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Introduction

This book asks the question ‘what was it like to live in Britain c.1920-2000?’ This is a very big question because millions of people lived in Britain in the twentieth century. We cannot tell all these stories and so we have chosen to tell the stories of people who have often been forgotten. We have also chosen stories from across the UK.

As you read this book you will learn about how British people were affected by some of the events and changes of the twentieth century. You will learn that people in Britain had lives that were both similar to and different from each other. This is a book that focuses on the lived experiences of many different people. We call this social history. As authors, we have enjoyed the challenge of being truthful about the wide range of experiences of living in Britain between the years c.1920 and 2000. 

[image: image]
Wealthy women talking on the street and shopping in Piccadilly, a fashionable part of London

Explaining the challenge

Let us explain the challenge by using the example of just one year: 1953. Many people today remember 1953 as the year of the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. Historians tell us that lots of TVs were bought for the very first time. People shared the experience of watching the coronation together. But look carefully at these two photographs from the same year. What can you see that is similar? How are they different?

As authors, we guess that the women in the picture from Norfolk remembered 1953 more as the year of the terrible flood than the year of the coronation. We were also curious that these are pictures of women but women who were leading very different lives in the same year in Britain.

Our solution to the challenge

We have included the stories of many people to help you create an answer to the big question: What was it like to live in Britain c.1920–2000? As you read them, remember that there is not just one way to tell the history of so many people. This book is a British social history and not the British social history c.1920–2000.
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In February 1953, a storm surge caused up to 300 deaths and terrible damage to parts of the east of England. In the picture, a group of women search for possessions in the remains of a houseboat after floods in Heacham, Norfolk.


Stories of women

More than half of the people who lived in Britain across the twentieth century were women. Most textbooks you read about Britain in this century do not make that clear. This one does. 

As you read you will find that people were shaped by more than being a woman. For example, you will read the story of Lilian Bailey, a black woman in the armed forces in the Second World War. You will read the story of Lillian Bilocca, a woman from a fishing community whose life was changed by tragedy. And you will read about Elizabeth Easton, a teenage leader of the Gypsy Council. 

Working with historians of social history 

While writing this book, we have worked with historians who specialise in researching three specific groups of people in Britain. These groups are rarely found in other school textbooks. 

	●  Historians of disability – these historians research how people’s experience of disability has changed over time. They work to understand how people have thought and talked about disability. They research about disabled people’s struggles for equality and to be included in society.


	●  Historians of Gypsy, Roma and Traveller people – these historians research the stories of these people and how they have been part of British society for centuries. Gypsy, Roma and Traveller people belong to minority ethnic groups that traditionally live differently from other people. History can challenge false myths and stereotypes about them. 


	●  Historians of the queer past – queer history can include research into the topics of gender and sexuality in the past. Many historians in this field have an interest in the lives of people who we might describe as being part of the LGBTQ+ community. They are interested in how people have identified themselves and found different ways of living and expressing themselves.



All the historians remind us that the lives of these people were shaped by more than being part of a group. On the ‘Making history’ pages of this book you will learn more about how historians write history about the pasts of different people. 

The historians also remind us that the British Empire shaped this whole period. While this short book is focused only on people who lived in Britain, we must not forget the impact of Britain’s empire. It affected the lives of everyone in this book. Some of the people you read about in this book struggled for equality in Britain because of the impact of Empire. You can learn about the British Empire and the history of black people in Britain in the other two books in this textbook series.


The cover image

Finding a single image to capture the complexities of life in Britain during the twentieth century is not possible. The cover of this book shows a photo of two children in the 1950s. We chose this image because it is from the middle of our period. These children had parents who lived in the first half of the period and their lives stretched into the second half of it. On the one hand the children on this page are playing and dressed in the same way as other children of their time. On the other hand, they were treated differently because they were physically disabled. They were made to spend lengths of time in hospital and away from their families. But this picture cannot tell us any more about them as individual people, about where they came from, who their family were, or about their gender and sexuality. A single image cannot show how complex people are.



Remember as you read this short book that it can only introduce you to a selection of stories about people who lived in Britain. We hope you will be inspired to find out more by talking to people you know who were alive at the time. What stories can they tell about life in Britain in the twentieth century? 

Some big events and changes that shaped people’s lives in Britain, c.1920–2000

People’s lives are shaped by personal events, such as going to school, the job they do and who they have relationships with. Where a person lives also shapes their experiences. Lives are also shaped by things historians write about, such as new laws, wars, changes in ideas and beliefs, technological advances and changes in working life. On these pages, you can read about some of these events and changes that shaped the lives of people in this book.
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Around 1920

Britain was emerging from the First World War. Millions of lives had been ended or changed forever as a result of the fighting and its impact. Ideas about Britain were changed by the war too.




1920s

The Labour Party, and not the Liberal Party, became one of the two leading political parties in Britain. The Labour Party was a party of the working classes. It focused on policies to benefit working people.




1922

The British Empire grew to its largest size. In the same year the Irish Free State was declared and what is now the Republic of Ireland left the United Kingdom.




Early 1930s

A worldwide economic depression. Britain and British people endured a long economic and social crisis. For many people, life was much harder than it had been previously.




1939–45

The Second World War. Britain and British people were part of this long and terrible war. Once again, millions of lives were lost or changed forever and Britain was changed.




1944–48

An important expansion of the welfare state. This included the creation of the NHS. British people no longer had to pay when they needed healthcare.
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1945–2000

The United Nations (UN). The UN was founded in 1945 with 51 members. In 1948, the UN Declaration of Human Rights was made. By the 1970s it was inspiring, enabling and influencing people to campaign for and to create changes to rights and freedoms. By the year 2000, the UN had 189 members. Many of the additional members were newly independent countries that had been colonies of European empires.




1947–89

Cold and colonial wars. Cold War Europe was divided between allies of the USA and allies of the USSR. These two superpowers were involved in wars around the world and so were their allies. Many of these wars were in places that were, or had recently been, colonies ruled by European countries.




1948–71

A law passed in 1948 permitted people from Britain's present and former colonies to have the same citizenship status as people living in Britain. People from these colonies already lived in Britain. Larger numbers of people began to arrive.




Mid 1950s–early 1970s

This was a time of economic growth and rising prosperity. More people had more money, more comfortable homes and more labour-saving devices, such as washing machines and cars, than ever before.




1970s and 1980s

There were economic crises and industrial unrest. There were many struggles between trade unions, leaders of business and industry, and governments.




1980s and 1990s

Governments began to sell off big industries and services that had been owned nationally. At the same time, there was a focus on cost-cutting and efficiency of government services. For example, welfare benefits became less generous. The income gap between the richest and the poorest in society began to widen for the first time since the Second World War.
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	1    Which of these events and changes only affected people in Britain?


	2    Which of these events and changes also affected people beyond Britain?










Making history

Why do we need many stories to make better history? 

It is interesting to think about which stories and people are well known from the past. 

Many people in Britain know the story of how the NHS was created after the Second World War. They know that the best-selling Beveridge Report, was written during the war. They know that many ideas from the Beveridge Report were put into law by the Labour government after 1945. This included the building of better-quality houses for people to rent from their local council. 

But how many people know stories about how support from the welfare state was experienced differently depending on who you were? Many British people benefited from free healthcare and welfare support. But some people found that support was only available if they changed how they lived. For example, council houses with bathrooms and more space were provided for people. But many Gypsies and Travellers felt forced to give up their traditional ways of life to move into these new homes.
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	1  How can the stories of the people shown here help historians to tell a more complete story of life in Britain after 1945? 





Getting into the history books

Often the people named in older history books are those who had power and were famous in their own times. Lots of records often survive about these people. That can make them easier for historians to research and write about in history books. 

Historians’ beliefs and interests lead them to research, find and write about different events and people. Historians are like all of us; their beliefs and interests are shaped by the people, ideas and events around them. This also affects who is written about in history books. 


[image: image]
Two women and two children chat outside new council houses in the town of Hemel Hempstead in Hertfordshire in 1954

Being left out of the story

Although women are over half of the population, as authors we have had to work hard to make sure that half of the people named in this book are women. This is despite the fact that women had more of a voice in Britain in the twentieth century than they had had in the nineteenth century. Men are still more usually named in history books. Yet without women, there would only be half a story.

There are also other groups who have not so often been written about as part of British history. For example:


people from different ethnic groups




people who identify strongly with a particular part of the country




people who see themselves as disabled by society




people who do not identify with labels commonly used to describe people



People may think of themselves as having many identities and these may change over time. It is hard to write to include everyone. There were a lot of people in the past. However, today there is a belief that better history explores the pasts of everyone. 

Interest in more people’s stories

Beliefs and interests change over time. In the past, there was a widespread belief that people with wealth and power were more important than everyone else. That belief shaped the history that was written. For example, in the traditional history of Britain and the First World War, most words were written about white British men who led the fighting. In recent years, historians have become interested in the people of all ethnicities whose lives were transformed by the conflict across the world. They have also come to believe that the stories of the many people who returned from the war with life-changing injuries are important. 

Here are two reasons we can suggest for this change in beliefs and interests:

	●  ‘All people are born equal’: The United Nations was set up after the Second World War and in 1948, it published the Declaration of Human Rights. The Declaration has at its heart that every human being is equal in worth. This inspired people to change how people were treated in the present and how people in the past were judged. 


	●  More diverse historians: From the 1960s more people from different backgrounds went to university in the UK. People studying history asked different questions of the past. Many people who took jobs as historians wanted to find out how people who were different from the wealthy and powerful had lived. They were excited to discover different sources from the past that they could use in their research.
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	2  How many stories do you know about people who lived in Britain at the time of Queen Elizabeth II’s Silver Jubilee in 1977?


	3  How would telling lots of different stories about people who lived in Britain in 1977 give a more
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