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• Ethical	 dilemmas	 for	
history	 educators	 in	
t h e 	 U K 	 ( a n d	
elsewhere)	



The genesis of this paper:

•  ‘The	blurred	line	between	teaching	and	
ac<vism….’	(Nye	and	Clark)	

•  The	 overwhelming	 	 majority	 of	 history	 teachers	
are	 aware	 that	 they	 should	 not	 abuse	 their	
privileged	posi9on	to	influence	the	poli9cal	views	
and	posi9ons	of	their	students.	

•  However,	 as	 people	 who	 have	 history	 degrees,	
and	a	belief	 that	 the	 study	of	 the	past	 can	be	of	
benefit	to	young	people	and	to	society,	they	have	
a	 concern	 for	 the	 accurate	 representa9on	 and	
ethical	 use	 of	 the	 past,	 especially	when	 they	 are	
teaching	about	poli9cally	 sensi9ve	and	contested	
aspects	of	the	past.	



 
 

• Na9onal	curriculum	in	England:	history	programmes	of	study	
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• Pupils	 should	 be	 taught	 about	 ‘the	
challenges	of	their	9me’.	
•  To	what	 extent	 is	 this	 the	 case?	 (i.e.	 historical	 perspec9ves	 on	 the	
most	 important	 issues	 facing	 the	 human	 race	 in	 the	 twenty-first	
century).	



 
Kenneth Baker,  Minister of EducaBon,1988 
The main events that children should know….. 
 •  ‘The	crea9on	of	the	church	of	England	

under	the	Tudors:	the	development	of	
parliament	under	the	Stuarts;	the	
transforma9on	of	the	world	through	the	
industrial	revolu9on;	the	extension	of	
the	franchise	to	women	and	young	
people;	the	spread	of	Britain’s	influence	
for	good	across	the	Empire	in	the	
eighteenth	and	nineteenth	centuries.	All	
these	things	are	maRers	in	which	we	
should	take	pride.’		





From	1988,	the	rena<onalisa<on	of	school	history	in	England:	a	return	to	the	idea	that	the	primary	aim	of	
history	in	schools	is	to	transmit	a	posi<ve	and	celebratory	story	of	the	na<onal	past	to	young	people.	



Parodied	by	Bri<sh	historian	Richard	Evans	as…..	



Other recent developments in the  UK that impact on history 
educaBon… 1. ‘Fundamental BriBsh Values’

• The	 introduc9on	of	 the	 responsibility	 of	 all	
schools	 and	 teachers	 of	 all	 subjects	 to	
promote	 ‘Fundamental	 Bri9sh	 Values’,	
defined	 as	 Democracy,	 The	 Rule	 of	 Law,	
Individual	 liberty,	mutual	 respect	 for	 those	
with	different	 faiths	 and	beliefs,	 Tolerance.	
(DfE,	2014)	



“Pupils	should	learn	how	we	became	the	
country	we	are	today	and	how	our	values	
make	us	a	beacon	of	liberalism,	tolerance	
and	fairness.”	
‘Schools	must	teach	Bri9sh	values,	says	
head	of	Ofsted.’	The	Independent,	24	
September	2017.	
hRps://edi9on.independent.co.uk/edi9ons/uk.co.independent.issue.240917/data/7963326/index.html		



The union jack, the Blitz, Dunkirk, ‘Britain Alone’, 
beaBng Germany in WW1 and WW1 (and in 1966)



Another important development…. the 
amplificaBon effects of social media
•  The	‘weaponiza9on	of	history’	is	not	a	new	phenomenon,	as	Eric	
Hobsbawn	noted	in	2002,	‘History	is	being	invented	in	vast	
quan99es…		the	world	is	today	full	of	people	inven9ng	histories	and	
lying	about	history’.		
• However,	as	Simon	Schama	(2020)	notes,	‘What	we	have	which	has	
never	happened	before	is	the	robust	existence	of	a	flourishing	
fantasy	world.	A	world	of	systema<cally	disseminated	untruths	and	
the	technology	to	make	those	fantasies,	conspiracies	and	untruths	
instantly,	massively	and	widely	available	through	the	internet.	



The amplificaBon effects of social media



Another development: increasing government 
intervenBon into the teaching of history

•  Accusa9ons	of	an9-patrio9sm	and	threats	of	legal	
ac9on	(Mountstevens,	2020)	
•  ‘DfE	warns	teachers	about	expressing	“poli9cal	
views”’	(Adams,	2018)	
•  ‘Williamson	warns	teachers	on	impar9ality’	(Weale,	
2020)	
•  ‘Some	universi9es	are	pursuing	a	divisive	agenda	
involving	cancelling	na9onal	heroes…	and	poli9cising	
their	curricula’	(Williamson,	2021)	
•  ‘Schools	in	England	told	not	to	use	material	from	
an9-capitalist	groups’	Busby,	2020.	
•  ‘Na9onal	Trust	is	under	aRack	because	it	cares	about	
history,	not	fantasy’	(Mitchell,	2020).	



The history teacher’s dilemma

• How	 should	 h is tory	
teachers	 and	 history	
educators	 respond	 in	 a	
principled	 and	 intelligent	
w a y 	 t o 	 t h e s e	
developments?	



Some implicaBons of these developments…. 
Teaching things that go against ‘the historical record’ 




This	claim	is	in	the	face	of	overwhelming	evidence	from	the	historical	record	that	many	people	in	the	UK	have	been	hos<le	to	immigrants	





A	more	interes<ng	and	relevant	historical	enquiry	ques<on	would	be	to	get	students	to	think	
about	how	public	aUtudes	to	immigrants	have	been	shaped	over	<me	and	why	some	poli<cians	
and	media	owners/newspapers	have	aWempted	to	demonise	immigrants	and	others.	



How do we handle the ‘bad history’ (untrue, manipulaBve) that 
is ‘out there’? (whether promulgated by poliBcians, the media, 
hate groups, social media?

•  Daniel	Kawczynski,	the	
Conserva9ve	representa9ve	for	
Shrewsbury,	claimed	Britain	
received	no	money	from	the	
Marshall	Plan,	American	payments	
of	more	than	$12bn	agreed	in	1948	
to	help	rebuild	Europe.	

•  (Britain	received	about	20%	of	the	
money,	more	than	any	other	
country	–	BBC	News,	4	Feb,	2019)	

One	of	many	examples	of	poli<cians	(and	newspapers)	not	presen<ng	an	accurate	version	of	the	past	



And	how	do	we	handle	the	issue	that	many	powerful,	influen<al	
(and	well-educated)	people	distort	history	for	unethical	purposes,	
including	s<rring	up	hatred	and	fear	of	outsider	groups?	



• So	what	do	we	
teach	young	
people	about	
democracy?	



• T h e	 h i s t o r y	 o f	
democracy	 part	 2:	
wha t	 happened	
a"er	 people	 in	 the	
UK	 (and	 elsewhere)	
got	the	vote?		



Has democracy stopped wars? 



Has democracy increased social mobility?



Has democracy 
stopped 
corruption and 
cronyism? 



(‘Only the little 
people pay taxes’)  

Has democracy 
brought about a 
more equal 
society? 



We have to be careful here…..



• What	 do	 we	
teach	 young	
people	 about	
capitalism?	



It’s	complicated:	capitalism	has	evolved	over	many	years	and	has	operated	in	different	
ways	with	different	effects	on	various	sec<ons	of	the	popula<on		



J.K. Galbraith…..

As	with	democracy,	capitalism	is	not	perfect,	it	has	its	problems.		Don’t	students	need	to	know	about	these	complexi<es?	



Robert Pu^nam….
Shouldn’t	students	be	educated	about	changes	to	capitalism	in	the	Reagan/Thatcher	era	and	the	outcomes	of	‘deregula9on’?	





But again, we have to be careful….
Students	need	to	understand	that	alterna9ves	to	capitalism	have	not	gone	well.	



• What	 do	 we	 teach	
young	 people	 about	
the	 history	 of	 the	
N a < o n a l 	 H e a l t h	
S e r v i c e	 ( a 	 v e r y	
important	 part	 of	
Bri<sh	history)?	





Again… the need for cauBon/balance…?

•  The	moves	to	priva9se	parts	of	the	NHS	were	ini9ated	by	the	Tony	
Blair	Labour	government.	

•  The	founder	of	the	NHS,	Nye	Bevan,	believed	that	the	funding	
required	to	provide	free	treatment	for	all	would	reduce	as	the	
‘backlog’	of		illness	and	disease	was	addressed.	Advances	in	medical	
knowledge	and	technology	meant	that	this	did	not	happen	and	that	
the	costs	of	the	NHS	increased	quite	drama9cally.	



What about poverty and inequality? Other ‘persistent issues’ in history 
And the difficult/uncomfortable issues it presents for poliBcians when 
‘the naBonal story’/historical record is no longer a progress narraBve 




‘There are those who feel comfortable about teaching 
history, as long as it remains firmly about the 
past’ (Carmel Gallagher, 2002) 
•  It	is	worth	no9ng	that	poli9cians	have	been	keen	to	limit	the	‘end	
date’	for	school	history.	
• Ken	Clarke	ini9ally	wanted	school	history	to	stop	at	the	end	of	World	
War	Two,	eventually,	there	was	a	compromise	and	the	‘20	year	rule’	
was	adopted	(School	history	to	stop	twenty	years	before	the	
present).	

•  In	Michael	Gove’s	drao	2013	Na9onal	Curriculum	for	history,	the	end	
dates	were	to	be	Margaret	Thatcher’s	accession	to	power	in	1979,	
and	the	fall	of	the	Berlin	Wall.	



School history as a form of ‘deadcaeng’? 

•  If	students	are	taught	about	the	
issues	on	Kenneth	Baker	and	
Michael	Gove’s	lists	of	content,	
this	means	that	they	are	not	
thinking	or	learning		about	‘the	
challenges	of	their	9mes’	–	
which	are	quite	difficult	issues	
for	poli9cians	when	there	is	no	
longer	a	‘progress	
narra9ve’	(things	are	geqng	
beRer)	to	tell.	



Understanding	‘diversion’	

School	history	as	a	
diversion	from	
teaching	students	
about	‘the	
challenges	of	their	
<mes’?	



So, to come back to ‘the history teacher’s 
dilemma’…

• How	 should	 h is tory	
teachers	 and	 history	
educators	 respond	 in	 a	
principled	 and	 intelligent	
w a y 	 t o 	 t h e s e	
developments?	



1. Always keeping in mind….

• What	does	the	historical	record	say?	
• (i.e.	direc<ng	them	to	‘respectable’	
history	and	explaining	what	makes	it	
‘good	history’.		



2. Explaining to students that ‘truth’ (in the sense of trying to put forward the 
most accurate version of the past from the evidence available) is an important 
part of the discipline of history

• Aldrich	 (2003)	 	 argued	 that	
historians	 of	 educa9on,	 in	
common	 with	 all	 historians,	
have	 three	 du9es	 -to	 the	
people	 of	 the	 past,	 to	 the	
people	of	 the	present,	and	to	
truth.	



3. Teaching students the importance of truth 
as a civic virtue (Sen, 2009)

• ‘Prac9cal	 wisdom	 or	 the	 capacity	 or	
predisposi9on	 to	 act	 truthfully	 and	 with	
reason	in	maRers	of	delibera9on,	thus	with	
a	 strong	 ethical	 component’	 (Aristotle,	
quoted	in	Oancea	and	Furlong	2007).	



4. Teaching students that lies about history oien have consequences 
(The stab in the back legend, ‘The great replacement’...



And,	perhaps	the	most	consequen<al	lie	in	human	history……..	



5. EducaBng students about unethical and manipulaBve 
versions of the past 

The	need	to	educate	students	about	how	and	why	‘bad	
history’	is	created,	what	games	are	being	played	with	
the	past,	how	bad	history	is	made	plausible,	‘how	it	
works’.	
	
This	means	teaching	about	all	the	forms	of	history	that	
are	in	the	public	domain.	We	should	not	limit	our	
teaching	to	formal,	‘academy/text	book/TV	history’.	
They	need	to	be	exposed	to	the	bad	history	that	is	out	
there.	



6.	Developing	students’	digital	and	informa<on	literacy	



7. Teaching 
students 
about the 
complexity 
of history 

There	are	perhaps	beRer	ques9ons	to	ask	than	‘Churchill,	hero	or	villain?’,	and	‘Was	
the	Bri9sh	Empire	good	or	bad?’	



If school history is to be of use to students and to society, it must make 
connecBons between the past, the present, and possible futures.

•  ‘There	is	no	evidence	that	school	pupils	translate	their	
knowledge	of	the	past	into	an	understanding	of	the	present	
unless	the	past	is	explicitly	related	to	current	circumstances.’	

•  Slater,	J.,	(1995)	Teaching	History	in	the	New	Europe,	p.	146.	

•  ‘School	history	provides	a	framework	for	pupils	to	discuss	
polemical	and	conten9ous	issues	within	academic	canons	of	
reliability,	explana9on	and	jus9fica9on.’	

•  Husbands,	C.	(1996)	What	is	history	teaching?,	Buckingham,	
Open	University	Press.	

•  (A	collec9on	of	quota9ons	which	provide	an	ethical	and	
intellectual	‘warrant’	for	linking	the	past	to	present	concerns	
and	evenets,	and	specula9ng	on	possible	futures	can	be	
found	at	hRps://bit.ly/3J4IVQm		

(	



‘Public memory does not commit itself to the task of recalling events in an objective, 
disinterested manner but with great prejudice. People sift through the available facts, 
refract them through their own perspective and then arrange them in their own self-
interest. The result is several versions of events, never settled but highly partial and 
always contested – constantly vying for hegemony, authenticity and credibility’ (Younge, 
2013: 27).	
‘If only there was a subject which sought to discover the truth about things that have 
happened. Where students are taught to critically evaluate different, opposing narratives 
for trustworthiness, to seek evidence, to gain wisdom from previous example.’  (Snow, 
2021). 	



• So	 who	 should	 we	 trust	 to	 be	
‘the	 guardians’	 of	 history	
teaching	 in	 schools	 -	 to	 ensure	
that	 history	 is	 taught	 in	 a	 way	
that	 will	 be	 of	 op<mal	 benefit	
to	young	people	and	to	society?	
(And	 is	 accurate	 and	 grounded	
in	the	historical	record?)	



(Elected) poliBcians and governments?

(What	mark	out	of	10	would	you	give	these	people	in	terms	of	their	integrity,	respect	for	truth,	and	respect	
for	the	common	good?		



Or media oligarchs and their journalists?



Public	trust	in	teachers	–	89%	
Public	trust	in	poli<cians	generally	–	15%	
Public	trust	in	government	ministers	-16%	Journalists	–	23%	
(‘Tell	me	if	you	generally	trust	them	to	tell	the	truth	or	not’	-	Ipsos	MORI	poll,	2020)	
	



Why	this	is	important	


