Questioning the value of a degree has never been more relevant. The tuition fee for a standard undergraduate degree has now risen to a maximum of £27, 000. The value of History is especially prone to criticism. As a non-vocational course, it does not lead to one particular career. In a wider sense its importance is also being queried. The cut to all Humanities funding is symptomatic of a belief that the more “practical” scientific subjects are of greater value to society. However it can be shown that the value of a history degree both for a career and the individual can all too easily be underestimated.
For the future earner, the value of a degree for future prospects is critical. A History degree provides both skills which are extremely valuable and the freedom to choose between various careers. History is above all founded on the study of people and attempts to understand them. It provides an appreciation of the past which can be integral for a number of professions. The skills developed through its study are as useful as they are transferable.  History cultivates the capacity to absorb and analyse great quantities of information. Debate and discussion form cornerstones of historical study, and the ability to reason with clarity and persuasion will always be useful in later life. Generating ideas, good organisation and the independence created by personal research are all of real value to an employer. As a result History graduates take careers in many fields. For Law, History provides a useful background but job prospects in administration, teaching, commerce, journalism, business and politics are all common. Often they involve the administration of human affairs, and the ability to understand people, events and society through studying beyond our own experience is a key skill fostered by historical study. For the future earner the value of a History degree should be in no doubt, for it can open a multitude of exciting paths. 

Although the opportunities for History graduates are considerable, it is elsewhere that the real value of a History degree lies. The approach that History teaches is by far its most important contribution. It encourages a sceptical approach to the views of others. Whilst this may sound negative, this desire to question and query underpins many of the skills outlined above, as well as being critical in its own right. Good history works by reviewing the evidence and allowing it to tell its own story as much as possible. It should not use evidence to support pre-conceived judgements. When this occurs, the historian not the evidence is deciding History. This concern to be honest and impartial is idealistic, but it is not unimportant. Good history according to Sir Geoffrey Elton “advances in the crucible of debate”. It preserves what is valuable in past studies and disregards what is not. Through this constant revision, historical study will never be complete, but hopefully will instead reach better conclusions. It is for this approach and commitment, that a History degree really becomes valuable and worthwhile. 

This is especially important, considering the birth of History as a professional subject.  Throughout the 19th century, its midwife was undoubtedly that of nationalism. The government money poured into historical scholarship was designed to create a national identity that could then be defused through a national curriculum. Across the continent museums were designed to generate interest in the history of the nation and its current achievements. The creation of the Monumenta Germanica Historia in 1819 provides a clear example, editing the documents of previous Germanic people. The projection of the nation into the past has not been useful for History. A recent report by Stuart Foster and John Nicholis concluded that “all nations are to some degree guilty of using history textbooks as means of promoting a view of the past from a nationalistic perspective”. For students in the US the Second World War began in 1941 in dramatic emotive terms. In Japan, textbooks emphasise the previous US sanctions and embargos throughout the 1930s. The true value of a History degree, lays in escaping the shackles into which professional History was born, and seeking instead to review the past and everyday life without such bias. A degree in History and the sceptical approach it teaches can be used to question events and individuals with a greater accuracy and sensitivity. Parallels in history are frequently drawn, but often incorrectly. Last year, the BNP published children’s cartoons featuring “Billy Brit’s” interpretation of historical figures, from Boudicca and Shakespeare to Enoch Powell and Nick Griffith. In 2001 the Twin Towers attacks were carried out by men who called their enemies Byzantines and Crusaders. The ability to judge other interpretations of the past, sometimes with blatant political aims, can be vital. History provides a better grounding than any other degree, to be critical of such parallels and to foster personal judgement. 

In conclusion, the true value of a History degree does not merely lie in career prospects. It can, like many degrees, provide you with greater opportunities. As a degree, History can open doors like any other. But it has so much more to offer than this. It can create an attitude towards the interpretations of others which is critical but not pessimistic. History is better placed than any other degree, to promote a questioning attitude to all aspects of life, making it more interesting, more exciting and more personal. It can help see through the lies of one interpretation and the truth of another. Most importantly of all, it lets you, through good evidence decide. The immediate experience of all of us, in the grand scheme of things is not extensive. On a final note then, History is perhaps most fascinating when it helps us move beyond our short lifetime and connects us, however fleetingly, with civilisations, cultures and people of whom we would otherwise know nothing. It is here along with its critical attitude that the real value of a History degree emerges, and even appears overwhelming. 
