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Executive Summary
Challenging History was a series of four seminars held between
June and October 2009 at the Tower of London (Historic Royal
Palaces). Learning practitioners from the heritage and museum
sector and academia were invited to apply to take part in the sessions,
and 27 participants were identified. The programme was conceived to
explore the role, aims and outcomes of heritage and museum learning
programmes in relation to difficult and controversial subjects.
The series aimed to support participants in:
Ê

UÊ ÀÌVÕ>Ì}ÊÌ iÊÛ>ÕiÊvÊ`iÛiÀ}Êi>À}Ê«À}À>iÃÊÊ
their institutions around difficult and controversial subjects

Ê

UÊ `iÌvÞ}ÊÃÕÌ>LiÊ>««À>V iÃÊÌÊ`vviÀiÌÊÌÞ«iÃÊvÊÃÕLiVÌÃÊ

Ê

UÊ vÀ}ÊÌ iÀÊÜÊ«À>VÌVi

The programme comprised of four half-day seminars organised around
a different set of themes and objectives, each utilising a variety of
group tasks. Discussions were recorded, coded and are summarised
in this document. Questions relating to each of the seminar themes
are outlined in the following pages, enabling heritage practitioners to
explore them in relation to their own practice in this area.
Over the course of the seminars, a number of key obstacles were
identified which currently serve to problematise work in areas of
perceived difficulty and/or sensitivity. These included:
1. Lack of a coherent evidence base to underpin or inform practice
2. Museum culture more broadly (perceived by practitioners
as somewhat risk-averse and operating with timescales
and agendas that make sustainability an ongoing issue)
3. Lack of communication (within and between institutions,
and across the sector)
4. Lack of training
5. Lack of time and/or space in institutions (both physically,
and in terms of individual capacity)
Ê

È°Ê `Û`Õ>Ê>Û`>Vi]ÊiL>ÀÀ>ÃÃiÌÊÀÊ`ÃVvÀÌÊÊÜÀ}Ê
with these heritages

By the final seminar, participants were able to formulate a response to
these challenges, working toward a strategy for moving the Challenging
History agenda forwards. The following were identified as key steps:
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1. Defining Challenging History
2. Getting challenging histories on the agenda more broadly
Ê

Î°Ê Ì>Ì}ÊÀ}>Ã>Ì>ÊV >}iÊÊ>ÊÕLiÀÊvÊiÛiÃ\Ê
communication, training, creating space for dialogue (between
staff and with audiences), and formalising opportunities in
which individuals can ask for help and support.

Ê

{°Ê VÀi>Ã}ÊVÕV>ÌÊ>ÀÕ`ÊiÞÊÃÃÕiÃÊ>`Ê«À>VÌViÃ]Ê
and between institutions and audiences

Ê

x°Ê VÀi>Ã}ÊÌ iÊVw`iViÊvÊÕÃiÕÊ«ÀviÃÃ>ÃÊÊÌ>V}ÊÊ
such heritages: through training, communication, the production
of resources and the sharing of ‘best practice.

Ê

È°Ê Ü}ÊvÀÊiÜÊ>««À>V iÃÊ>`ÊiÌ `}iÃÊVÕ`}Ê
taking more (considered and well-conceived) risks.
7. Continuing the Challenging History network (and the
discussions that have been generated)

Ê
Ê

n°Ê «iiÌ}Ê>ÊÃÌÀÕVÌÕÀiÊvÀÊ`iÛiÀ}Ê>ÊvÊÌ iÊ>LÛiÊ
Ê Ì ÀÕ} ÊÊÀÊÌ iÀÊ«ÀviÃÃ>ÊL`Þ®

The Challenging History network scripted a manifesto which will
(it is hoped) spark debate and begin to move the agenda forwards in
Ì iÊÜ>ÞÃÊ`iÌwi`Ê>LÛi°ÊÌÊ>ÞÊiÛiÊvviÀÊÃiÊ}Õ`>ViÊvÀÊÌ ÃiÊ
engaged or interested in the delivery of programmes which seek to
challenge – the audience, the institution, the sector and its authority,
and the very heritage itself.

Manifesto
The museum and heritage sector has an important role to play covering contentious issues
in their spaces and programmes, and must do this work to stay relevant to our audiences.
We will
Ê

£°Ê VÜi`}iÊ ÃÌÀÞÊÃÊV«V>Ìi`Ê>`ÊÌ >ÌÊÜiÊii`ÊÌÊÌ>iÊÀÃÃÊÊ`iÛiÀ}ÊÌ°
2. Build our confidence in delivering contentious issues by creating a process,
supported by peer review, for sector staff to develop their expertise.
3. Recognise successful practice and agree what produces quality programmes.

Ê

4. Create a forum for dialogue across the sector and beyond, about best practice.
Facilitate conversations at subject and audience level online and in person. Support
Ê iÌÀ}Ê>`Ê`iÛi«ÊÃÃÊ«ÀwiÃ°Ê`ÛV>ÌiÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊÜÀÊ>VÀÃÃÊÌ iÊÃiVÌÀÊ>`ÊLiÞ`°
5. Conduct rigorous evaluation and research of delivery of contentious history in
museums and heritage sites, how it works and what it does.

Ê

6. Coordinate a central programme of pilot projects, evaluations, case studies and
Ê L`ÞÊvÊiÛ`iVi]Ê`iÌvÞÊ>`ÊÌÀ>VÊÌ iÊÌÀ>}ÊvviÀ°

The Challenging History network
2009
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Introduction
This document is compiled from a number of different resources
presented as documentary evidence of the Challenging History
Ãi>ÀÊÃiÀiÃ°ÊÕ`ÊÀiVÀ`}Ã]ÊLÃiÀÛ>ÌÊÌiÃ]Ê`Ã«>ÞÊ
materials and documentation of exercises carried out during
seminars all contribute to the narratives and questions presented
in this document and the terminology used. We do not wish to
‘imprison’ the debate fostered during the seminars in text (and
nor are we able to) but aim to present, in as coherent a fashion
as is possible, an overview of discussions in order that the field
of debate around the interpretation of controversial and sensitive
histories might move forward in response.
ÌÊ >`ÊLiiÊ>ÌV«>Ìi`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ ÃÊ`VÕiÌÊÜÕ`Ê >ÛiÊ>ÊÃiVÌÊ
on potential for further research. Ultimately however, this whole
document reads as a plea for further research, understanding and
the sharing of knowledge across any and all of the areas identified.
The number of questions raised in the following pages indicates
that there is still much to be learned.
This document does not provide an overview of literature associated
with challenging histories. The mapping document prepared as
a preliminary to the seminar series represented a start in this
endeavour, and is presented in Appendix 1 of this document.
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What was Challenging
History?
Challenging History was a series of four seminars held between
June and October 2009 at the Historic Royal Palaces Tower of
London. Learning practitioners from the heritage and museum
sector and academia were invited to apply to take part in the
sessions, and 27 participants were identified. The programme
was conceived to explore the role, aims and outcomes of heritage
and museum learning programmes in relation to difficult and
controversial subjects.1
The series aimed to support participants in:
UÊ ÀÌVÕ>Ì}ÊÌ iÊÛ>ÕiÊvÊ`iÛiÀ}Êi>À}Ê«À}À>iÃÊ
in their institutions around difficult and controversial subjects
UÊ `iÌvÞ}ÊÃÕÌ>LiÊ>««À>V iÃÊÌÊ`vviÀiÌÊÌÞ«iÃÊvÊÃÕLiVÌÃÊ
UÊ vÀ}ÊÌ iÀÊÜÊ«À>VÌVi
The programme comprised of four half-day seminars (outlined
in this document).
Challenging History was designed to draw upon the experiences
vÊÌ iÊ«iÀ>Ê7>ÀÊÕÃiÕÃ½Ê/ iÀÊ*>ÃÌÊ9ÕÀÊÕÌÕÀiÊ-ÌiÊ
programme and was a partnership project between Historic Royal
*>>ViÃÊ/ÜiÀÊvÊ`]Ê/ iÊ«iÀ>Ê7>ÀÊÕÃiÕ]ÊÊ`Ê
>`Ê ÌÞÊ1ÛiÀÃÌÞÊ`ÊvÕ`i`ÊÌ ÀÕ} ÊÌ iÊÊ/*9Ê« >ÃiÊÓÊ
grants programme, supported by Big Lottery.

Ê£ÊÊÊÊvÀ>ÌÊvÀÊÌ iÊÌ>ÊV>ÊvÀÊ«>ÀÌV«>ÌÃ
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Key Theoretical
Debates
Below is a list of pertinent theoretical areas that underpinned
discussions in all seminars (as outlined in the following seminar
outlines):
1. Ethics, ownership and responsibility
2. The role and positionality of audiences (including their
entry narratives)
3. The importance of recognising complexity and multiplicity
in heritage
4. Definitions of learning, meaning making and understanding
when engaging with such heritages
5. The role of empathy and personal resonance
6. Framing, space and place
7. Memorialisation and commemoration
Other issues raised included; the usefulness (or otherwise) of
chronology and timelines; contemporary contexts as frames for
projects; the performative nature of museum spaces, facilitation
of programmes and visitation; and the role of documentation not
only in history making, but in individuals’ engagements with heritage.
Subjects that we might have expected to hear more about but were
largely absent from discussions included (interestingly); how we might
make projects more sustainable; the role and place of the artefact in
the interpretation of difficult histories; and the appropriateness of
impact assessment in projects of this nature.
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Key Practical
Considerations
ÊÌ }Ê>LÕÌÊÌ iÊ`ÃÊvÊ«À>VÌViÊÌ >ÌÊ} ÌÊLiÊiVÕÀ>}i`ÊÊ
the exploration of difficult and sensitive histories, a number of issues
of critical importance became apparent and associated questions
emerged:

Clarifying institutional purpose/rationale
How does the project connect to the museums overarching mission?
Do we know why this project is important and to whom? Do we know
we are being/will be supported in our endeavour by the rest of the
institution? ...by our stakeholders? ... by local communities?
ÃÊÌ iÀiÊ>Ê¼ÃÌiÊ>ÀÀ>ÌÛi½¶ÊvÊÃ]Ê`iÃÊÌ ÃÊ«ÀiVÌÊwÌÊÜÌ ÊÌ¶ÊvÊÌ]Ê
why are we doing it? What are the implications for that site narrative
of exploring this issue – are we re-scripting the site and its presentation
of history? What are the implications of this?
Do other institutions do this work currently? Do they do it better than
we can?

Clarifying programme purpose
7 ÞÊÌ iÃiÊÃÌÀiÃÊÊ«>ÀÌVÕ>À¶Ê7 >ÌÊ`ÊÌ iÞÊ>``¶ÊÀiÊÌ iÀiÊÃÌÀ}iÀÊ
stories we could tell? More appropriate histories to challenge?
What does learning look like in this project? How do we articulate aims
and measure outcomes? How do we evaluate the project to inform our
programmes in the longer term?
Who is our audience for this programme? Would it be appropriate to
involve them in its conception or delivery?
How can we build reflexivity into this programme?

Ensuring communication across site and across the sector
Thinking about sustainability
7 >ÌÊ>ÀiÊÌ iÊÃ ÀÌÊ>`Ê}ÌiÀÊ«V>ÌÃÊvÊÌ iÊ«ÀiVÌ¶ÊÃÊÌ ÃÊ>Ê
project born out of a desire to commemorate? Explore? Memorialise?
What responsibility do we have to the learning and community groups
we are working with?
ÊÜiÊii`ÊÌÊ >ÛiÊ>Ê«>ÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊ«ÀiVÌÊÛ}ÊvÀÜ>À`¶ÊÃÊÌÊ>Ê
stand-alone initiative or an ongoing commitment? Have we articulated
this in the programme itself?
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Can the outcomes of the project (whatever they might be) inform
the practice of the institution more broadly? How might we translate
the project into longer term engagements and communities of
interest? Should we always feel it necessary to do so?

Ensuring accessibility to quality resources
Do we have all of the information we need in order to carry out this
programme? What else do we need to know? Who can help us?
ÀiÊÌ iÀiÊÌ iÀÊiÝ>«iÃÊvÊ«À>VÌViÊÜiÊV>ÊÊ>Ì¶ÊÜÊV>ÊÜiÊ
access any training that might be considered necessary?
ÃÊÌ iÀiÊiÕ} ÊÃ«>ViÊ>`ÊÌiÊvÀÊÌ iÊ«ÀiVÌÊÌÊ>V iÛiÊÜ >ÌÊ
we would like it to? Do we have the appropriate staff members
working on this? How do we ensure that the programme and/or
those working on it do not get re-prioritised?
Will we have access to the appropriate help from elsewhere in
the institution? Can we access artefacts when needed?

««À>V }ÊiÌ `}ÞÊLÞÊ«À}À>iÉÃÕLiVÌ
Which particular approaches are relevant and appropriate for
this project?
Consultation and Dialogue
Changing the frames of our interpretation
Using multiple perspectives and voices
Ê

Ê

>VÌ>Ì}ÊiÌ>Êi}>}iiÌÊÃÊÌÊ>««À«À>ÌiÊ
to put a human face on the subject?)
Embracing complexity
Questioning our institutional authority
Using objects in interesting ways
Creative methodologies: performance, audio-visual
media etc
Engagement (can we re-configure engagement as
a methodology and not an outcome?)

Being honest
How can we communicate our intentions to audiences honestly
and effectively? How do we facilitate open interactions where both
visitors and facilitators in the room are able to admit to limitations
in their ‘knowledge’ and experience?
Where and how do we explore our own pre-conceptions and
prejudices? How can we be openly and honestly reflexive in our
practice, recording and communicating these reflections where
we feel they might be useful?
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Key Constraints
Identified
The following were all identified repeatedly in conversations as limiting
participants’ confidence and/or ability in pursuing Challenging History
agendas within their professional practice. Some of these are personal,
some practical, some relate more to institutional and cross-sectoral
limitations (as perceived by workshop participants):

Lack of evidence base
There is no sense of there being a solid (or otherwise) evidence base
ÌÊÕ`iÀ«ÊÜÀÊ>ÀÕ`Ê`vwVÕÌÊ>`ÊÃiÃÌÛiÊ ÃÌÀiÃ°ÊÌ Õ} Ê
(as identified in the mapping document) there has been a range of
research and evaluation activity around such work, this is neither
consolidated nor communicated in ways which make it accessible
to inform practice.
There are of course also a whole host of subsidiary issues around the
nature of ‘evidence’; how can we ever be sure our programmes are
having the ‘impact’ we anticipate, and does it matter if we find they
are not?

Museum Cultures
The culture of museums is seen as being (more often than not) risk
averse. This means pursuing projects perceived as difficult or sensitive
can be seen as unappealing. Many of these histories raise issues and
spark discussions which are inherently and necessarily political and
this is not something all sites feel comfortable with.
-ÕÃÌ>>LÌÞÊÃÊ>ÃÊ>ÊÃÃÕi°ÊÌÊÃÊvÌiÊÌ iÊV>ÃiÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÃiÊV >i}}Ê
histories relate to commemoration activities and as a result there
is no sense of a coherent or ongoing strategy in thinking about how
an institution engages with them. There is a sense that sometimes
programmes are ‘bolted on’ to the core function and practice of
the institution.

Lack of Communication
ÃÊ >ÃÊLiiÊ`iÌwi`ÊiÃiÜ iÀiÊÊÌ ÃÊ`VÕiÌ]ÊÌ iÀiÊÃÊ>Ê`ÃÌVÌÊ
lack of communication within and between institutions about work
in this area. This relates to the cross-sectoral issue around evidence
identified above, but has crucial and more immediate impact

12
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Ê«ÀiVÌÃÊÜÌ ÊÀ}>Ã>ÌÃ°ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÌi`ÊÌ >ÌÊ>Ê>VÊvÊV>ÀÌÞÊ
of purpose in pursuing challenging histories agendas could lead
to confusion in the way they are presented to publics, and an
undermining of their importance.
ÛÛ}ÊiLiÀÃÊvÊÌ iÊ«ÕLVÊÊ`iVÃÃÊ«iÀÌ>}ÊÌÊÌ iÊ
treatment of such heritages is seen as common-sensical, but
is not widely practised.

Lack of Training
This is seen as a major issue. The positive response to the
Challenging History programme testifies to this. Training is seen
as pertinent to building confidence and equipping individuals with
approaches, not necessarily for increasing understanding of the
issues inherent to the particular heritages deemed ‘challenging’.
Working with such heritages is seen as putting individuals (and
audiences) outside of their comfort zones and this is something
that people need preparation for.
There was a call for a framework of sorts (a toolkit or set of ethical
guidelines) which would make individuals and organisations more
confident in their approaches.

Lack of time and/or space
Both within individual day to day activity and within the wider
physical and institutional structures of the museum, there is a
perceived (if not actual) lack of time and/or space to devote to
the exploration of the histories in ways that are appropriate and
sensitive to their particular problematics. This relates to practical
but also intellectual capacity for engaging with the material –
people need time to think.

Individual avoidance,
embarrassment or discomfort
Often it is seen as being personally challenging to engage with
these histories for whatever reason. Feeling that one perhaps
does not have the right to deal with a particular heritage is also a
«ÀLi°Ê`Û`Õ>Ã]Ê>`ÊvÊVÕÀÃiÊÃÌÌÕÌÃ]Ê`ÊÌÊÜÃ ÊÌÊLiÊ
perceived as appropriating stories, objects or heritages. This also
relates to the language that is used to such projects. People are
terrified of ‘getting it wrong’.

Summative document

13

Next Steps?
Forwarding the research agenda
UÊ ÊÃÕLÃÃÊ >ÃÊLiiÊ>`iÊÌÊÌ iÊ, ÊvÀÊ>Ê >LÀ>ÌÛiÊÊ
Ê
VÌÀ>ÊÜ>À`ÊLiÌÜiiÊ ÌÞÊ1ÛiÀÃÌÞÊ>`ÊÌ iÊ/ÜiÀÊvÊ`°ÊÊ
The PhD student would investigate challenging histories at the
Tower and contribute to the Challenging History group.
UÊ ÊvÕÀÌ iÀÊÃÕLÃÃÊÜÊLiÊ>`iÊÌÊÌ iÊ, ÊvÀÊ>Ê>À}iÀÊ
research project in 2010.
UÊ Ê«>ÊÌÊ«ÌÊ>`ÊiÛ>Õ>ÌiÊ>ÊÀ>}iÊvÊ>««À>V iÃÊ>ÌÊÃÌiÃÊ
in the UK.

Reporting
UÊ ÌÊÃÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊÌ >ÌÊ`Û`Õ>ÃÊvii`L>VÊÊÌ iÊÃiÃÃÃÊÌÊÌ iÀÊÊ
organisations and begin to engage with some of the debates
raised on an institutional level.
UÊ / ÃÊ`VÕiÌÊ >ÃÊLiiÊ«À`ÕVi`ÊÊ>ÊL`ÊÌÊÀi«ÀÌÊÌ iÊ`iL>ÌiÃÊÊ
Ê >`ÊµÕiÃÌÃÊÀ>Ãi`ÊÌÊÌ iÊÃiVÌÀ°ÊÌÊÃÊ «i`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ ÃÊÜÊÃ«>ÀÊÊ
further debate, collaboration and exchange of knowledge.
UÊ
ÃÃi>ÌÊvÊvÀ>ÌÊvÀÊÌ iÊÃiÃÃÃÊ >ÃÊ>Ài>`ÞÊ
Ê Li}ÕÊÜÌ ÊVviÀiViÊ«ÀiÃiÌ>ÌÃÊ>ÌÊÌ iÊÕÃiÕÃÊÃÃV>ÊÊ
tion conference 2009, Engaging Communities 2009, and the
Ê
ÕÀ«i>Ê>«ÊvÀÊ ÊVviÀiViÊÓää°

Continuing the debate
UÊ ÌÊÃÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊ`ÃVÕÃÃÊ`iÃÊÌÊÃÌ«Ê iÀi°ÊÊ}ÀÕ«ÊÊ
members are encouraged to continue debating on the online
forum, in their practice, and across the sector. They are also
encouraged to respond to the proposed manifesto and this
document.
UÊ Ê7`i}ÊÌ iÊ`iL>ÌiÊÌÊÌ iÀÊVÕÌÀiÃÊÃÊ«ÀÌ>Ì]Ê} ÌÊÌ iÀiÊÊ
be interesting approaches we can learn from?
UÊ / iÊ

>i}}ÊÃÌÀÞÊ}ÀÕ«ÊÜÊVÌÕiÊÌÊiiÌÊ>`Ê`ÃVÕÀÃi°

The Challenging History manifesto (see Seminar 4)
UÊ
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ÃVÕÃÃÊ>ÀÕ`Ê>`Ê«ÀÌÊvÊÌ iÊ
manifesto (on following page).
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>i}}ÊÃÌÀÞÊ

Manifesto
The museum and heritage sector has an important role to play covering contentious issues
in their spaces and programmes, and must do this work to stay relevant to our audiences.
We will
Ê

UÊ VÜi`}iÊ ÃÌÀÞÊÃÊV«V>Ìi`Ê>`ÊÌ >ÌÊÜiÊii`ÊÌÊÌ>iÊÀÃÃÊÊ`iÛiÀ}ÊÌ°

Ê

UÊ

Ê

UÊ ,iV}ÃiÊÃÕVViÃÃvÕÊ«À>VÌViÊ>`Ê>}ÀiiÊÜ >ÌÊ«À`ÕViÃÊµÕ>ÌÞÊ«À}À>iÃ°

Ê

UÊ

Ê

Ê

Ê

UÊ

Ê
Ê

UÊ
À`>ÌiÊ>ÊViÌÀ>Ê«À}À>iÊvÊ«ÌÊ«ÀiVÌÃ]ÊiÛ>Õ>ÌÃ]ÊV>ÃiÊÃÌÕ`iÃÊ
Ê >`ÊL`ÞÊvÊiÛ`iVi]Ê`iÌvÞÊ>`ÊÌÀ>VÊÌ iÊÌÀ>}ÊvviÀ°

Õ`ÊÕÀÊVw`iViÊÊ`iÛiÀ}ÊVÌiÌÕÃÊÃÃÕiÃÊLÞÊVÀi>Ì}Ê>Ê«ÀViÃÃ]Ê
supported by peer review, for sector staff to develop their expertise.
Ài>ÌiÊ>ÊvÀÕÊvÀÊ`>}ÕiÊ>VÀÃÃÊÌ iÊÃiVÌÀÊ>`ÊLiÞ`]Ê>LÕÌÊLiÃÌÊ«À>VÌVi°ÊÊ
Facilitate conversations at subject and audience level online and in person.
-Õ««ÀÌÊiÌÀ}Ê>`Ê`iÛi«ÊÃÃÊ«ÀwiÃ°Ê`ÛV>ÌiÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊÜÀÊ>VÀÃÃÊ
the sector and beyond.
`ÕVÌÊÀ}ÀÕÃÊiÛ>Õ>ÌÊ>`ÊÀiÃi>ÀV ÊvÊ`iÛiÀÞÊvÊVÌiÌÕÃÊ ÃÌÀÞÊ
in museums and heritage sites, how it works and what it does.
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Seminar breakdown
Each of the four seminars was organised around a notionally
different set of themes and objectives, and utilised a number of
different group tasks in order to further understand the issues at
stake, and the various approaches that might be employed. The
sessions were themed as follows:
Seminar 1 (June 16th 2009): Changing the Frame
Seminar 2 (July 2nd 2009): The Ethical Lens
Seminar 3 (September 16th 2009): The Darkroom
Seminar 4 (October 12th 2009): Shared Views
The following pages outline the range of activities and discussions
that were initiated during the sessions, illustrated with quotations
from the group.2 ÊÊÀ`iÀÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊÃi>ÀÃÊ} ÌÊÃ«>ÀÊ`iL>Ìi]Ê
transparency has been a key underpinning philosophy of the series,
and all participants agreed to their experiences being documented
in this manner. Each seminar summary ends with a list of questions
for consideration in taking institutions’ individual challenging history
agendas forwards.
Below is a wordle – a word cloud representing the frequency of key
terms - created from the discussions recorded over the four sessions
and recounted over the following pages. Unsurprisingly, ‘people’,
‘challenge’, ‘audiences’, ‘issues’, ‘learning’ and ‘history’ loom large.
More surprising perhaps is the frequency of reference to ‘space’,
‘time’, ‘stories, ‘multiplicity’ and ‘toolkit’. The following pages
begin to unpick some of these conversations and emphases.

ÓÊÊÊÊµÕÌ>ÌÃÊvÀÊÃi>ÀÊ«>ÀÌV«>ÌÃÊ>ÀiÊÌ>VÃi`Ê>`Ê>ÞÕÃ
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Seminar 1
INTRODUCING THE SEMINAR SERIES:

‘the main purpose is not about subject knowledge… it’s not about
developing a body of historical stuff but about developing a series of
approaches, ideas, insights ... how are we going to enable people to
understand that history is made by people like you and I and is full
of things that continue to make people angry, depressed, happy.’
ÊÌ ÃÊwÀÃÌÊÃiÃÃÊ«>ÀÌV«>ÌÃÊÜiÀiÊiVÕÀ>}i`ÊÌÊÃÌ>ÀÌÊ}Ê
through their own individual lens (i.e. from their own institutions,
and no doubt cultural, social and even political perspective) at the
problematic of ‘Challenging History’; to identify their own learning
outcomes, to ground the experience of the seminars in their own
institutional practice, and to face their own individual issues of
avoidance.
ÊÕLiÀÊvÊVÊÌ iiÃÊViÊÕÌÊvÊÌ iÊi>À}ÊÕÌViÃÊ
identified which are worth noting here. They give an indication of
the motivations behind attendance and the perceived gaps
in knowledge identified from the start. Participants identify:
1.

... a skills and training shortage. `Û`Õ>ÃÊÜ>ÌÊÌÊ
be able to identify solutions and approaches confidently
and feel training could help them do this (perhaps a
questionable assumption).

2. ... a lack of time in the day to day work of their post for
thinking through the issues associated with these heritages
They appreciate being given an opportunity to do just that
through the Challenging History framework.
3. ... a need for deeper understandings of the ethical and
moral issues associated with the histories, even a deeper
knowledge of the histories themselves.
4. ...a lack of communication across the sector and with
academia around these issues. Having the chance to
debate in an atmosphere that is supportive and considered
is well received.
5. ... a desire to find out more about what different forms
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of media can do to help in the practice of engaging with
challenging histories (film, the Web, even artefacts are
identified here).
6. ... a desire to engage with the histories in ways that are
sensitive, appropriate, and that avoid claiming inappropriate
ownership or authority over them.
Ì>ÊÌÀ`ÕVÌÃÊ>`Ê«ÀiÃiÌ>ÌÃÊÜiÀiÊvÜi`ÊLÞÊ}ÀÕ«Ê
investigations into particular challenging histories (grounded in
different topics and locations of contention within the Tower itself).
These activities helped participants locate a common language for
talking about the ways in which they feel limited in their engagement
with such heritages – by their institutions, their own backgrounds
and skills/knowledge (for example).
`iÌwV>ÌÊvÊ«>ÀÌVÕ>ÀÊV >i}iÃÊ`ÕÀ}ÊÌ iÊ}ÀÕ«ÊÃiÃÃÃÊ
led to a range of questions being identified for exploration over
Ì iÊV}ÊÃiÃÃÃÊÃiiÊ««i`ÝÊÓÊvÀÊÀiÊ`iÌ>®°
Summary of one group discussion about a particular ‘challenging’
history at the Tower (Koh-i-Noor):3
Discussion began by focusing on the wider UK context for such
>ÊÌiÀ«ÀiÌ>Ì°ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÌi`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÀiÊÃÊ>Ê>VÊvÊ`iL>ÌiÊ>`Ê
awareness within the UK around this particular object (not so with
other objects held in such a manner – Elgin Marbles), but that
outside of the UK there was a far more critical and sustained
discourse. The very power relationships that the diamond (and for
that matter other objects) represent[s] are assumed and taken for
granted in most visitors encounters with ‘heritage’ and the authority
vÊÌ iÊÃÌÌÕÌÊÌ ÕÃÊÀi>ÃÊÕµÕiÃÌi`°ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÌi`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊ
framing of the Koh-i-Noor diamond categorically did not encourage
questioning, in fact ‘regulating people’s expectations’ by ‘setting
a load of political agendas’.
The group spoke at some length about the expectations that
audiences come to such encounters with.ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÌi`ÊÌ >ÌÊ
the ‘typical’ museum audience might not benefit from a more reflexive
and challenging practice: ‘We beat ourselves up about all of the
things we do and don’t do in museums, yet its only white middle
class educated people who come to them in the first place’ [laughs].
This opinion was countered however by others in the group who felt
that this should be challenged within institutional practice: ‘I agree
with you that there is a certain museum type but I think that … we
can help to change the demographic by doing the right thing, well,
a different thing’ and, in practice, ‘we have seen our demographic
change by telling a story that wasn’t being told’.
Holding such an object up for wider debate was something that
the group felt museums should not shy away from in principle.
3 This group looked at the contentious ownership by the UK of the Koh-i-Noor diamond (in the Crown Jewels). Other groups looked at the
execution of first or second world war German Soldiers; the Black Watch executions and the late 13th Century expulsion of the Jews.
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However, the conversation quickly turned to the practical
limitations of even trying to start such an endeavour within
institutions. Sample comments include:
-

‘We have a tendency to focus on younger people and
I don’t think we should necessarily do that’

-

‘We are lucky if we are in an institution that listens’

-

‘We all work with galleries and exhibitions that are not going
to be changed until who knows when. My text labels were
written on a typewriter!’

-

‘I find it astonishing that we still have conversations about
whether education staff are allowed on exhibitions teams’

ÌÊÜ>ÃÊ}iiÀ>ÞÊ>}Àii`Ê ÜiÛiÀÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÀiÊÜ>ÃÊÃ«>ViÊÜÌ Ê
educational programmes to more fully engage with the
challenges of such a history – perhaps representing and
discussing (in this case) different claims on the diamond;
‘education programmes can be far more flexible’. Educational
programmes should (according to group majority), engage more
fully with multiple narratives, provide more challenging frames,
provoke dialogue and even engage emotionally: ‘the first thing you
have to do when you are educating is make them care, if they don’t
think its relevant to their lives … any audience … if it isn’t relevant
then they are not going to be interested.’
To end the conversation, the group began discussing power
structures (perceived and actual) that currently dictate certain
vÀÃÊvÊi}>}iiÌÊÜÌ Ê¼«ÕLVÃ½°ÊÊÕÃiÕ½ÃÊ iÀ>ÀV ÞÊ
and claims to authority were seen as problematising any bid to
initiate more genuinely open dialogues and even collaboration
in endeavour - such interaction can thus be perceived as
tokenistic: ‘How much you allow the community IN has a real
impact on what the actual interpretation looks like and how much
it is embraced and accepted by the community because people
see through things. They are not stupid.’

20

Summative document

Questions for consideration in changing your
institutional or personal frame:
Before making challenging histories ‘available’ to visitors,
are they available to the staff? How do we educate the staff?
To what extent do we want to unsettle visitors? What frames
and contexts should such moments take place in? What
skills do we need in order to engage people emotionally?
How do we encourage different and multiple interpretations?
What are the implicit, explicit or unintended narratives?
What juxtapositions of artefacts or stories might spark
more complex understandings?
ÊÃÌiÃÊÃÊvÕÊvÊ¼ÃÌÕvv½]Ê ÜÊ`ÊÜiÊw`ÊÌ iÊÀÊvÀÊÃÕV Ê
exploration (within the spaces, structures and narrative of
the institution)?
What is the link between memorialisation/commemoration
and interpretation?
How do we engage audiences with challenging heritages?
ÃÊÌÊÕÃivÕÊÌÊ`iÌvÞÊ>`Ê } } ÌÊVÌi«À>ÀÞÊÀiÃ>ViÃ¶
How can we encourage risk-taking? Does this necessarily
Õ`iÀiÊÌ iÊ¼VÀi½Ê>ÀÀ>ÌÛiÊvÊÌ iÊÃÌÌÕÌ¶ÊÊvÊÃ]Ê
does it matter and to whom?
7 >ÌÊ>ÀiÊÌ iÊÌÃÊvÊÕÀÊÀiÃ¶ÊÀiÊÜiÊ}>Ìiii«iÀÃ¶Ê
Communicators? Mediators? Educators? What are the
power relationships being engendered?
How do we avoid marginalising or ‘Othering’ individuals
or communities?
7 >ÌÊ`ÊÜiÊi>ÛiÊÛÃÌÀÃÊÜÌ ÊÜ iÊÌ iÞÊ}Ê>Ü>Þ¶ÊÃÊÌÊ
enough to pique curiosity or should we be providing them
with the critical and analytical skills that they can take with
them and apply outside? Who has the right to decide what
to learn?
What is the worst thing that can happen in such a project?
ÃÊÌÊÜÀÃiÊÌ >Ê`}ÊÌ }ÊÌÊ>ÌÌi«ÌÊ>`Ê}iÌÊÌÊÜÀ}¶
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Seminar 2
‘Be challenging, be brave, do take risks, do use
questions to challenge, it’s not just you taking a risk’
The second seminar was broadly conceived from the research
questions circulated after the first. The ethics of practice in
the areas of perceived difficult histories were undoubtedly
underpinning the concerns and questions raised by participants,
and were confronted head-on in the range of conversations and
approaches trialled over the course of this session. Specific
examples of ethical issues volunteered for discussion are
exemplified below:
‘How can we engage with contemporary issues and
contemporary contexts that relate to the history we’re talking
about without letting that take over the story that you are trying
to tell.’
‘How do you react when presented with a visitor who has
perhaps racist or other bigoted opinions? How do you deal
with it effectively without starting an argument? ... with children
in classes you have more in your arsenal to deal with it because
of the teacher / child relationship. But what about when you are
dealing with veterans? How do you challenge those ideas in a
way that can be productive?’
‘How do you deal with the challenge of personality-based
histories, especially if they are very recent... and how do we
approach that when people have very passionate views about
them as a character’
‘How can you raise topics without destroying reputations?’
‘How do you approach people and ask for ‘permission’
for projects? Who owns and validates the stories’
Ê`ÃVÕÃÃÊvÊÌ iÃiÊÃÌ>ViÃ]Ê>ÊÕLiÀÊvÊÃÃÕiÃÊÜiÀiÊÀ>Ãi`Ê
evidencing a frustration at the simplifying and authenticating
practices of the museums represented by the group. Dealing
appropriately and sensitively with the issues raised often seemed
Õ>>}i>LiÊ>`ÊÌ iÊ ÕÀ`iÃÊÃÕÀÕÌ>Li\Ê¼Ê >ÛiÊÌÊÜÀÌiÊÌ iÊ
ÃÌÊiÕÌÀ>ÊV>«ÌÊÊV>ÊÌÊ>>ÞÊÌ iÃiÊvi>ÀÃ½ÆÊ¼7iÊÃ«iÊÌÊÌ iÊ
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education team and we did not feel that we had the room online
ÌÊÌ>Ê>LÕÌÊÃÕV Ê>ÊL}ÊÌ«V½ÆÊ¼ÌÊviiÃÊiÊÜiÊÕÃÌÊÃÌ««i`Ê
because it was too hard’. These situations are compounded of
course because ethical problems often involve both professional
and personal considerations.
ÊÀ`iÀÊÌÊÀiÃ«`ÊÌÊÌ iÃiÊ«iÀViÛi`Ê ÕÀ`iÃ]Ê«>ÀÌV«>ÌÃÊÜiÀiÊ
encouraged to partake in a peer assist process; a slowed down
hosted conversation which encourages collaborative thinking and
open communication. The nature of such a conversation means that
experiences are exchanged in a supportive environment, hooks can
be found for examining the issues, and, perhaps most importantly,
new questions will be raised for moving forward. Responses to this
process were extremely positive:
‘it is important that the process retains structure ... and it is
important that we don’t solve the dilemma FOR the person’.
[seminar participant in response to the exercise]
Taking ownership of ethical problems was thus paramount in the
process, as was locating support and formalising opportunities to
ask for help. There was much discussion about using peers within and
outside of an institution, as well as locating experts (often in surprising
locations) and powerful ‘friends’ who would support work, especially
if there are unexpected and/or difficult outcomes. Building networks
for both support and defence (if necessary) was seen as crucial,
alongside communication and collaboration with stakeholders at
all stages of the process (including visitors and advisory groups
where appropriate). There was a common thread that underpinned
the session about honesty and clarity – in institutional purpose,
personal knowledge and likely outcomes of a project:

‘Honesty has come up a lot here as a word and a concept and I would
break that down to have we got honesty of purpose in what you are
trying to do or are you doing it because you want to be sensational
or deliberately provoke. If you do want to deliberately provoke, are you
being honest about that? Saying we are doing this to be provocative?
Have you got a clarity of purpose and are you being honest about the
boundaries – of our knowledge, of the ethics you are treading on.
Where is honesty in that? [Sam Heywood, IWM]
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Questions relating to your ethical lens:4
What should be the response if our (or our institutions)
ownership of a history is challenged?
How long and how far should we tolerate intolerance?
How do we weigh up the ethics of doing something (a project
or other intervention) versus the ethics of doing nothing?
ÃÊÌ iÊVÌÀÛiÀÃÞÊÀi>ÊÀÊ«iÀViÛi`¶
How genuine is the collaboration in projects that seek to work with
communities who have previously been marginalised?
What approaches can we use to overcome ethical issues – especially
when multiple ethical problems are presented at the same time?
Can we (should we?) create a code of ethics for this type of work?

{ÊÊÊÊ/ iÊ
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Seminar 3
‘Do we process emotionally and understand intellectually or
process intellectually and understand emotionally? When we
can answer that question we will probably be more effective
at what we do.’ [Alex Drago, Tower of London]

Seminar 3 began with small group discussions about approaches
of interest that had been encountered over the Summer months.
The group were not short of interesting practical examples (that
they noted on card and handed to organisers), and a sample
appears below:
‘One of the things I’ve recently come across is building in
discussion and reflection time after the main body of the
work. Lots of time to reflect and think about what has been
said and then ask questions afterwards, as opposed to the
way in which we so often work which is ‘ok, that’s that, now
has anybody got any questions’, building that into the process
of delivery’
‘The premise is putting learners in a role to allow them to
explore and present their ideas. It unsettles people in that they
are now no longer entirely themselves, it liberates them to talk
in a way that they might not do otherwise. As soon as you
get a young person in front of a camera they are a news
reporter. News reporting is seen every single day, a really
easy to assume role which none the less detaches the learner.
They can adopt the techniques very quickly’
‘Cathartic exercises. Such as for a handling session, a sheet
of white paper and while you engage with the artefact anything
that comes to mind –whether they touch it or not – goes on the
piece of paper. By the end of it you have this amazing map of
all of the thoughts that have gone through the mind when they
first saw the artefact, to first touched the artefact, to explaining
the artefact. A journey that is all captured on the paper. It feels
like you have taken it out of your head and put it on paper. It’s
taking everything that you feel, putting it somewhere and if
necessary, leaving it. Channelling energy rather than comin
away with it. Some people in the end want to crumple it up
so they can get rid of it. Others want to keep it.’
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‘Creating a structured environment within which you can
ask difficult questions. Giving permission’
The above examples explore some of the challenges outlined in the
first two sessions – how to create time and space for reflection and
dialogue, how to engage with narratives and histories that are ‘other’
to our own, placing the object within the enquiry and usefully unsettling people in their interactions with heritage (to name a few). Exploring how these approaches might be utilised specifically for the
interpretation of a challenging heritage became the object of the major
group work assignment – conceptualising a proposal for the World
Trade Centre Memorial.
ÊÌ iÊÀiÃ«ÃiÃÊÌÊÌ iÊV >i}i]ÊÜiÊLi}ÊÌÊÃiiÊ>}>ÊÌ iÊ`ÃVÕÀÃiÃÊ
of the first few seminars underpin the thinking:
‘We wanted to present the complex story – all the people that
were involved – the people that died, the firefighters, the people
on the planes, the terrorists. This is a story that ends on 9/11 and
starts on 9/11 for many people’
‘A memorial centre that is possibly transformative and reflective,
you leave it feeling like you have had some kinds of experience
and transformed your opinion of the world or those people, that it
has had an effect on you’
‘A sense of place – it wasn’t manipulative – it doesn’t draw you
in and say ‘you will feel sad or angry’ – it gave you a space to feel
something about the event but that wasn’t manipulative and emotive
in that way’
‘We want the memorial to outlast living memory so it needs to create
personal resonance to those who don’t have a living memory’
‘Interact – a place where you can place a stone or make a pledge,
a garden’
‘Individual acts of remembrance but not to make it a compulsion –
give people choice’
‘Friendly and flexible space available to communities. – a community
centre – for local and global communities so that you can have
dialogue’
‘A room where you can share your thoughts and take responsibility
for them’
‘Duality – love and hate - two things existing in the same space in
tension, complimentary, antagonistic, all the things the two can mean.
A place of complement’
‘Actively seeking input from the public – how should this be
remembered, commemorated, how should the story (stories) be
told by our institution’
This debate became very much one about empathy, emotional
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engagement and personal and communal memory. This is
no doubt in part due to the nature of the heritage, its currency and
resonance for everyone in the room. There was anxiety that in such
endeavour (and by extension perhaps any project that challenges
in such a way), consideration of the context and the frames for the
engagement should be key. Lack of consideration of context and
frames can lead to a narrowing of focus that proves unhelpful
in considering the wider history, debates and implications (see
Jackson and Kidd on the empathy paradox, 2008). Emotional
engagement without context might even render audiences
paralysed to do anything as a result (if indeed there is anything
Ì >ÌÊV>ÊLiÊ¼`i½®°ÊÃÊ«>À>ÕÌÊÜ>ÃÊÌ }ÊÌ ÀÕ} ÊÌ iÊ
nature of the ‘experience’ on offer (and indeed the appropriateness
of engendering ‘experience’), and considering how we might
explore such topics with an understanding of the responsibility
inherent in manipulating feeling and even attitude. Lack of space
(exhibition space and by extension emotional space) and a lack
of time for reflection (both professionals and audiences) were
again seen as limiting factors here.
Discussion about learning became increasingly complicated
in this debate. When an event is recent and its understanding
perspectival5 and necessarily partial (there is still much that
cannot be known), what does or can learning look like? What
`iÃÊ>ÊÃÕVViÃÃvÕÊi>À}Ê«À}À>iÊ>V iÛi¶ÊÃÊi>À}ÊV}Ê
away with a notion of ‘truth’ or our version of events? The 9/11
discussion of course explores some of these questions very vividly.
For certain working groups, being given the opportunity and space
to stand and think was enough. For other groups, there had to be
a tangible learning outcome (i.e. one measured by the museum
and not by the individual). Thinking about what can realistically
be achieved in learning programmes becomes crucial.
ÃÊi>À}ÊÌ iÀivÀi°°°
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UÊ °°°ÊÊ«iÀvÀ>ViÊvÊ>ÞÊÀÊ>ÊvÊÌ iÊ>LÛi¶

‘Every group talked
about a personal
resonance and they
talked about individuals,
stories, the everyday.
How to make sense
of that. The thought
struck me that what
we are grappling with
is how do we make the
historical topics we are
talking about personal
and have meaning –
whether that is about
sympathetic, empathetic
or expressive experience.
This seems to be what
we are all struggling
with as a group.’

°°°>VÌÕ>¶Ê
°°° Ì>¶
°°°-V>ÊVÕ`}ÊÌ iÊVÌâiÃ «Ê>}i`>®¶
°°°*ÌV>ÊVÕ`}ÊVÌâiÃ «Ê>`Ê Õ>ÊÀ} ÌÃ®¶
°°° Ì V>¶
°°°>ÌiÀ>¶
°°° L`i`¶
°°° Ý«iÀiÌ>¶
°°° >}V¶
°°° ÀÌV>Êi}>}iiÌ¶
°°°>VÌ>Ìi`¶
°°°*iÀÃ«iVÌÛ>¶
°°°/À>ÃvÀ>Ì>¶

ÃÊÜ>ÃÊ«ÀÛiÊÊ}ÀÕ«Ê`ÃVÕÃÃÃÊqÊÕÀÊÕ`iÀÃÌ>`}ÊvÊÌ iÊ7À`Ê/À>`iÊ iÌÀiÊ>`ÊÌ iÊiÛiÌÃÊvÊÉ££Ê>`ÊÌÃÊ>vÌiÀ>Ì ®Ê`i«i`i`Ê
on our age, geography, culture, politics etc
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Questions coming out of the darkroom:
responsibility and memorialisation
When does it stop being ‘too soon’ to memorialise? Do we have to
know ‘the full story’ in order to do that? What happens if we can’t
complete the story?
Can memorialisation only take place after an event – if that is the case,
how can you ever know when it is ‘after’, what does ‘after’ mean?
How might we prepare visitors for other visitors?
What does it mean to do justice to tragedy? Should the experience be
cathartic?
How do people enact their grief? Do they want to hear others’ stories?
Do they choose the sites and stages upon which they will enact their
}ÀivÊ`i«i`iÌÞ¶ÊÊi}ÊÊÌ iÊÃÌÀiiÌÃÊvÊ iÜÊ9À®
ÃÊÕÀÊÀiÊÌÊi`ÕV>ÌiÊ``>VÌV®ÊÀÊv>VÌ>ÌiÊiÝ«iÀiViÃÊvÀÊÜ V Ê
we hope people might learn something (anything)?
What are the implications of mediatisation of world events? What is
‘real’ to us and what has been constructed or censured through the
mediatisation of events?
How aware of the ‘entry narratives’ and contexts of our audiences are
we? (NB our different images of the world trade centre and what it
stood for vary by age, experience, background, geographical location,
individual politics and memories)
Does one site have a responsibility to other sites and histories?
Do these spaces have a responsibility to be ‘light’ or ‘dark?
How do you facilitate space and create stimuli for people to have a
dialogue (or choose not to)? How can every single person who visits
a site animate (or re-animate) it?
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Seminar 4
‘the future story of Challenging History is to focus the energy of all
of us. And our colleagues across the museum and heritage sector to
shape how we deliver difficult, contested or sensitive history. We will
support each other to provide what our audiences, communities and
institutions need. We will make a difference’.
Seminar 4 documentation

The purpose of this final session was to bring together the
strands of previous three, and find ways of articulating them as a
‘Manifesto’ for moving the Challenging History agenda forwards.
The session started with individuals’ particular narratives, reflections
and learning journeys, and moved toward a more collective ‘voice’
for the group. This grounding of the manifesto in both the individual
and group experiences lends it weight, and will potentially translate
into an understanding of the issues for a wider group of institutions
and organisations in the Sector (possibly even beyond the sector).
`Û`Õ>ÃÊÌ ÕÃÊÃÌ>ÀÌi`ÊLÞÊÀiyiVÌ}ÊÊÌ iÀÊ`Û`Õ>ÊiÝ«ÀiÃÃÃÊ
of learning intent from the first seminar, and how far they felt these
had been achieved. What, in fact, had each member of the group
got out of attendance at the seminars? This was then reflected on
in couples, with each articulating their response to the sessions
individually and feeding back to the other on what they had heard
ÊÌ >ÌÊiÝ«ÀiÃÃ°Ê`Û`Õ>ÃÊÌ iÊÜÀÌiÊ>Ê¼vÕÌÕÀiÊÃÌÀÞ½ÊÃiiÊLÝÊ
to right), a technique for verbalising not only where one needs
to be (in, say, one year’s time) but articulating precisely how
one plans to get there (perhaps even rehearsing asking for help).
Future Stories were read to others in the group for comment, and
then the work of creating a future story for the wider Challenging
History initiative began. This involved a process of finding consensus,
although it appeared there was much commonality within the
individual stories.

The Future Story:
‘what difference will
you have made?’
...What are you going to
do differently? How will
you use the approaches
we have been discussing?
What will be your future
story?

ÌÊÜ>ÃÊ>}Àii`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊvÜ}ÊÜiÀiÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊÃÌi«ÃÊÌÜ>À`Ê
achieving the Challenging History future story as articulated
at the top of this page (and any manifesto).
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Defining Challenging History
ÌÊÜ>ÃÊ«À«Ãi`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊÀiÌÊvÊÌ iÊChallenging History agenda
needed further definition in order to aid articulation and advocacy
moving forward:

Ê

‘We agreed that we don’t know what ‘Challenging History’ is,
you can’t really have a manifesto for something you can’t explain.
-ÊÊÜiÊii`ÊÌÊ`iwiÊÌ°ÊÊ«Ài>viÃÌÊ>viÃÌ°ÊÌÊÃÊ>Ê«ÀViÃÃÊ
that we haven’t finished.’

This of course has implications for the focus of any planned research
agenda also.

Getting Challenging History on the agenda
There was agreement that the various histories implicated in the
seminar discussions needed to be higher on the agenda than they are
currently. This was true on a personal, departmental, institutional, and
sectoral level:
‘There needs to be a recognition that Challenging History is an
issue. There has to be a recognition in the museums sector that
these remain relevant.’
‘There has to be a political and organisational willingness to
support and back this.’
There was a suggestion that one way to do this was to develop
champions of the importance of this agenda. Those champions’
role would be to keep it on the agenda at all levels.

Organisational change
ÊÌ ÃÊw>ÊÃiÃÃ]ÊÌ iÀiÊÜ>ÃÊ>ÊÀi>ÊÃiÃiÊvÊÕÀ}iVÞÊ>LÕÌÊÌ iÊ
need and possibility for organisational change:
‘Organisational change in terms of communicating what we have
done in these four seminars to colleagues and hopefully further
out. Trying to push the ripples further out, taking responsibility for
our own individual CPD but also responsibility for the CPD of our
organisations. It’s almost selfish. If we got something out of this
and we think its a good idea and we can persuade people to work
in a similar sort of way then that is going to be good for us as
much as it is going to be good for our institutions.’
Some were prepared to take responsibility for this themselves, and to
argue for skills development across their institutions. Others queried
the extent to which organisations at the ‘top’ levels would respond to
the agenda:
‘We’ve all had a great time but where are the bosses? Where
are the top brass who absolutely make the change and make the
difference? I think that there are opportunities, we have to take
them, talk to our trustees etc, we all have to let these seminars
influence our actions as we find those opportunities wherever
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they are. I still think there is a gap, a level that gets excited
about these things, but then a lot of people who don’t give
it any thought.’
There was a suggestion that all organisations might complete an
audit of skills, competencies and priorities for engaging with such
histories in the future.

Increased Communication
Communicating the issues identified over the course of the seminars
was seen as paramount, as was sharing experience, skills, examples
of practice and resources (both in and outside the museums sector):
‘And then we have sector level discussion of issues rather than
institutions working in silos or independently’
‘A go-to resource which supports the delivery of programmes
dealing with challenging history but is interactive so can be
taken from and added to.’
‘There is a burning urgency about what people are doing
and sharing examples’
ÌÊÜ>ÃÊÃÕ}}iÃÌi`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊ >i}}ÊÃÌÀÞÊiÊvÀÕÊ
(available on ning) might be a good place for initial exploration.
`ÛV>VÞÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊ`ÊvÊÜÀÊÜ>ÃÊÃiiÊ>ÃÊ«ÀÌ>ÌÊ>ÃÊ
(both internally to organisations and across the sector), and
something that the Challenging History network could take
forward.
VÀi>Ãi`ÊVÕV>ÌÊÜÌ Ê>Õ`iViÃÊ>`ÊÛÃÌÀÃÊÜ>ÃÊ
also seen as important in moving forward. Consultation and
collaboration (which can of course be challenging in and of
themselves) were highlighted as means of ensuring that multiple
narratives, viewpoints and representations were more honestly
built into the structures of the institutions, their exhibitions and
education programmes:
‘The audience is going to have more say in what is taught
and what is exhibited in our institutions.’

Increased Confidence
ÊÕLiÀÊvÊÃÕ}}iÃÌÃÊÜiÀiÊ>`iÊÌÊ>``ÀiÃÃÊÌ iÊ>VÊvÊ
confidence that most participants felt in engaging with difficult
and sensitive histories.
‘One of the issues is confidence. Engendering in colleagues
the confidence to effectively deal with these issues. How you
deal with those issues may vary from you to me to everybody
else. But essentially you need the confidence’
Suggestions included training, mentoring and the increased
use of peer review (linked to CPD). This of course linked to the
VÕV>ÌÊvÊiÝ«iÀiViÊ`iÌwi`Ê>LÛi°ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊviÌÊÌ >ÌÊ
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a more lateral flow of case studies, experiences and resources would
help individuals increase in confidence, as would visits to other sites,
the continuation of the Challenging History programme, piloting
projects and (perhaps) an accreditation of training.
‘We thought that the co-ordinated programme of pilot projects
which employ, evaluate and extend some of the techniques used
in this pilot series, and other techniques too, would be a great way
of building up that case study body of evidence.

Allowing for new approaches
Related to the points above, there was a sense that space needed to
be made for exploration, experimentation and (appropriate) risk taking.
This ‘space’ relates to freeing up resources, access to physical space,
objects and other staff, and, crucially, being given the time to work
toward new projects and approaches. ‘New approaches’ of course
need not solely mean taking risk. Being able to experiment with
multiple voices, more complex interpretation strategies (or even text
in exhibitions), changing the frames and contexts for programmes
constituted new approaches for many sites also.
‘[We need] the confidence to look as if you are doing nothing and
be doing something. Running a session that might be silent and it
looks like nothing is going on but in fact a great deal is going on.
That sense that there is silence, there is reflection, much more
room to do nothing, and for that to count as doing something’.
‘we want to enshrine the value of alternate approaches into
museum practice. Taking time to reflect is an alternate approach.
Meeting people from other sectors is an alternate approach. But
somehow getting that burned into the souls of our institutions in
letters of fire!’

The continuation of the Challenging History network
ÌÊÜ>ÃÊÃiiÊ>ÃÊVÀÕV>ÊÌÊÌ iÊ}ÀÕ«ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊiÌÜÀÊVÀi>Ìi`ÊÛiÀÊ
the course of the seminars was maintained. This was seen as crucial
to fulfilling all of the above needs, especially increasing communication
and confidence. Suggestions for further training, seminars, conferences
and research all coming within the banner of Challenging History
were made:
‘We wanted to be able to take this further, that this felt like the
beginning of a journey not the end of one... We felt that this had
given some validity to the experience that we had. The shared
discussion with so many different people meant that if we are
working in a small team we can go back and say yes, this is not
just something that I have been thinking about but is something
that has been shared by this many people as well.’
‘We felt there was definitely need for research, for further
information, what’s needed, how does it work, and the impact
of these types of programmes.’
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A structure for delivery of all of the above
there was some discussion about how all of the above might
be achieved, and who might be responsible for the agenda
}}ÊvÀÜ>À`Ã°ÊÌÊÜ>ÃÊÃÕ}}iÃÌi`ÊÌ >ÌÊÌ iÊÊ} ÌÊLiÊÌ iÊ
most appropriate body for this – taking the tools that had been
trialled and piloting projects, and perhaps producing a range of
resources for use in challenging history projects.
The above reflection resulted in a discussion about the possibility
of a ‘Toolkit’ or ‘Framework’ for implementing Challenging History
projects. This was a more contentious issue for debate, revealing
both a wariness of such devices, and a desire for the perceived
clarity and utility that it would provide as a referent (even safety?).
Extracts from that discussion appear below:
‘One point on the toolkit – the one thing about controversial
issues is that they are contested. I would just be a little bit
concerned if a toolkit was produced which implied that ‘this
is the way to do it’’
‘Not a toolkit of methods but one that takes you through
an audit of your service – how you feel about your services,
programme and resources, but it is then peer-reviewed –
It is not about this is the way to do it but making yourself
accountable.’
‘It shouldn’t be prescriptive but things to take into consideration,
and if you have taken them into consideration then you are
probably approaching your vision in a responsible and ethical
way. It’s that list of things to take into consideration not a list
of things to do. That is what I am looking for.’
‘to turn something into a toolkit with no thought attached is
clearly a diminishment. At the other end of the spectrum to turn
this into a list of abstract words like ‘integrity’ with the variety of
things that can mean is just as unhelpful.’
‘If you present anything as a framework people have a tendency
to follow that slavishly, the schemes of work for the National
Curriculum were not intended to be a prescription... the most
important thing that this will do is talk about doing things col
laboratively. If you put that in a toolkit or framework then that
is good.’
‘For me, I don’t want something that is prescriptive. It should
be a way of thinking, a way of stimulating thinking.’
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‘The words toolkit and framework fill me with foreboding... I think
if you are going to engage education with this then there are
teachers who will happily just use it as something that they can
download and use without necessarily having to think about it.
You have to be careful about the words that you are doing –
for them that means do this and spend this much time on it.’
From the above discussions, a draft manifesto has been produced for
dissemination and comment (initially through the Challenging History
ning):

Questions to be considered in widening the view:
ÃÊÌÊ«ÃÃLiÊÀÊ`iÃÀ>LiÊÌÊ«À`ÕViÊ>ÊÌÌÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊÜÀ¶Ê
What might a ‘quality standard’ look like in this work?
How appropriate is it? Does it refer to the work of sites,
programmes or individuals?
Do we need a code of ethics? (Either across the sector or
within our institutions? Or even individually?)6
Ownership – who owns this agenda? Who is responsible for training?
Who is responsible for taking the agenda forward?

Manifesto
The museum and heritage sector has an important role to play covering contentious issues in
their spaces and programmes, and must do this work to stay relevant to our audiences.
We will
Ê

Ç°Ê VÜi`}iÊ ÃÌÀÞÊÃÊV«V>Ìi`Ê>`ÊÌ >ÌÊÜiÊii`ÊÌÊÌ>iÊÀÃÃÊÊ`iÛiÀ}ÊÌ°
8. Build our confidence in delivering contentious issues by creating a process, supported
by peer review, for sector staff to develop their expertise.
9. Recognise successful practice and agree what produces quality programmes.
10. Create a forum for dialogue across the sector and beyond, about best practice.
Facilitate conversations at subject and audience level online and in person. Support
Ê iÌÀ}Ê>`Ê`iÛi«ÊÃÃÊ«ÀwiÃ°Ê`ÛV>ÌiÊvÀÊÌ ÃÊÜÀÊ>VÀÃÃÊÌ iÊÃiVÌÀÊ>`ÊLiÞ`°

Ê

11. Conduct rigorous evaluation and research of delivery of contentious history in museums
and heritage sites, how it works and what it does.
12. Coordinate a central programme of pilot projects, evaluations, case studies and body
Ê vÊiÛ`iVi]Ê`iÌvÞÊ>`ÊÌÀ>VÊÌ iÊÌÀ>}ÊvviÀ°

Ê

NB. The Draft on page 5 is the agreed manifesto.
ÊÊÈÊÊÊ}>]ÊÌ iÊÕÃiÕÃÊÃÃV>ÌÊ}Õ`iiÃÊ>ÞÊ«ÀÛ`iÊ>ÊÕÃivÕÊÃÌ>ÀÌ«Ì°
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Challenging History continues as a programme run by:
Samantha Cairns
Ài>Ê }>}iiÌÊ`ÛÃÀ]Ê
Sam.Cairns@mla.gov.uk
iÝÊ À>}Ê
Education Manager, Historic Royal Palaces Tower of London
iÝ° À>}J À«°À}°Õ
For the full report and more information about the current programme see

www.city.ac.uk/cpm/challenginghistory
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