Report of Working Party on Teaching Literature in Translation

Colleagues may recall that this was convened on-line about eighteen months ago, and that a short questionnaire was sent out to French sections/departments to ascertain their practices and views. The situation does not appear to have changed substantially since then, so I append a brief distillation of our key findings and would welcome comments and questions thereon at the meeting.

· The teaching of European-language literatures in translation has quite clearly come about as a result of falling enrolments and the consequent pressures of which we are all too well aware. Autrement dit, language departments have made a virtue out of necessity. 

· Such courses have supplemented rather than supplanting teaching texts in nthe original language, almost always it would seem under the label of ‘comparative literature’.

· The major intellectual rationale of ‘comparative literature’ is about (to quote one response to our questionnaire) making ‘students aware of the issues involved in crossing cultural boundaries’ – an ambition clearly of the utmost relevance in today’s intellectual and cultural climate.

· The introduction of such courses has had several perceived advantages beyond the narrowly economic, most notably extending reading of pre-19th/20th century texts and increasing students’ awareness of texts outside their linguistic realm of study. (A concrete example given by a colleague: students who read Don Quixote and Tristram Shandy had a much better contextual grasp of Jacques le fataliste).

· Disadvantages, apart from the obvious potential for attrition of linguistic competence, include the poor quality or uncertain availability of English translations for many texts and the systemic disadvantaging of poetry. Those who recall the old Bantam Classics bilingual editions may be pardoned a moment of nostalgia …

· There seems to have been relatively little serious opposition to the introduction of such courses. To quote a member of the working party; ‘Sometimes teachers in language departments think of themselves as keepers of the flame of the great works, and that it would be pointless to teach Molière or Nietzsche in English – but this view only works, paradoxically, if the purpose of studying literature, philosophy, culture etc. is to improve language skills or appreciation  (in cases where the translations do not distort or veer from the text too much, obviously).’ More nitty-grittily, the Grim Reaper of job-saving has clearly overdetermined our responses. 

· At graduate level, the potential for such courses is evident, not least in attracting students from outside the UK or even the EU as we are endlessly exhorted to do. 

· Pedagogical problems arise when students with a knowledge of the original language are in classes with ones without. The least worst solution here seems to be to teach from English-language editions rather than tarrying with what generally turns out to be a cumbersome and non-user-friendly version of hybridity.

· One adventitious by-product of the move towards teaching in translation is a problematization of the concept and methodologies of translation, generally congruent with a move towards a more cross-cultural approach. Recent work – including a book by Gayatri Spivak and a new journal launched by the British Comparative Literature Association in conjunction with EUP – has focused attention on this potential shift. Perhaps some institutional investment would be appropriate (are any colleagues members of the BCLA?)

· The question of our relationship with English departments – some at least of which have been teaching in translation for many years – is also a relevant one. What degree of trans-departmental cooperation is possible or desirable within our institutions?

· Finally, one debate that has been running in the background for a long time appears to have been muted if not actually closed down by the developments under consideration here. This is the question of how appropriate it is to teach ‘content’ courses in the target language; is this a salutary bain langagier or a conflation if not confusion of disparate goals? A reasonable rule of thumb is that the newer the university the more likely such teaching has been to go on, because of the perceived importance of applied language skills and the generally lower A-level attainment of students. It is language departments in these institutions – the technical and post-1992 universities – that have of course been most grievously under the cosh, in many cases disappearing altogether or retaining only minority status. While there are so far as I know no statistics available, I would consider it extremely likely that far less teaching in French goes on now than say ten or fifteen years ago. This would seem to be a systemic tendency which will prove difficult to stem, whatever our views on its desirability.

My thanks to working-party members and others who provided input into this.

Keith Reader

