
 

 
 
Are things getting better? Governing a changing society 
 
Pat Thane 
Paper presented at Why Policy Needs History, Wednesday 5 December, 2007 
Draft - not checked against delivery 
 
Introduction 
 
There is a popular view of History either as Heritage - as a leisure pursuit - or as the 
history of past events of little clear relevance to urgent contemporary issues. This isn’t 
surprising given the way that History is taught at all levels of education, which reinforces 
the latter view, and the way it is presented in the media which reinforces both. And 
historians are seen as people who write huge tomes, which even when written for a non-
specialist audience, are impossible for anyone to digest in a hurry. These perceptions 
are true. But they are only part of the story. History is the history of everything that ever 
happened, it plays many roles in our culture, and historians practice it in very diverse 
ways. 
 
One way that doesn’t attract a lot of popular attention is our work that has something to 
say about contemporary social policy. Books and articles on the history of pensions, 
health care, education or urban development are no-one’s idea of fun leisure reading -
even mine. These topics are less likely to be taught at school or even university level 
than the exciting stories of evil dictators in the past. And historians of these and other 
topics have not been good at making our work accessible to non-specialists. 
 
But one of the things we have been doing while no-one has noticed is studying change 
over time in the ways that policy is made and in media treatment of government. Since 
the 1950s and, even more so since the 1980s, policy and legislation have been made 
ever faster, with less and less attention to evidence from any source - not just historical 
evidence, despite recent references to ‘evidence-based policy’. We’ve moved a long 
way from the early 20th century when the making of innovative and enduring social 
policies such as the introduction of pensions and national insurance were preceded by 
in-depth historical studies of how the issue in hand came about and of policies on similar 
issues in other countries. Of course we have. Everything has speeded up. In today’s 
‘runaway’, 24/7, world everyone works too hard and thinks and reflects too little. 
Politicians and their advisers perhaps more than most, but also including academics, 
which is why we are more aware of the pressures under which politicians and the media 
work than is always appreciated. 
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Historians aren’t alone in thinking that our potential contribution to the discourse about 
important contemporary issues is neglected. Natural and social scientists, statisticians 
and geographers feel the same, though historians have come late to the game. This is 
why History and Policy has been set up - with generous, but short-term, funding from the 
US, not from Britain - on the one hand, to persuade the political class that they would 
make better, more lasting and effective policies if they thought longer-term and took 
more advice from historians, as well as from other specialists; and to encourage the 
media to incorporate more long-term analysis into their commentaries on contemporary 
issues. On the other hand, to assist historians to make their work accessible to people in 
politics and the media; to write short clear briefing papers, of the type we have on the 
History and Policy website, which can inform contemporary thinking and don’t require a 
PhD in history and hours of time to understand them. That is what we are about and 
what we are launching today. 
 
So, what is the use of History for people grappling with challenges in British society 
today? Societies change. History doesn’t exactly repeat itself. But it can inform thinking 
about current issues. 
 
 
Recurring challenges 
 
Firstly, some challenges do recur, or never go away. Overworked politicians and civil 
servants seem to know less than in the past about past policy responses and make less 
use of evaluation of why they succeeded or failed when devising current responses.  
 
One example is what used to be called ‘means-testing’ of welfare benefits. ‘Targeting’, 
as we now call it, benefits on the neediest rather than spending on everyone through 
universal benefits, in principle, makes total sense. The trouble is that, in reality, it has 
never worked. William Beveridge opposed it when he started to write about social policy 
a hundred years ago, and, again in his famous wartime report in 1942, and so have a 
succession of commentators since, on the grounds that a substantial number of eligible 
people always fail to apply, either from pride or from ignorance, or because the most 
deprived people are often the most cut off from sources of information. Still, about 20% 
of the poorest pensioners, most of them women, do not apply for the Pension Credit to 
supplement their miserable state pensions, when no government has ever tried so hard 
and so seriously as this one to spread information and to draw eligible people in. So 
some of the most vulnerable people in society go on suffering. How much longer does 
this have to continue before we try something else - maybe Beveridge’s old solution of 
paying decent pensions to everyone and taxing them back from the better-off?  
 
Another example is support for the children of single mothers. There have  been 
substantial numbers of women struggling to bring up their children with minimal or no 
support from the fathers for at least as long as we have had a public welfare system, 
that is since the foundation of the Poor Law in the late 16th century, and no doubt before. 
The most recent attempt to deal with this challenge, the Child Support Agency, was 
cobbled together in the last days of Margaret Thatcher’s premiership, in a hurry even by 
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the standards of recent policy-making, under pressure from Mrs Thatcher’s conviction 
that it was all the fault of feckless young men who needed to be punished and forced to 
pay. The outcome has been, to say the least, unhelpful to many lone parents and their 
children because those who constructed the policy ignored contemporary and historical 
evidence that many fathers did not support their children, not because they were 
necessarily feckless, but because they were too low-paid or had second families and 
could not support two without leaving one in hardship. And even the feckless ones have 
never been easy to track down and forced to pay. A succession of poor relief agencies 
have been trying, often very energetically, to do this for four hundred years. A policy that 
relied on linking levels of support to mothers and children on low incomes to enforcing 
payment from fathers was likely to cause hardship for mothers and children, through no 
fault on their own, however desirable the aim of pursuing genuinely irresponsible 
fathers. Administrators of the Old Poor Law long-ago realized that the only way to stop 
the children of lone mothers growing up in poverty was to give them guaranteed support 
and then identify and pursue for recompense those fathers who really could afford 
support and were neglecting their duties. 
 
 
Taking the long view 
 
Some issues, like lone parenthood, which are widely believed to be new outcomes of 
very recent social changes - like lone parenthood, believed to be due to recent social 
decline and family breakdown - have much longer histories. Failure to appreciate the 
deep, long-established social roots of certain issues can lead to over-simplification and 
inadequate policy responses.  
 
Another example is the relative failure of too many boys in the education system. This 
has been attributed to recent family break-up and lack of male role models at home and 
at school, due to the feminization of the school-teaching profession. But, as Michele 
Cohen’s work has shown, even in the mid-19th century official reports on schooling 
lamented the difficulty of persuading boys, even in privileged middle and upper class 
schools, to be as diligent, and perform as well, as girls.  
 
These findings were repeated in the 1950s and 60s. JWB Douglas in his influential 1967 
study of primary education The Home and the School pointed out that ‘teachers tend to 
see the boys as less hard-working , less able to concentrate and less willing to submit to 
discipline than the girls’. Other research at the time produced similar findings. The 
results of 11+ exams were adjusted to ensure that girls had to get higher scores than 
boys to pass, on the grounds that their assumed greater ‘maturity’ at age 11 gave them 
an unfair advantage. Girls were penalized rather than boys assisted to do better. Boys 
were doing badly at a time when family life was more stable and boys were more likely 
to have a male role model at home than at any time in history. Divorce was rare in 
1950s and 60s and fathers were less likely to die when young than ever before. 
Unstable family backgrounds can’t be helping many boys to do well, though many 
manage it. But the historical record suggests that boys’ under-performance compared 
with girls - which is real - has deep cultural roots which we don’t fully understand. It 
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suggests that policy should, at last, focus on identifying what it really is that has long 
held so many boys back, even when they have privileged and stable backgrounds, on 
ways of assisting them to perform better.  
 
In this connection, too, its worth pointing out that one reason why more students at all 
levels pass exams than in the past is not just grade inflation and exams getting too easy, 
but that girls: 
a) compete equally with boys now and results are no longer weighted against them so 
they do better; and 
b) (much more importantly), girls can see the point of staying in education and passing 
exams now that they have a chance of good careers (though still not an equal chance 
with boys) and now that the greater instability of partnerships means that they can’t rely 
on a husband to support them all their lives.  
Still, in the 1960s and into the 1970s girls were discouraged from staying at school or 
going to university because they were expected to marry rather than pursue a serious 
career, and their career options were very limited. The relative failure of boys has been 
highlighted by girls’ relative and growing success.  
 
 
Analysing social change 
 
Social change is real, as the example of girls and education suggests. But we need to 
analyse it - for example the exam statistics – carefully, over more than the very short-run 
if we are to understand what is changing and why, and not be swayed by current moral 
panics. Analysis of long-run change is the historian’s special skill which complements 
the skills of social scientists in studying shorter-term change.  
 
Another example is the history of crime. All recorded crime, including serious crime has 
been falling for a decade. The chance of being a victim of crime is lower than at any time 
since the British Crime Survey started in 1981. Yet surveys suggest that British people 
are more alarmed by crime than in any other western country. Far higher levels of crime 
were normal in Victorian and Edwardian towns. What has changed has not been levels 
of crime, but public attitudes and also the role of the media in reporting crime. We now 
expect crime-free lives, as no previous generation did. This doesn’t mean that we should 
become more tolerant or forget that there are places where it is more prevalent than 
others. It suggests a different response from that to actual increases in crime. There 
needs to be a stronger focus on educating people to assess real risk of crime or 
anything else, so that they - and the politicians - do not panic unnecessarily and policy 
can focus on areas where the risk of crime is serious. It doesn’t take the unique insight 
of historians to suggest this, but the historical evidence should help us to place 
contemporary issues in perspective. 
 
There have been similar changes in expectations about health. The British population 
has never been healthier or lived longer, yet you would never guess it from the recurrent 
panics about health and health care. What has changed is that even in the recent past 
people expected a lot of ill-health in their lives - it was normal - and they were deferential 
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to authority, including medical authority. The doctor knew best so you didn’t question or 
criticize him, and it was usually a him. Now people expect good health all the time and 
are highly critical when they can’t access the best care and services fall short, for 
themselves or their loved ones. For example, in his famous 1942 report Beveridge could 
write about health care for older people: ‘It is dangerous to be in any way lavish to old 
age until adequate provision has been assured for all other vital needs such as the 
prevention of disease and the adequate nutrition of the young’. That is, it is perfectly OK 
for the health care system to discriminate against old people. Young people matter 
more. No-one protested then because it was taken for granted then, and for long before 
and long after, that older people should be discriminated against. Now there is an outcry 
when such discrimination is discovered – though not enough of one or often enough 
even yet.  
 
But what has changed is not increased discrimination, which is probably less than ever 
before, but less public tolerance of it. Standards and expectations have risen. Such 
complaints are a sign of progress, that people don’t put up with poor services or 
discrimination so readily any longer. They are not necessarily a sign that services are 
getting worse. It is also a sign of a mass media willing to swoop on health stories often 
sensationally and uncritically, which isn’t always good. We do need to understand that 
what has changed is public tolerance, diminished deference and changed media 
practices, not necessarily worsened services and to respond appropriately, as 
politicians, voters and commentators. Reports of genuinely disgraceful treatment of 
older and other vulnerable people are not necessarily a sign that society is broken, is 
becoming more heartless and uncaring. Quite the opposite. They are signs of greater 
willingness than before to expose the continuation of very old-established practices of 
cruelty and discrimination and of a desire to bring them to an end.  
 
 
Things can get better 
 
On a related issue it is worth remembering, amid our recurrent panics about personal 
behaviour and health, that the generation which is now living to greater ages than ever 
before is the generation that in the 1940s and 50s smoked 40+ untipped cigarettes a 
day. This isn’t to say that we shouldn’t give people health warnings, but it does suggest 
that we shouldn’t panic- warnings can work. It took a long time for Richard Doll’s 
research findings of the early 1950s to get though and convince people that smoking 
really did cause lung cancer and for policy responses to follow, but it happened in the 
end. Obese eaters of junk food can change their habits as many smokers did. On the 
one hand, this is a warning that even the most soundly based scientific research, like all 
research, can take too long to penetrate public and political consciousness. On the other 
it again suggests that things can get better and on almost all indicators have. Not 
listening to History-or to other research- is a waste of time because it leads us to ask the 
wrong questions, to make mistakes in assessing where the real risks lie, or to ignore 
answers to problems that were worked out long ago and which could still apply. We can 
save ourselves a lot of time and a lot of mistakes by taking the past more seriously. 
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