Notes from the meeting of the LLAS Subject Centre Literature and Culture SIG

CILT, the National Centre for Languages
5th December 2008
Present: Helen Bridge (HB), Jenny Burns (JB), Rhian Davies (RD); David Frier (DF), Debra Kelly (DK), Shoshannah Holdom (SH – Chair), Rachel Palfreyman (RP), Matthew Treherne (MT)

Apologies: Mary Green, Elwira Grossman, Diana Holmes, Martin Orwin, Margaret Tejerizo, Valerie Worth
1. Introductions 

Welcome to the new group member Helen Bridge from the University of Exeter, who attended on behalf of Valerie Worth.
2. Minutes of the last meeting and matters arising
Following an action to be carried over from the previous meeting, SH reported that an event on Teaching Film will take place in 2009. 
MT reported on the national workshop he ran earlier in the year on teaching the visual arts – recordings of the presentations together with all the slides are available on the event webpage, which has received an impressive number of hits: http://www.leeds.ac.uk/italian/research/artworkshop.htm
The creation of a formal network of colleagues interested in teaching the visual arts has been discussed but is yet to be established. MT has also developed an online tutorial designed to introduce students to the techniques of painting analysis: http://www.leeds.ac.uk/italian/analysingpaintings.htm
SH reported on the progress of a Subject Centre project on teaching and learning vocabulary. Preliminary investigations, including a literature review, have been undertaken but no clear solution for the development of a vocabulary teaching resource has yet emerged. SH has found research into vocabulary acquisition and retention that claims that students exposed to a variety of media are the most likely to retain vocabulary (i.e. as well as reading a text, students see a visual representation of certain words and listen to sound files). Due to the complex nature of developing a resource for teaching vocabulary, SH proposes developing, initially at least, a learning object (using the Subject Centre learning object creator tool) on reading strategies, to encourage students to be effective readers, and to show them how to cope with unknown words.
DK noted that a “reading strategies” resource would tie in well with Angela Gallagher Brett’s research on transition, conducted for LLAS, and asked whether such a resource could be tied in with CPD for teachers. This could be achieved as part of the new Links into Languages (a network of regional support centres for language teachers to be run by LLAS in conjunction with a consortium of universities and other institutions). DK commented that it would be good to get teachers excited about teaching literature. MT commented that a reading strategies resource would encourage independent learning; it would be good to put the onus on students.
SH reported that a “Why study literature” resource is yet to be undertaken.

SH encouraged the group to post items to the LLAS forum.
14-19 Diplomas

SH updated the group on the development of the new Diplomas. More information can be found here: http://yp.direct.gov.uk/diplomas/
Notes from LLAS Languages Special Advisory Group on the Languages Diploma

The Languages Diploma needs to be ready for September 2011. The draft content of the Languages Diploma was released at the beginning of December 2008 (the content was only begun in June 08).

There are 3 levels in the Diploma, the third being preparation for university. The Diploma is not intended for low achievers but will be a general qualification for all abilities. 50% of the learning is applied. The Diploma has three components:

1) Principal learning: this is mandatory

2) Generic component: including functional skills, English, Maths and ICT; plus 10 days’ work experience.

3) Additional specialist component.

The Diploma will offer greater breadth and scope to apply languages specifically in students’ areas of interest. Intercultural skills and understanding will be emphasised throughout, together with the idea of being a “global citizen”. 

The draft themes and content have been put out for consultation – there are 6 topics and 7 themes. A line of learning statement is in progress; the final draft will be ready for consultation in early January and colleagues are urged to attend consultations wherever possible. The draft content for the topics is as follows:

1). How language works – this is essentially a linguistics topic, derived from English language, to help students understand the structure of language.

2) International dimensions – e.g. the Music Industry, Film or Food around the world. SC noted that in topics, the content will be tested as much as the language – a CLIL approach. The group was asked to try to recommend experts who could be consulted for the development of this topic. Level 3 especially needs more expert input, on areas such as diplomacy and international relations. 

3) Languages in context – this includes having to produce something at the end of the course, e.g. a film or results from a survey.

4) Professional communication – interpreting, teaching, reporting; in other words, how do professional linguists work? There is some concern that this topic will not “qualify” students as such, and there will be no mention of having completed this topic on their certificates.

5) Languages in the workplace – this topic will open up the usefulness of languages.

6) Social communication and networking – e.g. wikis, blogs, mobiles. The consultation has stressed, however, that this should not be a standalone topic in itself but should be interwoven with other topics.

The group were interested to know:
1) how many topics students would study as part of the diploma, and whether their choices would be dictated by the teachers’ preferences;
2) how many A-levels students will be able to study alongside the Diploma;
3) the logistics of students travelling to different institutions to study different topics;
4) will the spread of languages currently available at A-level be replicated in the Diploma, and how will the topics work in different languages.
It was noted that the questions from the consultation survey are rather tendentious, that the questions were designed to produce a certain outcome. 

Details of the consultation events are:

· 09 February 09 - London - Holiday Inn Kensington Forum Hotel 

· 11 February 09 - Yorkshire - Ramada Leeds Parkway Hotel 

· 13 February 09 - North East - Hilton Newcastle Gateshead Hotel 

· 23 February 09 - West Midlands - Hilton Birmingham Metropole Hotel
NB. These dates have changed from those announced at the meeting.
All details are available here: http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_19767.aspx
It was noted that the Diploma could become a widening participation issue, in that the high achieving schools will not encourage students to take the Diploma, and that certain types of schools, i.e. the ones universities are supposed to be engaging with in WP issues, will be the ones offering the Diploma. RP noted that HE has to be able to work with the Diploma. The group also raised concerns about assessment of the Diploma – how will it be assessed? 
The group was concerned about the lack of training in reading skills students will receive if they study a Diploma, and the gap between what they know and what they need to know to undertake study at university will widen even more. Should, therefore, the undergraduate degree be adapted to fit the needs of the Diploma student, or should the onus be on the Diploma to equip students for HE? There will be a differentiation in students’ competencies and experiences, between those who have been exposed to literature and those who have not.
The separation of “languages” and “humanities” furthers the notion of the instrumentalism of languages, and little intellectual content could be detected in the Diploma. However, Westminster degrees reflect very much the Diploma content, e.g. they have a strand on “Languages in action”, which focuses on languages in the workplace, professional communication etc. but the Diploma still does not match area studies content. 
What students will actually be doing in the topics needs to be made clear.
“Languages in context”: the group wondered if this could be the topic where literature and culture can be “smuggled” in. Westminster teaches “languages in context” as the cultural context, for example. The Diploma content at present seems quite theoretical, e.g. the professional communication topic seems to imply that students will be studying how professional linguists work, rather than undertaking this work themselves. Are students, for example, going to be doing practical translations? This comes back to the question of how will the diploma be assessed – will assessment focus primarily on oral skills, for example?
Concerns were also raised about who will actually want to study a languages diploma? Won’t students prefer the broader base from, for example, a humanities diploma? What is the content of the humanities diploma? (It would be interesting to make a comparison between this and the languages diploma.)
The group agreed that it would be good to submit a joint statement about the draft content - this must be positive, aimed at working with the draft content rather than not against it.

Action: The group will put together a joint response to the draft content to be sent directly to the development team.
3. Reports from events

a. Workshop to go “Teaching medieval and early modern culture”

MT reported on this event, which was organised partly in response to the AHRC / LLAS report on research in modern languages, and the perception that certain periods are being neglected (e.g. the “Cinderella” centuries – 15th-18th - and medieval period). The workshops were very upbeat – in contrast to the sense that study of these periods is in decline, the workshops revealed some excellent practices and a sense that things can be done. Recordings of the presentations will be available online. MT observed that we have to take for granted that students taking early modern and medieval modules will have no background of study of these topics, and that there is a need to look at issues of relevance, study of the canon, etc. However, the workshop highlighted a sense of being able to relax about staff anxieties relating to these topics. There is concern about the vicious circle in these areas: a decline in undergraduates studying medieval topics, leading to fewer postgraduate students working on these topics, which means renewing the staff base and expertise is problematic, which leads to less staff being able to offer medieval topics, leading to fewer undergraduates and so on. MT noted the importance for this community to have a confident, positive voice in order to appeal to students and university authorities. MT remarked that many attendees said that this was a great way for the Subject Centre to spend its money, to bring colleagues together on a particular topic.
b. Texts in Translation

This was organised in collaboration with the English Subject Centre and was thought to be a successful event, with diverse, thought-provoking presentations. SH reported how the English Subject Centre are very keen to collaborate more, or to find ways of collaborating, with Modern Languages colleagues in the development of texts in translation modules, or at least to collate examples of good practice in this area. DF noted the “double-edged” sword of texts in translation, in that colleagues (particularly those working in lesser taught languages) are keen for the literature of their language to be well-known and widely read, but at the same time would prefer that these authors be read in the original language. 
See attached event report at end of minutes.
c. Teaching Film (University of Bristol, June 2008)

SH reported on this event run by colleagues from the University of Bristol (more details below). It was an excellent event, with over 30 attendees from a range of departments (both languages and Film Studies).
RP noted that it was impossible to get to this event due to marking timetables, and felt it would be useful to have outputs from this event available online.

d. Borders and traffic: comparative approaches to teaching the Americas (University of Swansea, October 2008)
See attached event report at end of minutes.
4. Planning future events

a. Teaching Poetry (21st April 2009, Exeter)

This event will be hosted by Valerie Worth and colleagues at the University of Exeter. SH asked for suggestions for what this event could usefully address. These included:
1. Reading strategies: working out the sense of a word when embedded in prose is more problematic when reading poetry, so what reading strategies for poetry could be explored.

2. Critical vocabulary.

3. Addressing the fear factor?

4. Addressing departmental fears that a poetry module won’t attract students, so how to set one up? How to develop modules that will appeal or fit into the curriculum?
5.  Poetry as drama and drama as poetry, e.g. Shakespeare and Spanish Golden Age plays are largely in verse. Poetry in action is intertwined with the characters and the story.

HB noted that she doesn’t experience a student fear factor: at Exeter, they study poetry from Year One (this is compulsory). One problem for her is that students feel that they can write anything they like about a poem, so there is an issue relating to how to manage tactfully their ideas. The importance of introducing poetry in the 1st year was noted – HB’s 2nd year modules enjoy as many takers as other modules, most probably because students have been exposed to poetry from 1st year. Her modules are assessed by means of written commentaries.
DK noted that visual poetry is studied at Westminster: visual poetry’s tendency to have fewer rules is appealing for students.

RD noted the natural tendency to assess poetry by means of an essay. She wondered if students feel that poetry is quite elitist and so avoid poetry modules to avoid writing essays. RD noted that some modules in Sheffield are assessed by presentation only – this could be as a result of A-levels and its emphasis on oral skills. The scientific nature of studying poetry can be seen as quite scary.
MT is running a student study day on Analysing Dante’s poetry, and noted how students like to be given specific techniques and theories to follow.

DK wondered about a focus on rap and described the success of a Routes into Languages workshop wherein students wrote raps in French with the help of a rap group. It would be interesting to look at the opposite spectrum of poetry. Ben Bollig from Leeds, who researches the performance of Latin American poetry, was suggested as a potential speaker for this area.

SH welcomed suggestions for potential speakers and encouraged the group to get in touch with any ideas.
b. Teaching Film (12th June 2009, Bristol)

SH spoke briefly about the Bristol event in 2008, which covered on the one hand thematic concerns in teaching films (e.g. gender), and practical techniques for the analysis of film (e.g. camera angles, sound). The event focused mainly on French and Italian film. SH asked what the group would welcome in the next event, i.e. finding out what other people are teaching; what particular techniques, approaches or themes are being covered. Suggestions included:
1) Sessions focusing on different kinds of film material, and how it functions within canons. Teaching genre cinema is different to teaching art cinema (e.g. approaching particular texts as works of art). The divide between film studies and ML teaching: popular cinema seems to be taught more in film studies, whereas in ML it is the things that have become canonical – e.g. nouvelle vague. Sometimes the way that popular cinema is taught would not work with other types of cinema so an exchange of ideas here would be useful.
2) Addressing the anxiety of teaching film as cinema industry and technology, versus film as text. DK noted that Newcastle runs a film course that spans these areas (i.e. techniques of cinema integrated in a French course) – check who teaches this.
3) Markets, industry, distribution – it would be interesting to see how this can feed into teaching film as text. Where are the resources for teaching a course of this nature (e.g. sales, distribution figures)? Is there more work being done in an Anglophone context here? Are German film studies scholars, for example, working on this at all?

4) Small screen productions, e.g. television, soaps. RD mentioned how she uses film to encourage students to think about written texts in different ways. Her students made films (one in the style of a telenovela) to interpret a Galdós novel. Stephanie Dennison works on Brazilian versions of “Carry on” films.
5) Studying film adaptations of novels.

6) Speakers? Ross Cousins (Birmingham)
7) Migrant and national cinema. Daniela Berghain (check name) at Royal Holloway has set up a research group on migrant cinema.

8) A distinction to be drawn between teaching film or using film to teach literature or language: an acknowledgement that different things are going on here is needed. The Newcastle course could be seen as an example of marrying the two. Could this be two separate events? How are foreign language films taught within film studies departments, if at all? Is it the case that an Anglophone interpretation is immediately placed upon the film? Do film studies colleagues feel a similar anxiety to ML colleagues by approaching these foreign languages films? Are they reluctant to do so?
Action: LLAS to speak to Bristol about possibly changing the date to either later in June or the beginning of July as 12th June could be impossible for many colleagues.

Action: ensure that the presentations from the day are recorded and made available online.

NB. There is a special issue of Italian Studies journal (Spring 08, 63) on Rethinking Italian Film that will address many of the issues the event could cover.

c. New staff event

SH reported on the LLAS new staff event of April 08. This was intended to cover the broader issues of being an academic, rather than what is usually covered in PCAP courses. The group were asked what they would consider to be good areas to cover in the next new staff event. A lot is already on offer for new staff in institutions, and perhaps specific languages-related slant would be most useful. Suggestions included:
1) How to network within an institution (new staff probably already have good subject networks across the country).
2) How to teach new areas, how to explore your own expertise and develop new areas – useful to have people speaking about their experiences of this, e.g. a medievalist moving into film studies.

3) What resources are available to help you find your way in different areas? (Things you feel you should know but don’t.)

4) Where is your career going? A morale boosting session – new staff can feel overwhelmed by the job at first and lose sight of their career path or direction.

5) Examples of what funding and opportunities LLAS can offer: what has already been done? What other opportunities are available to enhance your teaching? Where to get advice on bidding for extra money? What institutional help is available?

6) Time savers and shortcuts: “invest a day and reap the benefits for a year!”

7) Should LLAS consider running an event for postgrads on how to get a job in academia?

8) Addressing the issue of short term contracts being the norm before securing a permanent post.  How can you use each experience so you’re not back to square one in each new short term contract. Issues around service teaching?

5. Ideas for future activity to support teaching literature and culture

1) Good practice guide for new staff – sharing good practice in surviving.

2) Workshop for postgraduate teaching assistants in modern languages (i.e. the Leeds event run by Rhian Atkin). This could be repeated in a different part of the country in 2009.
3) Why study literature resource pack – this could begin as simply a dedicated space on the LLAS website. Include quotations from students (these could be taken from student evaluations); and from Angela Gallagher’s transition project interviews.
4) Story telling – multilingual (based on a Routes idea).
5) Could knowledge transfer opportunities be explored?

6) Teaching lengthy novels – how to tackle long texts. Have they disappeared from the curriculum and if so, can they be brought back and how? The old classics are often easy to break down and can be real page turners so there are many opportunities for teaching these texts.
7) Year abroad – this is when the students start “mentally” living in the foreign culture and wishing they knew more about how “minds work” in different countries. Can this be harnessed in some way and brought back to the study of literature?
It was noted that the many literature festivals across the country demonstrate a strong public interest in literature in general – is there a way LLAS events could be tied into these festivals? There are also numerous prizes on offer for literary translation (e.g. Scott Moncrief). MT mentioned the “Italian Writers in Leeds” initiative wherein an Italian writer is invited each year to give a talk to a general audience. This is sponsored by the Italian Consulate.

SH asked to what extent drama is taught nowadays – in general plays seem to be incorporated here and there in existing modules. However, a drama module in Leeds Spanish does not have a very large student intake despite some very lively teaching methods that are employed (not necessarily viewing the play as a text). Some departments still run a student play.

6. Literature/culture and employability

SH reported on the LLAS 3Es advisory group that has been set up to steer work on employability, enterprise and employer engagement. One of our main aims is to highlight the employability skills gained from the study of literature and culture.

MT noted some of the activity undertaken in Leeds related to this. First, MT has adapted his essay feedback to include some of the “desirable attributes” from Association of Graduate Recruiters website, e.g. “style and presentation” becomes “communication skills” in the new version of the feedback form. This is also used in the presentation feedback form, e.g. if PowerPoint stops working during the student’s presentation but he/she is able to carry on regardless, the assessor is able to tick “flexibility” in the feedback form. NB. The content of the course and what is assessed remains the same; the assessment is simply expressed in terms used by the AGR.

Second, MT mentioned funding his Department received (circa 2K) to run an Italian enterprise scheme: this is an optional project for final year students. Here, students run a project designed to advance understanding of Italian studies, which has to be run like a business. They come up with an idea to be communicated to a broader audience, find ways to measure the outcomes, and so on. One example was creating a resource for 6th formers about the Italian renaissance. 

The project is very academic as students must engage with the subject, but this is turned into a business (with budgeting, project planning, marketing, resourcing etc). 
7. Innovative work in teaching literature and culture

SH mentioned the Murder, Madness and Mayhem project: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:WikiProject_Murder_Madness_and_Mayhem . This was run by Jon Beasley Murray at the University of British Columbia (NB. This has no connection with the Subject Centre).
As an alternative with more control, RD suggested a university website that would be run by students and feature their essays and managed by the students featuring student essays. This would be independent, with assessment done by the lecturer rather than Wikipedia editors.
MT mentioned how he uses quotes from the Internet mixed up with quotes from students, and asks students to critique them – it encourages them to become critical readers. This is more valuable than simply saying “Don’t use Wikipedia” – it shows them why.

8. AOB

SH announced that with regret she will be leaving the Subject Centre at the end of January. All the work discussed in the meeting will be carried forward by other Subject Centre staff.

9. Date of next meeting
December 2009 – date to be announced in due course.
Texts in translation

Event report (Mary Green)

Discovery, annexation, foreignization: world literature in translation
Professor Peter France, University of Edinburgh
Peter began by offering a historical overview of texts in translation, drawing on specific examples and charting the shift from translations of predominately Latin and Greek texts during the period 1660-1760 to later translations of, for example, Russian and German texts. The limited market for translated literary texts in the UK was made evident (only 3-5% of published literature).

A brief discussion of the key theoretical terms ‘annexation’ and ‘foreignization’ was then offered, as well as the position of theorists such as Lawrence Venuti in relation to these terms.

Finally, Peter concluded by stressing that translation is a negotiation between two cultures, and that the different aims of different translations should be considered.

‘We might as well be strangers?’ Reflecting on texts in translation

Dr Karen Seago, London Metropolitan University
Karen, as a native German speaker, opened by reflecting on her first reading of Freud in English translation and the distancing effect that this induced. She then proceeded to discuss how translations of Grimm’s fairy tales have manipulated the original textual material because of didactic and moral considerations relating to children’s literature. To conclude, Karen stressed the importance of the new perceptions that translated texts can offer without necessarily alienating readers.

In other words…: Translation, Theory

Dr Mark Robson, University of Nottingham
‘Translatability’, and whether translation is possible, was the focus of Mark’s paper, which drew primarily on the work of Walter Benjamin, Paul de Man and Jacques Derrida.

Benjamin’s work was described as troubling for the notion of ‘translatability’, while for de Man, translation was seen as a ‘decanonization’ of original texts. In relation to Derrida, deconstruction as already being a translation was discussed, as well as the impossibility of translating the internal textual disruption of Derrida’s original French through translation.

Springs and dawns: teaching translation and reception history via the Pillow Book of Sei Shônagon

Dr Valerie Henitiuk, University of East Anglia
Valerie spoke on classical Japanese literature, specifically the Pillow Book, and the cultural appropriation and manipulation thrown up by the text. The complete and partial translations of this text in multiple languages were discussed, and the domestication of a foreign literary work was traced. The points raised were linked to a project for teaching reception and translation history, based on an analysis of translations of this text as a pedagogical tool.

The ‘Life and Fate’ of the translated text: the struggle to ‘keep the quick’

Dr Margaret Tejerizo, University of Glasgow
This paper discussed a teaching project in Slavonic Studies at the University of Glasgow which involves an optional course on Holocaust Literature in translation, and includes a project on translation. The way in which this course has stimulated students’ interest in learning a Slavonic language was highlighted, as well as the challenge of Alison Phipps’ work on seeking ‘the quick’ of life through teaching.

Translations and interpretations: using electronic resources to facilitate engagement, inquiry and understanding

Dr Rhian Davies, University of Sheffield
In contrast to the other speakers, Rhian referred to the disadvantages of teaching in translation and spoke of her innovative project to engage undergraduate students in nineteenth-century Spanish literature in the original language. The possibilities for student learning and literary appreciation made possible through the electronic edition of Torquemada en la hoguera by Benito Pérez Galdós, developed by Rhian with technical support from the University of Sheffield, were the focus of the paper.

Teaching medieval texts in translation

Dr Penny Simons, University of Sheffield
Penny gave an overview of students’ responses to translations of medieval French texts and considered how teaching texts in translation could still be seen as good medieval practice. The use of humour in medieval French texts – how it functions and why it is used – was offered as an example of how students can be encouraged to engage with these texts through problem-based learning which seeks to exploit aspects of translation and the translation process.

The comedy of translation

Professor Robin Kirkpatrick, University of Cambridge
The focus here was Dante’s Commedia, which has been translated by Robin and is accompanied by the original Italian verse. The paper emphasized translation as the beginning of an interpretive process, primarily through an examination of the syntax and rhetoric of the Commedia, and also illustrated the complementary nature of practical criticism and language learning.
Borders and traffic: comparative approaches to teaching the Americas

Event report (John Canning)
James Dunkerley, former Head of the Institute for the Study of the Americas, University London, opened the day by observing that the Swansea situation of having both an American Studies Department and a Spanish/ Modern Languages department with a Latin American component was not untypical in UK Higher Education Institutions. In his overview of the state of Comparative American Studies in the UK, Professor Dunkerley outlined several factors impacting on the provision of teaching across the Americas. These factors include sentiments of anti-Americanism, the high demands of multidisciplinary teaching (and research), the ‘assault’ on area studies programmes and institutions, and information overload. 

Approaches to studying the Americas
Dick Ellis, Head of American and Canadian Studies at the University of Birmingham explored ideas surrounding ‘Old American Studies’ and New American Studies, and the problem of America meaning the USA and the connection of the Americas to other parts of the world. Professor Ellis explored several ideas including Atlantic Studies (e.g. Armitage), which although attractive exclude the important influence of Japan and the Pacific Rim on the Americas. Whilst desiring not to view the United States in isolation, Professor Ellis noted the dangers of an internationalised American studies becoming a new form of imperialism. He concluded his paper by calling for a standpoint comparative network approach to American Studies. This could including thinking about a place, for example Guantanamo Bay and how it  ‘borders’ Iraq, the US, Cuba and the politics of the Middle East. 

Caroline Williams, from the University of Bristol’s Department of Hispanic, Portuguese and Latin American Studies, noted that a majority of students studying Spanish and/or Portuguese were doing joint degrees with other language or humanities subjects, though about 50% of students studied for at least one semester in Latin America. Dr Williams also explored the idea of the Atlantic through her work on pre-Columbian and early European contact history. In terms of the thinking about connections with north America there are very few Americanists in the faculty as a whole, though the MA course “History, Empires, Cultures and Peoples” offers a multidisciplinary exploration of Latin America in a broad colonial context.

Teaching race

Kate Quinn, Institute for the Study of the Americas, examined differences to do with the idea of race within the Americas and how the Americas represent a context within which to teach students about the idea of race as a social construct. For example, Barack Obama is perceived as black in the United States, but in Jamaica he would be perceived as part of the brown elite. In terms of inter-country understanding about race, there has been an Americanisation of racial concepts in Brazil with affirmative action policies and health campaigns aimed at Afro-Brazilian people. The study of individuals such as Marcus Garvey is also instructive in exploring race in a comparative American perspective.

Dave Stirrup, University of Kent, explored ideas of border as literal and metaphorical which contain and withhold. He noted the relative neglect of the US-Canadian border with reference to the Blackfeet tribe who live on both sides of the border. 

Cultural Traffic

Peter Hulme, University of Essex, started his paper by challenging the idea of North and Latin America (which begins at the Mexican border) and the idea of hemispheric American Studies (the Western hemisphere, he noted, includes Swansea, but not Colchester). He observed that it is interesting that the United Nation’s Northern American macroregion is the only one which is not subdivided into sub-regions. In his teaching Professor Hulme makes extensive use of maps to illustrate these points as well as Arthur Bird’s 1899 book Looking Forward which predicted the US sovereignty over the whole of the Americas. Taking the Caribbean as a the ‘bit in the middle’ can produce some imaginative thinking, for example Charles Wagner’s culture spheres, Euro-America, Indo-America and Plantation America. Focusing attention on individual places can enable students to focus upon a wider variety of topics. A study of Guantanamo Bay could involve studying Columbus who landed there in 1493, the British in the nineteenth century and the study of US author Stephen Crane who went there to observe the US Marines during the Spanish-American War.

Alan Rice, University of Central Lancashire, focused on the idea of the Black Atlantic, looking at African-American folk tales and ships as modes of cultural production (instead of merely transportation). These can be explored pedagogically through thinking about the ‘pastlessness’ of the West Indies and notions of freedom that exist through transatlantic narratives, which did not exist on the plantations. Memorials also offer a useful focus for teaching about colonialism. The Memorial Gates in London, which commemorate the contribution of the peoples of Africa, India and the Caribbean to the First and Second World Wars, is a national rather than a black memorial.   

Comparative Politics

David Bewley-Taylor, University of Swansea, presented a case study of a final year module on US drugs policy. A focus on drugs policy is a useful way to engage with ideas of flows across cultures and borders. The drugs trade can be thought of as a multinational corporation and its study straddles disciplinary, national and cultural boundaries. For the module students undertake a 4000 word research paper and a 12 minute presentation. The first federal drug legislation was the 1914 Harrison Act, passed in the context of the US acquisition of the Philippines, and the China opium trade still forms the bedrock of the US ‘War on Drugs’. The War on Drugs situates drug problems in other countries in transition producer states and upon certain ethnic minority groups. This impacts on US relations with these countries including Canada, Columbia and Bolivia. Dr Bewley-Taylor uses the films Maria Full of Grace and Traffic to illustrate some of these issues. Other issues explored in the course include the ‘normalisation’ of the drugs trade in Northern Mexico, and songs and folklore text. An admitted limitation to the course is the language issues (American Studies students rather than students of Spanish/ Latin American Studies) and coverage (the Caribbean does not figure strongly). 

Lucy Taylor, University of Aberystwyth, explored the depiction of Latin America in textbook aimed at students of international relations (Dr Taylor is the only Latin Americanist in an International Relations department). She views teaching as a political act and the exercise demonstrates what is considered ‘core’ in IR and what is periphery. Where it is mentioned Latin America is explored a place of economic crisis, corruption and drugs - it is depicted as a dangerous and delinquent place. Moreover, in an arena of the power politics of the UK, USA, USSR, UN, UNAID and the IMF. Argentina is only mentioned in the context of the Falklands War, and Grenada and Panama only in the context of US intervention. Latin America is portrayed as immature, weak and passive by both pro-US and anti-US writers in which the people need saving from either themselves (e.g. Chile 1973) or from the United States. It is a region to which things are ‘done’. It is irrelevant, decontexualised and regarded as a Third World country which serves a ‘pot of evidence for theory’. International history texts give a more comprehensive treatment to Latin America by exploring colonialisation, slavery, racism and indigenous peoples. However, there is a strong focus on the twentieth century and the Cold War, and portrayals of Latin America are often unsavoury. Whilst academics are not strongly encouraged to write textbooks, textbooks do give a strong indication about what is considered ‘core’ and make a contribution to learning about the core US.  

At the end of the day James Dunkerley chaired a round table discussion in which participants picked up on several themes from the day. The role of modern languages in American Studies was discussed and views varied as to whether compulsory language study would attract or deter students. Picking up on Lucy Taylor’s paper another discussion concerned the status of courses in Latin America in disciplinary contexts (e.g. politics, geography) where Latin America is often perceived as too specific or is put into modules on the “third world”. The idea of the Caribbean as part of the Americas was also discussed.
