Pupils’ views on history and ‘patriotism’ (Britishness)
Extracts from oral history transcripts
Sarah Ensor (born 1955), p, 20 – went to girls’ grammar school in Essex then degree in Maths, now works as an archive assistant
If you’re looking, looking back, do you think the history you were taught helped you to feel proud of being British in any way?

I didn’t view it like that at time.  But looking back, maybe it did.  Because we did ‘British’ history and we were taught maybe about the Boer Wars, wars in Afghanistan.  And we didn’t question we were in the right to go and fight, so on.  So I think maybe we were intended to feel good about British.  But I don’t know whether that was the intention or not, and how much it worked.

Annie Whitehead (born 1963), p. 27 – went to mix of comprehensive and secondary modern schools in Hampshire and Norfolk, degree in History, now works as a part-time music teacher in primary school
I wanted to ask you whether you thought that the history you were taught at school helped you to feel proud of being British in any way?

Not consciously.  No, not at school.  I think that possibly came more with my degree course where we very quickly fell into camps whether we were pro-Saxon or pro-Norman.

C1371-60 (born 1968), pp.25-6 – went to Catholic comprehensive school in Oldham, did degree in History, now works in civil service
Do you think it helped you to feel proud of being British?

[0:36:39]

Yes, I do.  But not in a jingoistic sort of way, because we got that sort of warts and all side of it, and I think that’s a good thing as well, because whilst … at A level you could see that the way we’d developed as a country was mostly organic, and things had just developed and moved on, whereas when you looked at how Germany, Russia, Italy, France, you could see that they’d veered from periods of authoritarian rule to experiments with democracy then slipping back into that, and you could see that there was, that we’d followed a distinctive path, and it just, I mean you could see there was something to be, proud of is sort of the wrong word really, but certainly not ashamed of.  I think any period of our history you can look back and say, well, it was in its context, we didn’t do anything compared to other people as bad as they could have done.  

But you didn’t specifically actually study the Empire then?  The British Empire?

No, we didn’t, no.  Not at all, no.  A lot of that was just sort of knowledge afterwards that I picked up.  I remember post school, just as I finished sixth form I went on a student camp in Germany, people, students from all over the world, and there were some Brazilians there, and they actually said, and I remember it sticks in my mind this, they said, because we had some Portuguese people on the camp as well, this would much rather have been colonised with Britain in retrospect, because the way the Portuguese left us was in a real bad way, and they were extremely cruel to people, whereas you know the British Empire, it was, comparatively speaking a much more, I know it wasn’t but by comparison it was a more liberally inclined way of administering people.  So.  But then the flip side of it was that we did, as I say, we did things like the Great Reform Act, Corn Laws, so you could see that it wasn’t this, happy we’re all best buddies together, but there was an element of class division, there was an element of authoritarianism, very subtle in the background, so we did get a warts and all picture, but overall yeah, I’d say we did.    

Bridget Phillipson (born 1983) went to Catholic comprehensive school in Tyneside, did History at Oxford , worked in women’s refuge and now a Labour MP, pp.15-19
Do you think that it helped you to feel proud of being British in anyway, because you… although you’ve done German etcetera, you’ve done quite a lot of British history as well, haven’t you?

I don’t think it made me feel proud to be British. Probably the reverse in the sense … I don’t think that was necessarily the intention, but you looked at the conditions that people, you know, lived and worked in during the Industrial Revolution, you know, you were sat there as a 14 year old being told, well, you might have been down the mines for three years by this point. It did bring it home that, actually it was quite hard, quite a hard life for a lot of people, and that there were massive differences between the lives of the ordinary people versus the lives of, you know, privileged elite at the top, and I didn’t like that. Equally slavery, the expansion of the British Empire. I didn’t, it wasn’t taught in a judgmental way, but I just couldn’t help but feel that it … there was something not quite right about it all. Again we were taught about, you know, that the British had pushed to abolish slavery, and what had happened around that, and why we should be proud that we were at the forefront of the abolition movement, but the Industrial Revolution in particular, I just remember as being a particularly kind of grim period. That’s still kind of how I view it now, in a sense, that you looked at medieval life, and, yes it seemed quite hard and there was no kind of modern technology to make life easier for you, but there seemed to be something a bit more pleasant about that kind of life rather than the kind of hard industrial work. 

You mean the bucolic idyll as opposed to the factory exploitation [laughs]?!

[Laughs] Yeah. So, it didn’t make me feel, you know, ashamed of being British, but it didn’t make me feel particularly proud. 

[0:29:52]

When you studied the political changes, the granting of the vote to suffragettes… that didn’t make you feel there’s something especially British here that… democracy, liberty, freedom?

It was great it happened, but we were always quite a political family, and I think when you’re that kind of age as well, you think, well, yeah, great, that you know women finally got the vote, but that should have happened 50 years ago. You kind of, you understand that it’s good that it’s happened, and you respect the people that fought for it, but there’s a slight sense of frustration sometimes that, should that not have already happened, why did it, why were women stopped from voting, why were working people stopped from voting, surely they should always have been allowed to vote. 

Do you think that your history lessons – I mean it’s difficult to separate them from, as you say, the atmosphere you were brought up with at home – but do you think those history lessons had an impact on you as an adult, and the way you think about things?

I think it shaped my understanding of the world in terms of your place in the world, that it is possible for people to bring about change, that you look at individuals throughout history, you know thinking of the Industrial Revolution again, that, you know, entrepreneurs and industrialists who came up with fantastic inventions that transformed the world, that actually one person could make a big difference in the development of Britain, and the rest of the world. I think it also gave you an understanding, gave me an understanding of how change happens, and perspective on that change takes time, that you’re just a small person in a much much bigger picture, and I think that’s a nice perspective to have sometimes, to give you a broader understanding of the world and how other people live, and I did relate it to the modern world, you couldn’t, I remember studying the ‘strial Revolution and thinking about – 

Which revolution, the – 

Sorry, the Industrial Revolution, and thinking, you know, how hard that was, and children working, but then thinking, well yeah, but children in Africa would be working now, and it … you looked at change, but then you looked at what there still was to do, and I think, as I say, it gave me a way of, I think when you’re that …, when you’re a teenager, the world is very big and hard to comprehend, and a bit of a mystery, and I think history, studying history generally, I think gives you, it allows you to have that sense of how, you know, the chronology, I think is nice to have a clear sense in your mind about, this is how things progress and this is, you know, what happens in order to get where you are. But I do think it gives you a framework to understand the world and to understand how things happen and why things happen.

[0:32:46]

A lot of critics of contemporary history teaching say that young people today do not come away with a good chronological understanding, and they often have omitted important periods or events or personalities within the cannon of British history. As a young person yourself, what would you say about that view, is it accurate? Has it got a germ of truth, or do you feel that you have got that?

I always had a clear sense of chronology, we weren’t taught in an absolutely chronological order, but pretty much. There’s so much to cover that, and we did a lot of history that wasn’t British, just British history, and I think that’s important, I don’t think we should just study British history, that, when you’ve got so much to cover, I think it’s important that you study themes as much as just dates and the clear chronology. Some of what we studied was, it did flow on, but not always in a purely chronological fashion. You were studying a theme that would lead you onto another theme, another way of understanding something. I think there possibly, from other people I’ve spoken to, they say they don’t necessarily have that same understanding, but at the same time I don’t think history teaching at school can give you everything you need to know about history, I think if you’re interested in joining up the dots, then there’s more than enough ways in which to explore that, and where there were periods I didn’t fully understand, you know, because we kind of went from the Middle Ages, the Tudors, and kind of skipped ahead to the Industrial Revolution, that bit in between was missed out, we didn’t study the Civil War, or anything like that, so there was that gap. But I didn’t feel I kind of missed out because of that, and I almost felt well I’ll fill in that gap if I want to know that, I appreciate that, you know, that not everybody will or would want to, but there is so much to cover I don’t think you can adequately do justice to everything, you have to just, you know, have some kind of way of moving through it all.

[0:34:49]

Right. Thank you very much Bridget.

Okay, thanks.

[End of recording]
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