PRE-1789 FRENCH STUDIES:

A REPORT FOR AUPHF

Background

In 2003, Sarah Kay, Simon Gaunt and myself made a bid to the AHRB (as it then was) in respect of that body’s ring-fenced PhD awards.  Our bid concentrated on the whole of pre-1789 French Studies, arguing that ring-fencing PhDs in that sub-area would have a significantly positive effect on recruitment and rejuvenation in fields that were showing every sign of losing their traditional strength in UK French Departments.  The bid was backed by thirty French departments in the UK, AUPHF, SFS, MHRA and the IRS (now IRGS).

The bid was unsuccessful (it went to Linguistics instead), and despite strenuous efforts we were unable to discover what weakness the AHRB deemed our submission to have.  However, the data we collected in support of our submission is still valid, in as much as we projected trends to at least the end of the first decade of the 21st century, and it is worth giving the tabulation of that data consideration.

Data

I begin with a graph.
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The graph shows that without replacements, colleagues in the pre-1789 would decline from a UK total of 106 in 2003 to 53 by 2013 – a reduction of 50%.  Even with partial replacements, the decline would be only partly mitigated:  83 by 2013, instead of 106.  

The data collected from Departments along with the statistics also showed three distinct trends within UK French Departments in respect of pre-1789 studies:

· An inclusive policy, which insists that French culture must be understood as the totality of French culture and that no Department worthy of the name can abandon the earlier periods of French culture;

· The opposite view, a clear decision to go with the market and concentrate on the modern and contemporary periods;

· Predictably, a position between these two, whereby there is a residual presence within the earlier periods (usually not fully represented in chronological terms) combined with a strong presence in a range of modern and contemporary specialisms.

For today’s AUPHF Special Event, I updated this information by additionally collecting data from a representative small number (five) of University French Departments; the Departments were arrived at by discussion with Simon Gaunt and Michael Moriarty, whom I cordially thank for their input into this exercise.  The overall situation today appears to demonstrate that we are in a situation of partial replacement.  I left Oxbridge out of the equation, since historically they have replaced like with like.  Outside Oxbridge, the situation is variable.  Two well-known and long-established Departments also follow the policy of replacing like with like in the pre-1789 field (and have been successful in that policy); at the other end of the spectrum, another reported that staff cuts at their institution had necessitated a long, hard look at what, if anything, could be salvaged from the retrenchment exercise.  The position in the London Colleges, without there being a concerted Federal policy, has been to maintain the strength of the pre-1789 area.  Some Colleges, over the past few years, have effectively ring-fenced the earlier periods by specifically advertising separate posts in Medieval, sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth; others have held an open competition in which pre-1789 candidates were stronger than post-1789 applicants.  Despite such measures, the overall picture nationally is of the gradual decline of posts in the earlier periods, offset by initiatives by individual Departments or institutions.

Case Study:  Royal Holloway, April 2006

Within the last two weeks, my own Department has made a set of appointments at lecturer level and it may be instructive to look at the outcome and try and divine a pattern.

We advertised two lectureships this year.  There were 57 applications (not an inordinately high number), from which we shortlisted eight candidates.  As it happened, four were in the pre- and four in the post-1789 period.  This was not calculated:  we shortlisted on the basis of the strength of the application.  In the event, one pre-1789 candidate withdrew before the interview (to enter the Civil Service:  a trend that has become common among all species of Modern Language doctoral or indeed pre-doctoral students); and one Modern candidate turned out to be unappointable.  But the remaining six proved so strong that my institution took the bold decision to appoint not two, but four lecturers; so that we now have two new colleagues pre-1789 and two post-1789.  Again, this was not calculated:  strength of applicant was the decisive factor.

What can be gleaned from this process? 

1. In open competition, applicants from the pre-1789 period, although a smaller pool, are in no way inferior to those in the Modern area;

2. Such earlier-period applicants are likely to apply to Departments known to have a strong tradition in and commitment to the Medieval and early-modern periods;

3. Geographical factors may also come into play – for example, a desire to be close to research libraries or to rapid connections to France.

These conclusions are deliberately bland and tentative; they do not, for example, offer an explanation why a well-known Department of French, renowned for its support of earlier periods, was very recently unable to make an appointment in those areas.

Other

Opinion differs about the buoyancy of nineteenth-century French in University Departments and curricula.  Some take the view that the movement towards the most Modern period has had a deleterious, although not fatal, effect; others contend that, while the commanding position of this particular area is not what it was, it would be exaggerated to talk of a crisis.  I understand the considered opinion of the SDN is that nineteenth-century French studies in the UK are healthy, and I believe we should accept that view of specialists in the field.

Postgraduates
I turn now to postgraduate awards.  The statistics collected for the 2003 exercise (shown below) speak for themselves.  They highlight the trend towards the post-1789 specialisms, with  a greater proportion of those specialisms gaining awards.  The ring-fencing of Linguistics will have further reduced the pot available for awards in French, as no new money was put into the awards scheme; ring-fenced awards came out of existing monies.
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In terms of the Departmental presence of PGs in earlier periods, my recent sondage among the five UK Departments revealed an unchanging pattern since 2003:  such PGs were more numerous where there were world-class specialists with whom such PGs were working, departmental traditions of pre-1789 strength, the presence of a body of PGs (whether or not within the earlier periods), the availability of resources (including departmental or institutional bursaries).  None of these factors is surprising.  Numbers of PGs were small, but steady.

Curricula and UG Numbers
From my enquiries in 2003 and now in 2006, it is worth noting also that the earlier periods remain popular with undergraduates.  Most Departments reported an appreciable uptake of pre-1789 courses at Final Year level (the only year for which I enquired).  A third or a half of Finalists taking such courses were commonly reported.  The place of the early periods within the curriculum was varied, ranging from the fairly traditional teaching of stand-alone literature courses to the integration of literary elements into politics or history courses or their combination with film.  There was some correlation between strong pre-1789 teaching and the recruitment of home-grown PGs in that area.

Ways Forward

· Make common cause with cognate areas within sister disciplines:  History and English come to mind.

· Get the media involved:  The Guardian, The Independent or THES might well be interested in what is happening to French, historically the strongest Modern Language in the UK.  (TV and radio require inside contacts.)

· Encourage the development of the MRes, with its concentration on a research dissertation, where traditional MAs fail to recruit.

· Develop an AUPHF national policy to protect the pre-1789 field.
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