertation. 
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