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Netherlands and Belgium), a guide with information about Dutch studies inside the Dutch
language area, including details of academic journals, libraries, research institutes, associa-
tions, societies and the like; and Basisboekenlijst extramurale neerlandistiek (List of Core Titles for
Dutch Studies), which is meant to help people teaching Dutch studies outside the Netherlands
and Flanders to select course material and to build up a library of essential works.

The IVN is closely involved with the organization of a 3-week course for some 150 students
of Dutch from other countries, which takes place each year under the auspices of the Dutch
Language Union.

Other Activities. The IVN lobbies on behalf of its members and represents their interests. For
example, the Algemene Nederlandse Spraakkunst, the standard grammar for Dutch, came into
being as the result of an IVN initiative. The IVN has its own website, which offers, amongst
other things, information about job opportunities and access to files such as the IVN mem-
bership list and the list of core titles for Dutch studies. The IVN strives every two years to offer
an intensive course on 17th-century culture for non-Dutch-speaking art historians who do
research on 17th-century Dutch and Flemish art. The IVN publishes the IVN-krant (IVN
Newsletter) several times a year; it is available electronically as well as in print. The IVN pro-
vides printed and electronic information on job vacancies in Dutch studies abroad. Finally,
the IVN maintains close contact with regional and national organizations promoting Dutch
studies abroad. IVN members, associate members and sponsors receive all the Association’s
publications free of charge.

www.ivnnl.com

The Modern Humanities Research Association (MHRA)
David A. Wells

The great differences in size, administration, and function of the member-associations of the
FILLM are in one sense an obvious source of strength, but no less obviously can cause diffi-
culties, since those who are active in the management of the very large overarching associa-
tions such as the MLA and ICLA with their regional and thematic subgroups have quite
different perceptions of our subject, and quite different activities to organize, from those
involved in the smaller and more specialist societies. As a multidisciplinary society the MHRA
has some characteristics of both the larger and the smaller bodies, and at the same time has
some fundamental differences from all the rest, but also a history which in some respects links
it as closely to the FILLM as any other member-association.

The MHRA was founded as the Modern Language Research Students Association in 1918
in Christ’s College, Cambridge, in the rooms of Dr Brian W. Downs, a College Fellow whose
name appears elsewhere in this collection since, in 1956 and by then Vice-Chancellor of the
University of Cambridge, he again showed his support for modern languages through his
involvement as a founder of the International Conference on Scandinavian Studies, soon to
develop into the IASS. On the occasion of the 1918 foundation Downs, together with a small
group of colleagues, felt that, at a time when the modern and medieval languages and litera-
tures were still seeking to establish themselves beside the established discipline of Classical
studies, with even English occupying a relatively subordinate role, an association of scholars
dedicated to the modern languages on an interdisciplinary basis with its own publication
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could play a part in furthering their interests and giving them respectability among the much
longer established humanities subjects. As explained by John H. Fisher in his address to the
American Branch of the Association in 1971, these younger faculty members and graduate
students argued that the way forward for the subject lay not in ‘philological study of the
modern languages pursued in imitation of the classics, nor in inspirational teaching in the
Arnoldian tradition, but rather . . . in research to learn more about literature and language and
in the publication of this research for the benefit of other scholars’, and in the conviction that
research improves teaching. The term ‘modern humanities’ was adopted soon afterwards in
1918. It was intended to embrace the European-tradition languages and literatures including
English, in contrast to the term ‘modern languages’ in Britain and British-tradition universi-
ties restricted to modern foreign languages, excluding English, which is almost always
established in its own school or department, a historical differentiation which has merely been
reinforced in recent years by the alarming relative decline in student numbers where the non-
English languages and literatures are concerned. The term ‘modern humanities’ is nowadays
obsolete if it was ever used to any substantial extent, an understandable confusion among
enquirers as to whether the Association includes the disciplines of history, art history, educa-
tion, philosophy and music among its objectives (which it does not), and even as to whether
its members are humanists in the philosophical sense (which they may or may not be), or
pursue a humanely ethical investment policy, leads the executive in a sense to deplore the
name of the Association which nowadays would never have been chosen for a modern
languages society, while at the same time proudly assuming that most English specialists and
modern linguists at least in the traditional British universities have some idea of the nature
and function of the MHRA. But the early change of name appears to have been due to no
particular ideology — indeed the founders of the MHRA did not conceive of themselves as a
pressure group for their subject in general, as had early members of the Modern Language
Association of America ~ but to avoid confusion with the (British) Modern Language
Association, a society founded in 1893 and representing the interests of teachers of foreign
languages in the British secondary school system.

The founders of the MHRA appreciated from the outset what large numbers of modern
foreign linguists have subsequently learned only with difficulty and to their own cost, that the
subject of modern languages as a whole is most likely to prosper when individual language
areas within the university institution cooperate rather than set themselves up in chauvinistic
competition with each other. A statement about the Association’s aims, which was reprinted
for many years in its Annual Bulletin, asserts that ‘our purpose is to encourage and promote
advanced study and research in the field of the modern humanities, especially modern
European languages and literatures (including English). We are concerned to break down the
barriers between scholars working in different disciplines and to maintain the broader unity
of humanistic scholarship in the face of increasing specialization.” At the same time this ideal-
ism was tempered with a very practical view of the means of achieving these aims. As early
as the second general meeting of the Association it was affirmed that publication of research
was, together with recruitment of members, the best way forward, and the fledgling
Association began to give financial support to, and in 1922 took over editorial control of, the
Modern Language Review, already published by Cambridge University Press since 1905 on
behalf of the (British) Modern Language Association.

Appointing successive editors of the highest calibre in the different language arcas effec-
tively ensured the survival of the journal and its development as the best-known British-based
quarterly periodical dedicated to the modern languages, including English. This position has
been unchanged in the history of the MHRA, which has always regarded the Modern Language
Review as its flagship journal, and the first priority in the competition for the Association’s
resources. A typical annual volume today includes some 1184 pages, each issue divided more
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or less equally between English, the Romance, the Germanic, and the Slavonic languages and
literatures. A substantial proportion of pages, typically about half, are dedicated to book
reviews.

The early members of the Association also knew that a major aid to scholarship in the rela-
tively young discipline would take the form of bibliographies, and these have always main-
tained a high profile in the publishing portfolio. The Annual Bibliography of English Language
and Literature was launched in 1921 with the almost impossible object ‘to list annually all
scholarly books and articles concerning English and American language and literature pub-
lished anywhere in the world’. In spite of repeated difficulties in finding scholars willing to
give up voluntary time to serve as contributors to the work, it has survived both the informa-
tion explosion since the 1960s and the bureaucratization of the profession in many English-
speaking countries which has led to an artificial devaluation of the value of important
research-supporting activities such as bibliography, review, and editorial activity. After the
usual setbacks encountered in harnessing the electronic technology, the work is now available
to subscribers in online format, for the whole back archive, as well as in the traditional printed
text.

The need for bibliography was recognized for the modern foreign languages also. In order
not to compete with individual national bibliographies, The Year's Work in Modern Language
Studies, founded in 1930, sets out to be an annual critical bibliography of work done in a range
of languages and literatures, including Medieval Latin, Neo-Latin, French, Provengal,
Spanish, Catalan, Portuguese, Latin-American, Italian, Romanian, Welsh, Breton, Irish,
Scottish Gaelic, German, Dutch, Danish, Norwegian, Swedish, Czech, Slovak, Polish, Russian,
Ukrainian, Belorussian, Serbo-Croat, and Bulgarian. Here the narrow definition of ‘modern
languages’ as meaning foreign languages to the exclusion of English is reaffirmed, but this has
a rationale in the separate existence of the Annual Bibliography of English Language and Literature
and in the fact that a similar critical bibliography for English, The Year's Work in English Studies,
is edited by a different society, the English Association.

In the years immediately after the Second World War and into the late 1960s the MHRA
was energetically renewed and expanded, in particular by the dynamism of one man, Dr
Stanley C. Aston, Fellow of St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. The building up of contacts
resulted in a flourishing American Branch which, however, has not survived more recent
changes in professional attitudes among the younger generation, nor the increasing emphasis
on the publishing, as distinct from the social, role of the Association. By the early 1960s the
three publications were well established and well respected, and the Modern Language Review
in particular, which published normally in English but also the occasional article in French,
enjoyed a growing international reputation as the leading British journal to embrace all the
major modern European-tradition languages. The Association, however, faced a fundamental
problem as regards its future, one which many smaller societies in the humanities have
subsequently faced. In tandem with the publications, which for their management required a
competent editorial team rather than a learned society as such, the MHRA was carried for-
ward by an ethos of collaboration and, indeed, conviviality among colleagues in the field, and
indeed other similar bodies might have survived thus long as types of Oxbridge gentlemen's
drinking clubs without any serious academic purpose whatever. Such a picture of the MHRA
would at any time have been a caricature, but it remains true that a nowadays old-fashioned
form of networking by like-minded scholars of largely similar social background was a major
factor in the role of societies of this type. With the enormous expansion of the profession from
the 1960s and its subsequent bureaucratization and indeed professionalization in a negative
sense, this kind of network has lost its purpose. Coupled with this was the fact that individual
members of MHRA received the Modern Language Review in return for their subscriptions,
together with the possibility of obtaining the other publications at no less favourable dis-
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counts. In other words, the publications were effectively provided to members at the charge
of the Association, which thus had very little prospect of building up its own funds even if
such mercenary considerations had ever crossed the minds of its gentleman-scholar founders,
which seems unlikely.

But in the new climate a drive for individual members, with the implication that member-
ship of the MHRA conferred on them some peculiar advantages that modern linguists who
were not members did not possess, became ever more unrealistic. Faced with the same situa-
tion, in North America the Modern Language Association opted for a new role, ensuring
the benefits of size and relative wealth but arguably jettisoning an emphasis on the highest
scholarly standards at any cost by transforming itself into a labour union for the profession
and rewarding its members with a range of professional services including the possibility of
employment and a guarantee of a viable income. The MHRA was centred in the United
Kingdom, but embraced internationalism as fundamental to the discipline, and included a
modest but significant percentage of overseas members. The comparable transformation of
the MHRA, which unlike most of the other overarching international associations did not see
the organization of conferences as part of its inherent role, was directed not towards a politi-
cal and professional forum for modern linguists, but rather towards an enhanced emphasis on
the potential publishing role of the Association. The decision was taken in 1963 to move the
actual publishing function of the then three periodicals away from Cambridge University
Press and into the hands of the Committee of the Association, which would publish in its
own right; the subscription for individual members was now linked to receipt of the Modern
Language Review; and, provided that no financial advantage accrued to the committee
members, they were able, through registration of the Association as an unincorporated
charity, to exploit the charitable (not-for-profit) status of the Association to recover Income
Tax and subsequently Value Added Tax on the proceeds from sales of the journals, with
similar recovery of tax on investment income.

This decision for fundamental change, which accompanied and initiated the dynamic
honorary treasurership of Professor Roy Wisbey, proved correct because it coincided with the
beginning of the huge expansion in university institutions in western countries from the
late 1960s on. The MHRA adopted a realistic pricing policy — something until that date done
astonishingly rarely by academics managing learned societies — which involved charging the
market value, including a small profit, for trade sales, mainly libraries and subscription agen-
cies; allowing a small discount to institutional members, effectively major university libraries
which took all three publications and paid in a single lump sum in advance of publication; and
charging substantial sums for back runs of the periodicals, which when purchased by new
libraries in the 1970s and 1980s resulted in a major source of income. Together, these measures
made it possible for the heavily discounted price charged to individual scholars to continue,
but this has not been sufficient to enhance membership among the younger generation: too
often one hears the comment that Modern Language Review is so readily accessible that there is
no purpose in its purchase by an individual for the occasional article, or even that nowadays
the rooms of academics no longer contain sufficient shelving to house a long periodical run.
Any additional benefit of membership of an association such as the MHRA is perceived, in
terms of career advancement, as negligible.

-Although the membership list still includes several hundred subscribing individuals, the
MHRA today in some respects resembles a small university press rather than a learned
society as generally understood. Nevertheless, the committee maintains the spirit of a charity
providing support to the subject, and although by managing the Association as a business this
object can be pursued more effectively, academic criteria remain paramount in all decision-
making and the increased wealth of the Association since the 1960s has been applied to that
end.
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The substantial expansion of the publications began in 1971 with the launch of the Yearbook
of English Studies, originally conceived as an outlet for the many additional articles and
reviews in the field of English which could not be accommodated in the Modern Language
Review without distorting the subject-balance within each issue. While the text and format
follow exactly those of the Review so that material can be switched from one organ to the other
as necessary at the production stage, the Yearbook has gradually become a journal with its own
character, and in particular each volume contains a body of commissioned essays relating
to a specific theme. 1970 saw the launch of the series MHRA Texts and Dissertations which
seeks to be a prestige series for the publication of dissertations of especial merit by younger
scholars.

Ever since its foundation the MHRA has appointed, on a rotating basis, an annual presi-
dent of distinction from one of the language areas represented. The function of the president
is purely honorific, with the important exception that he or she delivers a presidential address
to the annual general meeting, reigning as ‘king for a day’. The address is then published in
the Modern Language Review. Otherwise the Association avoids organizing conferences. An
exception occurred in August 1968 when a Jubilee Congress was held with speakers of dis-
tinction, and it was felt appropriate to publish the papers. This book, The Future of the Modern
Modern Humanities, appeared in 1969 and became the first in a prestige series of book publi-
cations, ‘Publications of the MHRA’, which has now reached 14 volumes. From 1978 the
Association agreed to take over the publication of the quarterly Slavonic and East European
Review on behalf of the University of London School of Slavonic and East European Studies,
and from 1984 made a positive commitment to a relatively so-called minority language with
the launch of the annual Portuguese Studies, now the sixth journal in the publishing portfolio.
A general service to scholarship is provided by the MHRA Style Book, a manual of English style
for authors and editors based on British usage. This is deliberately intended to be shorter and
more manageable than its American counterpart, the MLA Handbook, but changes in usage and
above all in authorial practice resulting from the impact of the new printing technology mean
that a sixth revised version is already in the draft stage.

Conscious of its need, as a registered charity, to answer to a wider public than its own
membership, the Association has also for the past 15 years administered a research associate-
ships scheme. Since a small voluntary society cannot hope to compete with state and other
large-scale funding bodies, nor can it cope with vast numbers of applications, the awards may
be applied for, not by potential graduate students, but only by the academic directors of
appropriate corporate ventures in areas such as major critical editions, bibliographies, or
lexicographical projects. The successful applicants then appoint the graduate or postdoctoral
associate in conjunction with the Committee of the Association. During the period of these
awards two, and in recent years three, have been appointed each year, and many of the young
Associates have subsequently found that the work provided a bridge to their entry into more
permanent membership of the academic profession.

The growing volume and complexity of the Association’s affairs, which for some years past
have included the employment of a small number of full-time and half-time staff both in the
central publishing and distribution area of the treasurer’s department and also on specific
academic projects such as the collection of data for the Annual Bibliography of English Language
and Literature, besides a host of casual secretarial assistants, together with problems relating to
investment management, the administration of intellectual property rights, and contractual
arrangements for publication in both traditional and electronic format in collaboration with
commercial partners, made the academic volunteers who have managed the Association over
the years without the legal protection of limited liability vulnerable to unforeseen disasters.
Accordingly, in line with other similar voluntary bodies, the MHRA, previously an unincor-
porated charity, was on 2 October 1997 incorporated in England as a charitable company
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limited by guarantee. In practice this has resulted in minor administrative changes but not, it
is hoped, in any long-term change to the essential academic ethos of the Association and least
of all to the quality of its publications, which continue to flourish and are currently illustrat-
ing the latest development in a period of rapid and exciting change as they begin to be dis-
seminated to subscribers in on-line electronic and CD-ROM versions as well as in the tradi-
tional printed format, the uncertain future of which, as for all academic publications in
humanities subjects, is perhaps today the most vexed question in our field as a whole.

www.mhra.org.uk

The Modern Language Association of America (MLA)

Eva Kushner

Dr Phyllis Franklin, Executive Director of the Modern Language Association of America for
many years and currently Vice-President of FILLM, would have been the appropriate con-
tributor on this topic, but she could not be present at this symposium and she has asked me
to represent her. Although I cannot match her unparalleled knowledge of the Association and
the American scene in general, I can say that I am well acquainted with the MLA, as | have
been a member of it since 1959. Since 1985 I have represented the MLA at FILLM meetings
several times. Canadians have their own set of learned societies in the Humanities, yet there
is a substantial Canadian membership of the MLA; I estimate it at 1000 members. The late
Professor Northrop Frye, more recently Professor Mario Valdés, and in the 2000-1 session
Professor Linda Hutcheon have been presidents of the MLA. This is an example of the inter-
nationality of the Association, which also regularly elects honorary fellows and members from
many countries. Altogether the MLA counts approximately 30,000 members; thus it is by far
the largest member-association within FILLM.

As | speak of the strengths of the MLA, its range of interests, its structures, I should like to
make it clear that [ am not uncritical of it, on the contrary. But let me first of all emphasize the
importance of its presence and participation in FILLM. Because it holds yearly conventions
(between Christmas and the New Year, unfortunately), because a large number of languages
and literatures are regularly featured in its programs not only during conventions but, in
certain groups, on a continuous basis, because it has an extensive publishing activity in schol-
arly and pedagogical matters, the Modern Language Association of America is for us, in many
ways, a model with which to reckon. Add to this the fact that besides being a major scholarly
association the MLA also undertakes to serve as a professional body, keeping watch over
matters of equity, social justice, human rights relating to the working life of its membership,
and you will begin to perceive the magnitude of the MLA phenomenon.

. The structure of the MLA is designed to facilitate communication with and among the
membership, and to encourage participation. The election system operates by correspond-
ence; the nominating committee chooses a certain number of candidates, circulates their
curricula vitae and the membership chooses by mail ballot three of those candidates to renew
one-fourth of the executive council, and so on every year. The presidency also changes every
year; the membership elects by mail ballot a second vice-president who, the following year,
becomes first vice-president and the year after that, president, and so forth. This rapid
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