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First Lecture / A Historical Recap: Britain’s Historical Journey 

1. The Roman Era in Britain (43-410) 

Most of what is now England and Wales was part of the Roman province of Britannia, 

where they imposed their culture, collaborating with the Celtic aristocracy to govern and 

promote the use of Latin and Roman clothing. They exerted a limited influence over southern 

Scotland, where they encountered resistance from the Picts and Irish Scots, and they never 

conquered Ireland. Consequently, a pair of distinct branches of Celtic languages emerged: the 

Britons, who were ruled by the Romans, and the Gaels, who were not. The Romans had little 

enduring influence in Britain compared to other parts of Europe since the majority of Roman 

buildings eventually fell into disrepair and there were no surviving legal or administrative 

systems. Place names like Chester, Lancaster, and Gloucester are manifestations of their most 

enduring legacy. 

2. The Germanic Invasions (410-1066) 

During the fifth century, tribes from mainland Europe, including the Angles and Saxons, 

invaded Britain, leading to the predominance of Anglo-Saxon culture in England by the end 

of the sixth century, while Celtic culture survived in Scotland, Wales, and Cornwall. The 

farming practices and self-sufficient settlements brought by the predominantly rural Anglo-

Saxons influenced English civilisation and society for centuries. They were initially pagans, 

but they converted to Christianity under the influence of Irish Christians in the north and 

Roman missionaries in the south. The Celtic Christian model persisted in Scotland and 

Ireland, promoting localised power structures. The eighth century saw Scandinavian Vikings 

invade, mainly settling in Scotland’s islands and eastern England after being halted by King 

Alfred of Wessex. Despite their cultural distinctions, the Anglo-Saxons and Danes shared 

approximately similar lifestyles and related Germanic varieties, which facilitated political 

unification, particularly after the Danes converted to Christianity. By the late tenth century, 

England was a unified kingdom with a Germanic culture, while most of Scotland was united 

in name under a Gaelic kingdom. 

 

 

 



 

3. Medieval Era (1066-1458) 

The Norman invasion of England in 1066 integrated Britain into Western European 

culture, shifting its focus from Scandinavia. The English class structure began when Norman 

dominance imposed a strict feudal system with French-speaking rulers and English-speaking 

peasants. Although Scotland maintained its political independence while embracing Anglo-

Norman government in its lowlands, strong governance made the Anglo-Norman kingdom a 

powerful force, expanding dominion over Wales and portions of Ireland by the 13th century. 

At the cultural level, Middle English and Anglo-Saxon common law became dominant, 

instead of Norman French or Roman law. While Anglo-Norman lords in Ireland adopted 

Gaelic customs, Wales maintained its Celtic language and culture, including the Eisteddfods 

tradition. In Scotland, a cultural split developed between the Gaelic highlands and the 

English-influenced lowlands. In this period, the Parliament began its gradual construction. It 

is noteworthy to mention that the term “parliament” first came into use in England in the 13th 

century, referring to an assembly of nobles. 

4. The Sixteenth Century 

The sixteenth century was pivotal in shaping religious, political, and cultural landscape. 

The Black Death in the mid-14th century had earlier weakened feudal ties, and the Wars of 

the Roses further diminished baronial power. The century began with the establishment of the 

Tudor dynasty (1485–1603) that centralized governance. The rise of Protestantism coincided 

with the period of Henry VIII’s rule. Driven by a desire for separation from the Catholic 

Church and control over church lands, the King founded the Church of England, free from 

Roman authority. Meanwhile, Scotland saw a stark religious divide, with Calvinism 

dominating the lowlands and Catholicism persisting in the highlands, while Ireland remained 

Catholic, resisting English Protestant influence. Significantly, this era was characterised by 

Shakespeare’s works, which helped shape modern English. 

5. The Seventeenth Century 

The seventeenth century was marked by significant political, religious, and linguistic 

transformations in Britain. This era witnessed the Union of the Crowns, where James VI of 

Scotland became the first English king of the Stuart dynasty, uniting the crowns while 

maintaining separate governments. Over the century, Scots declined as a written standard, 

replaced by modern English due to English Bibles and the influence of the English court. 

Religious tensions escalated, leading to sparking uprisings and assassination attempts. These 

tensions culminated in the English Civil War (1642), where parliamentary forces succeeded, 

and Charles I became the first European monarch executed after a trial. Oliver Cromwell then  



 

ruled as “Lord Protector” under a republican military government, brutally suppressing 

resistance in Ireland. Following Cromwell’s death, the monarchy was restored in 1660, with a 

return to the rule of Charles II. However, conflicts between the monarch and Parliament 

resumed under the rule of James II, whose pro-Catholic policies led to his exile during the 

Glorious Revolution (1688). This led to William of Orange, ruler of the Netherlands, and his 

wife Mary taking the throne as king and queen. The Bill of Rights limited royal powers, 

ensured the legality of Scotland’s Presbyterian Church, and allowed Dissenters religious 

freedom, although they remained barred from government posts and Parliament. 

 

6. The Eighteenth Century 

Political, cultural, and economic changes were prominent during the eighteenth century. 

The Act of Union (1707) unified Scotland with England and Wales to form the United 

Kingdom of Great Britain, though Scotland retained its distinct legal system. Politically, the 

century was marked by stability as monarchs and Parliament cooperated, aided by royal 

encouragement influencing MP (Members of Parliament) elections and votes. The emergence 

of political parties, with the Whigs defending Protestant values and limited monarchy and the 

Tories supporting the monarchy, Anglican Church, and occasionally Catholics, laid the 

foundation for Britain’s party system. The Scottish Highlands faced brutal suppression after 

two failed Catholic Stuart rebellions, leading to mass displacement and the banning of 

traditional highland dress. This affected the Celtic way of life and destroyed it. Culturally and 

economically, Britain expanded its empire into the Americas, West Africa, and India, 

stimulating trade and innovations that fueled the Industrial Revolution. The Enclosure 

Movement privatised common lands, disrupting rural life and driving urbanisation as millions 

moved to industrial towns in northern England, lowland Scotland, and south Wales, which 

became industrial hubs. Meanwhile, London flourished as a business and trading centre, 

dominating southern England. 

 

The Enclosure Movement occurred in the 18th and 19th centuries. It aimed to convert 

common land, traditionally open to the public for grazing and agriculture, into private 

property, usually marked by fences, walls, or hedges. 

   

 

 

 



 

7. The Nineteenth Century 

In the late eighteenth century, Britain lost its most important colonies in North America 

during the War of Independence. By the early nineteenth century, it faced the threat of 

invasion during ongoing conflicts with France. Despite these challenges, Britain expanded its 

empire throughout the nineteenth century, incorporating Ireland into the UK, where British 

culture predominated. However, the devastating Irish Potato Famine in the 1840s caused 

widespread death, emigration, and a linguistic shift to English. British settlers became the 

majority in Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, while India was governed by a viceroy-led 

administration imposing British institutions and culture. African colonies began as trading 

bases, and later became part of the empire, with South Africa hosting some British 

settlements. The Caribbean and smaller strategic islands were incorporated earlier for trade 

purposes. By this period, the British viewed colonisation as a moral duty, not just a way to 

settle and trade. British people considered it a duty to spread their culture and civilisation 

globally, as they gained a sense of supreme confidence. Politically stable and economically 

dominant, Britain saw rapid urbanisation as people moved to cities, shifting power to a 

middle class that upheld values like hard work, thrift, and family focus. Social reforms, 

including the elimination of slavery, protections for workers, and the establishment of public 

services like postal systems and police, reflected middle-class ideals. Cultural responses to 

industrialisation varied, with writers like Charles Dickens criticising its harshness while 

Romantic poets romanticised the countryside, fostering a sentimental attachment to rural life. 

 

A viceroy is a governor whose position is roughly comparable to that of the monarch (a 

king’s representative in a country or a province). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8. The Twentieth Century 

At the turn of the twentieth century, Britain’s global dominance declined, losing its status 

as the richest nation. The period saw extremism, with the Suffragettes and taxation conflicts 

challenging political stability. The British Empire peaked in 1919 but gradually dismantled 

after the Second World War, with the Suez Crisis (1956) and the return of Hong Kong in 

1997 marking its reduced influence. Domestically, the Labour Party (which declined as a 

political force by the late twentieth century) and trade unions gained prominence, leading to 

the rise of the working class. By 2000, Britain resembled 1900 in combining prosperity with 

high unemployment and societal concerns, contrasting with the austerity of 1950. 

 

 

Suffragettes : A part of the “Votes for Women” movement, which sought to grant women the 

right to vote in the UK.  

The Suez Crisis (1956) was a failed action led by British and French military forces to stop 

the Egyptian government from taking over the Suez Canal.  
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