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1 . In our evidence to the RCN Commission on Nursing Education we offe red

the fo l lowing in support o f our con t en t i on that nurs ing education at a l l

l e v e l s needs t o have some input which e f f e c t i v e l y d e a l s with the p a s t .

The past o f f e r s nurses not only desc r ip t ions of previous experiences a n d

e v e n t s . Analyses of those exper i ences provide n u r s i n g with exp lana t ions ,

with the potential for learning for the present and for the future, and
a n o t h e r tool f o r d e v e l o p i n g t h a t c r i t i c a l awareness which is v i t a l to a

r e s e a r c h - b a s e d p r o f e s s i o n .

Without a knowlege o f the p a s t , n u r s e s are without memory and

s e l f - k n o w l e d g e . They are working in the dark, in a vacuum of ignorance.

History is functional, 'relevant' that is, in the sense that a profession
n e e d s t o know i t s e l f a n d t o u n d e r s t a n d i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h i t s p a s t in

o r d e r t o develop. Without t h i s c r i t i c a l awareness o f the p a s t , nurs ing

w i l l s t r u g g l e to d i s c o v e r i t s e l f i n e a c h g e n e r a t i o n . H i s t o r y o f f e r s the

p o s s i b i l i t y that as well as discovery there can be learn ing .

There i s some evidence at a p r a c t i c a l level that s t u d e n t s of nurs ing

and t h e i r t e a c h e r s make assumptions about h e a l t h and h e a l t h needs as wel l

as h e a l t h p r o v i s i o n in the past which a r e not only unfounded but a r e poten-

t i a l l y d a n g e r o u s . To take a s i m p l e example. The Poor Law deve loped not

only the s e r v i c e s to the chron ic s i c k but a l s o c o n t r i b u t e d to the develop-

ment of general nursing. Yet t h e Poor Law i s o f t e n p o r t r a y e d in a n e g a t i v e

way, often in contrast to the positive p ic ture of the National Health

F a i l u r e to unders tand the complexi ty of n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s o c i e t y

leads to sweeping g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s about the o r i g i n s of health care and
Few n u r s e s a r e aware of t h e i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p o f

po l i t i ca l , economic and s o c i a l c h a n g e w h i c h p r o d u c e d t h e u n i q u e B r i t i s h

Any c o u r s e which omi t s any one o f t h e s e e l emen t s cannot claim

t o o f f e r a c o m p r e h e n s i v e account o f the development o f h e a l t h ca re or o f

t h e n u r s i n g p r o f e s s i o n .

5. Lack of r ea l unde r s t and ing o f the development o f n u r s i n g has led to

real misunderstanding of the role of women in society and the ro l e of women

as nurses in p a r t i c u l a r . Continued emphasis on ' s i g n i fi c a n t ' people or

events f a i l s to cope with the real a s p i r a t i o n s o f most workers, whose in-

t e r e s t in the past stems from t h e i r own exper i ences and not jus t those of

the l e a d e r s of the p rofess ion . We know next t o n o t h i n g a b o u t t h e contra-

dict ions between nursing and women's social roles in the nineteenth century.

We know no th ing about the r e l a t i o n s h i p s between male and female nurses in

any time pe r i od .
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