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Higher Education Academy Student Award Competition 2010:
“What do English or Creative Writing have to say to an age of austerity?”?

Runner-up: Robert Yeates, University of Leicester

A fierce battle is being waged at the moment over the future of the humanities, as budget cut-backs in higher education squeeze departments whose practical contributions to society are seen as less apparent. In the face of this squeeze, the futures of many departments seem at risk, sparking debate over how we can adequately justify study of the humanities, when the sciences and other areas are also in dire need of funding. English and Creative Writing each have their respective problems in the face of such debate. English departments in higher education establishments in the United Kingdom are often one of the largest of the humanities departments. As a result of this, they need more than most to offer a strong defence of their value to the institution and to society as a whole. The comparatively young Creative Writing courses, on the other hand, face an early extinction in the face of cut-backs in the humanities, still being seen by many to be esoteric, unpractical, and even as attempting to teach something that cannot be taught. The value of the humanities has long been more difficult to measure than other areas, and so justifications of the study of English and Creative Writing have taken several forms.
Perhaps the most frequently raised defence is the idea that the study of English and Creative Writing enrich our society, enhancing British culture, enabling us to become more aware of our own and each others’ humanity. Despite the dismissal of such ideas by literary theorist Stanley Fish, who sees them as merely insincere and parroted rhetoric, they underlie much of contemporary debate about the humanities as a whole.[footnoteRef:1] Indeed, the feeling among humanities students on university campuses seems to be that the work done in our departments contributes vitally to the richness of our culture, and improves our understanding and awareness of ourselves as a nation, and of the world as a whole. The interdisciplinary nature of the study of English, for instance, encompasses issues of race, gender, colonialism, history, psychoanalysis, and many other fields. The impact of the study of English is therefore extremely difficult to measure, as it permeates many academic areas, and cannot be merely viewed in isolation. The ability of English and Creative Writing courses to enrich society ought to make them all the more necessary in an age of austerity, when societies are under the great strain of financial hardship, and yet many still see the humanities as weakened by lacking the practical application of other areas of study. The notion that the well-rounded graduates of the humanities are favoured by employers may in fact be something of a myth, and is certainly rarely believed by higher education applicants. Nonetheless, the over-subscription of supposed ‘practical’ fields, forensic science being a prominent example, has left many prospective higher education applicants leaning towards subject areas in which they have a personal interest, rather than a career interest. Particularly when faced with vast student debt many students have preferred to choose a subject that addresses their passions, and English and Creative Writing are vital examples. Kate Soper, speaking at last year’s Why Humanities? conference, stresses that in a ‘post-consumerist era’ we should be placing an even greater focus than ever on the expansion of leisure via education in the humanities, something which can strongly enable a flourishing society.[footnoteRef:2] Perhaps in an age of austerity, therefore, English and Creative Writing ought to be receiving a greater focus than ever, if only for our society’s emotional well-being. [1:  Stanley Fish, ‘Crisis of the Humanities Finally Arrives,’ The New York Times, 11 October, 2010. <http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/10/11/the-crisis-of-the-humanities-officially-arrives/>]  [2:  Kate Soper, ‘Humanities Can Promote Alternative “Good Life,”’ The Guardian, 30 November, 2010. < http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2010/nov/30/humanities-promote-alternative-good-life>] 

The obvious flaw with this argument, however, is that we do not need academic study to appreciate the humanities – if English died out in higher education, Stratford-Upon-Avon would not cease to mount well-attended productions of Hamlet. Perhaps, then, as Fish writes, we should not be asking what English and Creative Writing can offer society. In fact, if we take a utilitarian approach, the benefits of such programs can be seen as minimal at best. Instead, what we ought to be asking, as Stanley Fish suggests, is how English and Creative Writing programs fit into our image of what we want our educational establishments to be. Whether or not their goals intersect with the goals of the rest of society, it is these programs’ insights and style of analysis and teaching that enrich academic study as a whole, and that complement other fields of study and inquiry. The pecuniary benefits of the study of English and Creative Writing, or even smaller areas such as Latin or Russian Literature might appear slim, but it is not their pecuniary benefits that inspired their creation. The line of distinction should be drawn between those departments that need to operate as training centres for prospective workers, and those which focus on in-depth study and analysis. As Fish writes, the university’s ‘conventions of inquiry are not answerable to the demands we rightly make of industry.’[footnoteRef:3] If we are to have universities, rather than trade schools alone, we must be willing to accept them as ‘whole universities,’ with each field and department as integral to its existence and functioning as another. [3:  Stanley Fish, ‘Crisis of the Humanities Finally Arrives,’ The New York Times, 11 October, 2010. <http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/10/11/the-crisis-of-the-humanities-officially-arrives/>] 

The bottom line seems to be at the very least English and Creative Writing have become a part of the tapestry of higher education, and elements whose contribution to education are impossible to quantify. In an age of austerity, a focus on the humanities in general ought to be seen as a way of enriching and enlivening a culture hindered by pecuniary restraints, rather than an area that can be pruned back to meet budgeting demands elsewhere. Moreover, if we value our educational establishments and want to justify the rising costs of tuition we should be taking the universities as they are, as their own entities with their own histories, ideals and projects, rather than asking them to conform to profit-centred business models. What English and Creative Writing have to say to us then, is as much as any other department in higher education – that they enhance, invigorate, and cultivate our culture and civilisation, and diversify and complement our education system. The true age of austerity would, therefore, be a world in their absence.
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