Whose Freedom?

A study of  the experiences and significance of African, Caribbean and Indian men and women in the British armed forces in the Second World War.

This can be studied as a distinct unit or integrated within a study of the Second World War or the struggle against colonialism at KS3, GCSE or A Level. 

A. Why did they join up? (2 lessons?)
They will need to be in groups of 3 or 4 for the final activity. There are four activities A, B, C, D – so there can be more than one group doing each task. These can be grouped by ability, in which case groups A would be those needing most support and groups D be those needing greatest challenge.

Starter:  Show slide 1 and give out copies. Who do they think he is? What is he doing? Where is he and when? What is he wearing? What is going on around him? Ask them to draw the rest of the picture. After a few minutes, discussion and showing the results. Then show them slide 2: he is an evacuee at Paddington Station in 1939. Discussion of the presence of Black Londoners in the 1930s.

Slides: Show slide 1 – a photo of Eric Ferron – and read Remembering (an extract from his autobiography which describes the racist murder of a Jamaican serviceman in London just after the end of the war and the response of the Jamaican community). I think this is most effective if read aloud by the teacher with the class listening and focused, so my advice is not give them copies and to prepare and practise the reading in advance for maximum effect. It is powerfully written. It should generate discussion which could include comparison with contemporary Britain, reactions to the events, interest in the size of the Jamaican community at that time, responses to Ferron’s own reflections and analysis, questioning why people like Ferron joined up.

Introduce the fact that tens of thousands of African and Caribbean men and women and millions of Indians volunteered to serve in the British armed forces in the Second World War. If you have access, you could show them the first few minutes of the wartime government film ‘West Indies Calling’ which is in the Imperial War Museum’s ‘Together’ collection which can be ordered online at       .

Slides 2, 3 and 4. Remind them that schools tend to study WW2 to answer the questions on slide 2 and explain that you will show how a study of the experiences of Black and Asian servicemen and women is essential if those questions are to be properly addressed. The Big Question now is slide 4: Why did they join up? Brainstorm their suggestions which may or may not be very diverse.

Give out the Reasons worksheets to the appropriate groups. Each group also gets the appropriate set of Reasons sources.  Please note that while A, B and C are one page each, D covers three pages and may need to be enlarged to A3 for ease of reading. The sources are by or about people from the Empire who joined the British armed forces in WW2: their job is to read, discuss and decide the reasons for joining in each case, then decide what links all the sources on their sheet. D is more complex: it involves inference and the voice of the authorities rather than those who joined, exploring the use of persuasion and propaganda. Get the groups to feed back to the whole class and enter their results on the whiteboard/flipchart. 

Generally speaking, those in A are all examples of positive reasons for joining linked to belief in the cause or identification with Britain; B are more political, concerned with Black identity or antiracism; C are about improving personal conditions (employment, wages, food, education); and D highlight the part played by propaganda. This may lead the class – guided by you – to the conclusion that there were very many different reasons for joining up and the appreciation that they are looking at a wide diversity of real people taking important decision for many varied reasons.

B. What were their experiences? How racist was Britain? 

(2 lessons?)

They will need to be in groups again, this time preferably groups mixed by ability and learning style to encourage the bst quality response and discussion.

So what was it like for Black and Asian people in Britain and in the British forces? The examples in D may have generated questions about racial attitudes and you can guide discussion towards the questions raised in slides 5, 6, 7, 8 and 9. Slide 9, by the way, can generate a whole discussion of its own about the myth of ‘Britain alone’.

To explore these questions and start to consider how racism in the 1940s compares to now, you will need the source and activity sheets in Experiences . They should be enlarged onto A3. For a class of 30, make about 4 copies of each sheet and then give each group a selection of about 3 of the sheets. Thus each group will be dealing with a different selection even if some sheets go to more than one group. It’s up to you how you juxtapose them: the idea is to generate interested discussion. However, 2 and 3 should go together because they refer to the same incident; 1, 4 and 6 contrast well; so do 8 and 10.

NB If you wish to include more sources with perhaps greater complexity, three more are available at Experiences extra sources  and many more in the following resource packs: 

•“Whose Freedom were Africans Caribbeans and Indians defending in World War II?” (Sherwood/Spafford, £8 + £1 p+p from Savannah Press, c/o 13 Church Road, Oare, Kent ME13 0QA) – containing many sources unavailable elsewhere in Britain, gleaned from autobiographies published overseas or by community presses in this country.
•“Together” – Imperial War Museum. -  which has an excellent collection of photos and films. Can be ordered online at http://www.iwmshop.org.uk/ - price £30.

•“We Also Served” _ Birmingham Advisory and Support Service, BASS Publications, Martineau Centre, Balden Road, Harborne, Birmingham B32 2EH. (bass_publications@birmingham.gov.uk) 0121 303 8081. – very good for individual stories.

They can tackle the sources in various ways, but the overarching Big Question is: ‘What were their experiences of racism?’. You can get them to fill in the spaces on the sheets, prepare presentations, write paragraphs using the sources as evidence….. but the intention is that they try to come to a conclusion backed up by the evidence in front of them.

The next stage could be a whole class discussion during which pupils describe their sources to each other; or you could organise a carousel whereby they move tables and look at new sources to improve their analysis; or you could shuffle the groups so that they each new group starts with several different conclusions. However you organise this, the outcome should aim to be one in which everyone in the class has become aware of the range of experiences in the sources.

Then they try to reach a whole class consensus. In my experience this has included some of the following:

· There were many different experiences so you cannot give a firm answer.

· There was a lot of racism but it was mainly based on ignorance.

· The system was racist but not the individual people.

· Racism tended to come from the authorities but not the ordinary soldiers and civilians.

· Many experienced deep and wounding prejudice but others struck up strong positive friendships with white people.

· There were strong correlations between racial attitudes and class.

· Many of the Black soldiers were very brave.

NB An excellent fictional source at this stage would be the account of a fight in the cinema between Black West Indian and white US soldiers in Andrea Levy’s wonderful ‘Small Island’.

C. What was the significance? (2 lessons?)
There are many directions you can now take. There is the extent to which Commonwealth and Empire troops – particularly the Indians who played a major part in the North African and Italian campaigns – were a major factor in Britain’s survival. You could explore the contrasting decisions by Indians to fight for Britain, to join the Japanese against Britain or to take part in civil disobedience in the Quit India movement. You could look at the significance of this to post-war Britain and the number of ex-servicemen who returned to Britain from the West Indies when invited to do so because of the labour shortage in the 1940s and 1950s.

Other investigations could include the extent to which African soldiers were forced into the army (the British government claimed not but some witnesses describe press-ganging); or the popular anti-British feeling in Jamaica at the start of the war and (largely successful) British moves to counter this with propaganda.

However, I like to take up a particular strand which I think shows why the experience of Black servicemen in WW2 is essential to an understanding of the significance of the war to the further history of the British Empire. The war resulted in thousands of Africans, Indians and West Indians – as well as white British - travelling across the world and meeting people of diverse experiences and opinions. Many were transformed and radicalised, from the white working-class soldiers who voted Labour in 1945 because they had seen the Raj in India at close quarters, to men like Waruhiu Itote. 

Read Significance with the class – in this case, it’s probably best for them to have copies. The writer was one of many whose war experience led them into the anticolonial struggle after the war. Later in his autobiography he explains how he and others decided to use the fact of being in the war to develop skills in weaponry, administration, organisation and planning – skills they used in the Land and Freedom (MauMau) movement in Kenya. The extract shows an African rethinking his identity and interests through discussion with a European, an African American and Indians: it is evidence of how the war threw people from all over the world together and changed their outlooks in ways that had repercussions all over the world. 

There are other relevant sources at Significance extra sources including how Churchill tried to assert that the Atlantic Charter on self-determination applied only to Europeans and Asians under Nazi and Japanese Imperial rule but not to those in Africa, the Caribbean and India under British Imperial rule; and how he was challenged by Black organisations.

Exploration of these ideas can give students the opportunity to work to the highest levels of attainment under the national curriculum and you may like to construct a writing assignment that work at several levels which can be taken separately or intertwined according to the students’ abilities:

Lower level: 

Why did they join up? What happened to them?

Intermediate level:
 How racist was British society in the 1940s?

Highest level: 
What is the significance of the roles played in WW2 by African, Caribbean and Indian men and women who served in the British armed forces?

A good question to ask the whole class and which might generate high level discussion and conceptual grasp from a wide range of students is the one on slide 12:

‘If they hadn’t joined up, how would the world have been different after the war?’
Martin Spafford 27th August 2006. 

