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‘Heap of Shot or Pot of Treacle?’ Social History in 

Britain, 1870-1914 Course Descriptor 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

COURSE SUMMARY 

This course will examine the way in which British society was transformed between 1870 and 

1914. This was partly due to the impact of significant concrete events, such as the depression 

in the 1880s, increased industrialization and urbanization, and the effects of the Boer War. But 

it was also because contemporaries changed the way in which they conceived of the nature of 

society and the state, as new ideas about class, religion, poverty and imperialism all had a 

major impact.   

 

COURSE AIMS 

• Enhance students’ knowledge of a crucial period of transition in modern British 

history, during a huge period of industrialization, the most aggressive period of 

imperialism, and when mass politics and social investigation became a reality for 

the first time. 

• Enable students’ awareness of the challenges and opportunities of using historical 

evidence - and of assessing its relative influence, at a time when newspapers 

were achieving mass circulation for the first time, and historians have 

considerably more evidence to choose from, in comparison to earlier periods. 

• Encourage students to appreciate that the way a past society conceptualizes itself 

is integral to understanding it properly. 

 

Course Title 

‘Heap of Shot or Pot of 

Treacle?’ Social History in 

Britain, 1870-1914 

Faculty History 

Course Code NCHHI613 Course Leader Dr Edmund Neill 

Credit Points 30 Teaching Period Either 

FHEQ Level Level 6 Date Approved June 2020 

Compulsory/ 

Optional  
Optional 

Pre-requisites None 

Co-requisites None 
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LEARNING OUTCOMES 

On successful completion of the course, students will be able to: 

KNOWLEDGE AND UNDERSTANDING 

K1c Understand the degree of social change in Britain that occurred in the period 

1870-1914, and its contested nature, including the ways in which political and 

social changes affected one another in this period (PPH: K1c & K2c). 

K2c Achieve a proper appreciation of the problematic nature of evidence available 

to study the period. 

K3c On the basis of their study of the period reflect on the nature of history as a 

discipline. 

 

SUBJECT SPECIFIC SKILLS 

S1c Marshal, develop and sustain a historical argument and provide a structured, 

concise, lucid and coherent line of reasoning (PPH: S2c). 

S2c Interpret conceptually difficult primary documents from the period. 

S3c Develop the ability to synthesize information from a wide variety of secondary 

sources (PPH: S1c &S2c). 

 

TRANSFERABLE AND PROFESSIONAL SKILLS 

T1c Utilise an advanced level of technical proficiency of written English, while 

effectively applying scholarly terminology, to critically evaluate, analyse and 

make judgements and apply these appropriately to a range of diverse contexts. 

T1c Prepare written work that is critical and fluent, to deadline and to appropriate 

standards of organisation and referencing (PPH: T3c). 

T2c Synthesise and analyse large amounts of information to produce rational and 

critical conclusions (PPH: T3c). 

 
TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Students will have the opportunity to engage with: 

• 1 x virtual learning environment (VLE) 

• 16 x large-group hours 

• 4 x tutorial hours (individual or group tutorial) 

• Weekly office hours 

Students are required to attend and participate in all timetabled sessions for this course and, 

with the ongoing support available, to manage their directed learning and independent study. 

Total study hours for this course are: 300. 

 

EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS 

• Communication Skills 
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• Presentation skills 

• Ability to judge the respective worth of pieces of evidence 

• Ability to write a sophisticated written report 

• Ability to analyse complex concepts  

 

ASSESSMENT 

FORMATIVE 

Students will be formatively assessed during the course by means of set assignments. These 

do not count towards the end of year results, but will provide students with developmental 

feedback, helping them to hone their skills in examining different kinds of primary evidence – 

including poverty surveys, memoirs, social theories and novels. It will also help them to judge 

complex secondary disputes about the period, and more generally help students structure 

essays, improve clarity of expression, and formulate cogent arguments. 

SUMMATIVE 

Assessment will be in one form: 

AE: Assessment Activity Weighting 

(%) 

Online 

submission 

Duration Length 

1 Examination 100 N/A 3 hours N/A 

 

The examination will consist of around 14 questions from which the student will have the 

choice of answering a specified number. Both the examination and the written assignment will 

be assessed in accordance with the assessment aims set out in the Programme Specification.  

 

FEEDBACK 

Students will receive formal feedback in a variety of ways: written (including via email 

correspondence); oral (within one-to-one tutorials or on an ad hoc basis) and indirectly 

through discussion during seminars. Student’s will also attend the formal meeting, Collections, 

in which they will receive constructive and developmental feedback on their term’s 

performance.  

Feedback on examinations is provided through generic internal examiners’ reports and are 

made available to the student on the VLE. 

 

INDICATIVE READING 

Note: Comprehensive and current reading lists for courses are produced annually in the Course 

Syllabus or other documentation provided to students; the indicative reading list provided below 

is used as part of the approval/modification process only. 

BOOKS  

Finlayson, G. (1994) Citizen, State, and Social Welfare in Britain, 1830-1990. Oxford: 

Clarendon Press. 

Mackenzie, J. M. (ed.) Imperialism and Popular Culture. Manchester. 
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McKibbin, R. The Ideologies of Class: Social Relations in Britain, 1880-1914. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Thane, P. (ed.) (1978) The Origins of Social Policy. London: Routledge. 

JOURNALS 

Historical Journal 

Economic History Review  

Social History 

Twentieth Century British History  

History Workshop Journal 

Past and Present 

Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 

ELECTRONIC RESOURCES 

Various archival sources – including www.archive.org 

 

INDICATIVE TOPICS 

Students will study the following topics:  

• Investigation of Poverty 

• Prostitution 

• Class 

• Metropolitan Effects of Imperialism 

• Secularization 

• State Power 

• Conceptualization of Society 

• Arts and Leisure 

___________________________________________________________________________ 
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