
3.11 SkillBuilder: Analysing different perspectives
3.11.1 Tell me
What is historical perspective?
A historical perspective is a point of view from which historical events, problems and issues can be
analysed. For example, the perspective of a factory owner in the early nineteenth century would be quite
different from that of a child working in a factory or coalmine. Also, the way we view events today may
be quite different from the way people viewed them in the past. Our expectation today is that all children
attend school from the age of five or six until their mid or late teens. Two hundred years ago in Britain
and most other European countries only the children of the wealthy were educated. Most children were
expected to work to help the family as soon as they were physically able. Our perspective on child labour is
completely different from the perspective of those living in the late eighteenth or early nineteenth centuries.

Why is it important to recognise a historical perspective?
When examining any historical issue or event, we should be trying to build up an accurate picture of what
actually happened in the past. If we are relying on a primary source in the form of an eyewitness report of
an event, we need to be aware of possible bias or prejudice on the part of that eyewitness. If we know the
particular perspective or point of view of that eyewitness, we can take any such prejudices into account
when assessing the accuracy of their account. Gathering eyewitness reports from a number of people, all
with different perspectives of the events in question, will help us form the most accurate picture. In order to
do this we need to know the perspective of each eyewitness.

3.11.2 Show me
How to identify or recognise historical perspective
The more we know about the person providing the evidence, the better able we are to identify that person’s
perspective. We know a good deal about factory reformer Robert Owen from his writings and his actions.
If we read a report by Owen in which he praised the management of a particular textile factory, we would
expect that the factory was being run in a manner similar to that of Owen’s own New Lanark mills. We
know enough about Owen to be able to recognise his perspective. If we were to read the opinions of
another factory owner, we would want to find out as much as possible about that person to determine their
perspective. This would allow us to assess their opinions and identify any bias or prejudice.

Examples of historical perspective
Example 1:William Bell Scott was a nineteenth-century painter, and one of the first to produce paintings
celebrating the achievements of the Industrial Revolution. His most famous work, In the nineteenth century
the Northumbrians show the world what can be done with iron and coal (see SOURCE 1), was painted in
1861, and contains a broad range of activities associated with the industrial changes that had occurred in
Britain during the previous hundred years. It was one of a series of paintings produced for a wealthy family
in Northumberland. Bell Scott had visited Robert Stephenson’s engineering workshop in Newcastle in the
county of Northumberland.
When we analyse the painting, a number of features stand out. In the centre are three working men,

with large hammers raised ready to hit an object, possibly the wheel of a locomotive. A fourth man is in
the background, also busy at work. These men are all powerfully built and probably represent the ideal
of the British worker – powerful and determined. They do not look undernourished or ill, or the victims
of exploitation. In the bottom right-hand corner of the painting, a newspaper is draped over a mechanical
drawing of a locomotive of the type built by Robert and George Stephenson. In the background, a similar
locomotive crosses an iron bridge. This bridge is the same as the high-level iron bridge designed by Robert
Stephenson, which crossed the Tyne River in Newcastle.
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SOURCE 1 Bell Scott’s painting celebrating the achievements of the Industrial Revolution

In the foreground of the painting are a number of products of the Industrial Revolution – the iron anchor,
a marine pump, the artillery barrel the little girl is sitting on, and a small pile of artillery shells next to it.
All of these illustrate Britain’s military and naval power. The little girl herself looks healthy and well fed,
and may be the daughter of one of the workmen. She holds a package that could be her father’s lunch, as
well as a school book, signifying that she is attending school and being educated. Education for working-
class children was considered an ideal in Victorian England, and this painting suggests that ideal was being
achieved.
Behind the little girl a young boy stands, looking out over the dockside activities. In his right hand he

holds a lamp of the type used in coal mines. This suggests that he works in the mines, and yet he also looks
healthy and well-dressed. On the river below we see both steamships and sailing ships, as well as a barge
carrying coal. Coal was a very important part of Northumbrian life, as the area was a major source of coal.
On the dockside, two businessmen are talking in the lower left-hand corner, a young woman carries a pail
on her head, and other people seem actively occupied. Across the top of the painting we see poles carrying
telegraph wires, signifying improvements in communication that came with industrialisation. When we take
in the painting as a whole, we see a very positive depiction of the effects of the Industrial Revolution.
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An example of the use of historical
perspective

SOURCE 2 This engraving by Gustave Doré of a
scene in the London street of Houndsditch appeared
in London: A pilgrimage in 1872.Example 2:William Blanchard Jerrold was a

writer and journalist. In 1869 he collaborated with
French artist Gustave Doré to produce a book called
London: A pilgrimage. Published in 1872, this book
featured descriptions and drawings of many of the
poorest parts of London and its most impoverished
inhabitants. It included 180 engravings by Doré
showing slum areas, extreme poverty and the
depressed state of much of the population. Jerrold
and Doré were accused by many of showing only
the worst aspects of London, but they clearly
wanted to make their readers more aware of the
conditions suffered by the poor. Examine SOURCE 2.

This illustration from Jerrold and Doré’s book
shows a poor family trying to sell a few trinkets
on the street. All the family look thin and poorly
clothed. The street looks dark and dirty. The fact
that the whole family is present suggests they
may be homeless. The whole scene is designed
to show just how distressing poverty could be on
the streets of London. When we understand Doré’s
perspective we realise that he may have deliberately
exaggerated the scene to get his message across to
the reader.

3.11.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

3.11 ACTIVITIES
1. Examine each of the sources below. For each quote:

(a) Find out as much as you can from the school library or the internet about the author of the quote
and write a brief statement about that person’s perspective in relation to child labour in mines and
factories. Consider the following questions in your research:
i. Who are they?
ii. When are they writing?
iii. Why are they writing about it?
iv. What are they trying to achieve or what point are they trying to make?

(b) Explain how the quote demonstrates that perspective.

SOURCE 3 From Michael Sadler, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

The parents rouse them in the morning and receive them tired and exhausted after the day
has closed; they see them droop and sicken, and, in many cases, become cripples and die,
before they reach their prime; and they do all this, because they must otherwise starve. It is a
mockery to contend that these parents have a choice. They choose the lesser evil, and
reluctantly resign their offspring to the captivity and pollution of the mill.
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SOURCE 4 Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

The question is, whether the children of the manufacturing poor should work for more hours
than human nature can sustain. If the honourable members were to see hundreds of the
poor, unfortunate wretches employed in the cotton-mills in Lancashire, they would feel the
absolute necessity of adopting an active interference. I say, let the manufacturer keep double
the number of workmen, but do not let him destroy the health of the rising generation.

SOURCE 5 Henry Thomas Hope, in a speech in the House of Commons, 16 March 1832

The right honourable member [Michael Sadler] seems to consider that it is desirable for
adults to replace children. I cannot concur with that opinion, because I think that the labour
of children is a great resource to their parents and of great benefit to themselves. I therefore,
on these grounds, oppose this measure … I believe that the bill will be productive of great
inconvenience, not only to persons who have embarked large capital in the cotton
manufactures, but even to workmen and children themselves …

2. Based on what you have learned in this SkillBuilder, apply your skill in analysing different perspectives to
answer the following questions.
(a) Which extract do you find most convincing? Why?
(b) For each extract, identify the values or beliefs the author is revealing.
(c) For each extract, identify what benefit the author stands to gain if his point of view is persuasive.

3. Reflect on your development of this skill by answering the following questions.
(a) Do you understand what a historical perspective is? Define the term in your own words.
(b) How would you rate your ability to analyse different perspectives and recognise bias in historical

texts? Score yourself out of 5, with 1 being weak and 5 being strong.
(c) How can you improve your ability to use sources to analyse different perspectives and recognise

bias in historical texts? [Personal and Social Capability]

Pdf_Folio:42

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 9 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 3

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS




